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Abstract

Strategic alignment and strategic planning of information systems (IS) have been
considered as significant topics in the IS field for the past twenty years. Abundant
research has been conducted to understand how strategic alignment and strategic
planning of IS support business operation and strategy in organisations and to
develop frameworks to study strategic alignment. Nevertheless, there are still issues
that need to be tackled, and one of them is environmental dynamism. Environmental
dynamism or the changing environment can pose a serious threat to the success of IS
planning and lead to alignment failure. Therefore whether and how organisations
can sustain strategic alignment in a changing environment is a concern of many. This
research aims to investigate the influence of changing environment, if any, on
strategic alignment and strategic planning of IS, and how organisations can sustain
strategic alignment of IS in a changing environment. The core research question of
the research is: How can organisations adapt their strategic planning of IS and
sustain strategic alignment in order to respond to the dynamic and competitive

environment?

A qualitative research strategy was employed for this research in order to achieve a
better understanding of the impact of changing environments on organisations’ IS
planning and strategic alignment. An interpretive case study was carried out in a
Chinese state owned company located in Shenzhen, Guangdong. 27 employees from
various departments were interviewed and documents relevant to the study were
collected. The data was analysed following the steps of thematic analysis and with
the assistance of the research framework which was developed and presented in
Chapter 3. The framework was built on the co-evolutionary theory and the dynamic
capability perspective, which considers that strategic alignment is a continuous
process. The framework also examines the process at different levels (strategic level,
organisational/operational level, and individual level) in the context of changing

environments.

The findings of the research show that the internal environment of an organisation

which is less turbulent may play a more influential role than a more changeable



external environment does in sustainable strategic alignment. The findings also
show that organisational resources can become potential barriers to making
attempts to achieve strategic alignment. The framework describes the process of
sustainable strategic alignment and the findings demonstrate how such a process
can be affected by various factors, and how intended strategic alignment can easily
be unrealised because of the combined effects of these factors. In addition, this
study identifies and describes four challenges for sustainable strategic alignment
(Attitude to IT/IS, Risk management, Lack of IS professionals and Lack of IS
outsourcing options) and two dynamic capabilities for sustainable strategic
alignment (IT flexibility and organisational agility) which can significantly affect

sustainable strategic alignment.

The results of this research contribute to the existing knowledge by extending the
concept of strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment in dynamic environments;
examining the relationship between strategic alighment and changing environments,
as well as the significance of the sustainable strategic alignment; and investigating
the process of sustainable strategic alignment in changing and competitive
environments. In particular, this study proposes a process-based sustainable
strategic alignment framework based on co-evolution and dynamic capabilities
perspective. The study also identifies organisational resource as an internal
environmental factor, affecting strategic alignment process, explores the effect of
sustainable strategic alignment, identifies four potential challenges for sustainable
strategic alignment, and extends sustainable strategic alignment concept in a state-

own enterprise context.

This study also has implications for practice and future research. IS
executives/planners and top management can learn from this study how
organisations can achieve sustainable strategic alignment by the process-based view
and considering the challenges and dynamic capabilities identified in this research.
The results of this research also provide a fertile ground for continuing research into
sustainable strategic alignment. Future researchers may use the framework
developed in this study to further investigate sustainable strategic alignment in

dynamic environments. Also, the findings of this study need to be validated in
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different contexts to see how well the framework and the results can explain

sustainable strategic alignment.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.1 Introduction

Information systems (IS) are becoming increasingly important to organisations, who
adopt IS not only for efficiency gains but also for strategic reasons, e.g. for business
sustainability, competitive advantage, innovation, management, and so on. Indeed,
coupled with business strategy, strategic planning of IS has been proved to have
significant impacts on organisations’ performances (Chan et al., 2006; Reich &
Benbasat, 1996; Sabherwal & Chan, 2001); thus it has attracted attention in both
academia and practice and is high on the research agenda in the IS field, as well as
Business Studies. This PhD project has been conducted in order to contribute to the
research agenda by focusing on adaptability and sustainability of strategic planning
of IS, and strategic alignment. The remainder of this chapter provides more
information about the research background and potential significance of this PhD
research, and the research questions, aim, and objectives. The chapter is organised
as follows. The next section presents the research background and is followed by
Section 3, which identifies the research aims, objectives and questions. Section 4

provides a brief outline of the organisation of this thesis.

1.2 Background

Strategic planning of IS is one of the most essential issues in both the IS and business
research fields, as well as in the modern management of organizations. Most
scholars agree that it has crucial effects on an organizations’ performance,
particularly in the business context (e.g. Pearlson & Saunders, 2009; Chan et al.,
1997). To study this topic, it is first necessary to clarify what is meant by strategic
planning of IS. In the business domain, strategic planning can refer to the process by

which organisations develop their own strategy or direction, and make decisions on
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distributing and using its resources to achieve this strategy (Argenti, 1968).
Accordingly, strategic planning of IS can be defined as the process of planning an
organisations’ strategy regarding IS. More specifically, Lederer and Sethi (1996, p. 35)
define strategic planning of IS as “the process of identifying a portfolio of computer-
based applications that will assist an organisation in executing its business plans and
realizing its business goals”. It is an essential organisational activity which can help

decision-makers to identify strategic applications and align IT with business needs.

Strategic alignment is frequently mentioned when discussing strategic planning of IS.
Strategic alignment, also known as IS alignment and IT business alignment, is the
process and the result of linking IT/IS or IT/IS strategy with business or business
strategy (Luftman, 1993; Ward & Peppard, 2002). According to Jahnke (2003), the
practitioner community has treated strategic alignment as the ‘Holy Grail of IT’. This
shows that they pay significant attention to strategic alignment and believe that a
successful alignment between business and IT/IS tends to bring better business and
financial performance. In the IS field, strategic alignment has remained the top
concern of executives and managers for over twenty years (Chan & Reich, 2007;
Niederman et al., 1991). Luftman and Ben-Zvi (2011) reported that strategic
alignment has been the number one issue of concern in the IS field six times in the
last nine years (from 2002 to 2011). Besides, Vessey and Ward (2013, p. 283) assert
that strategic alignment could be the most ‘vexing’ issue in IS, which is still largely
unaddressed and needs to be recognised, not only theoretical, but also practically in

some specific aspects, such as sustainable dynamic strategic alignment.

This research is concerned with strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment, so it
is important to clarify the concept of strategy. ‘Strategy’ is an essential term in this
study, and it can be a very difficult concept to understand. According to Ward and
Peppard (2002, p. 276), strategy is “an integrated set of actions aimed at increasing
the long-term well-being and strength of the enterprise relative to competitors”.
Unlike a plan, a strategy is not simply a continuous process but is also a learning
process. Johnson and Scholes (2002) suggest that strategy can be affected by

imposed changes, new opportunities, unexpected constraints or options, and failed
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implementation. This is to say, strategy is not strictly linked to rules, but to changes

in the environment.

Strategy issues in the IS domain are treated as being of high importance by
organisations. For example, Ward and Peppard (2002, pp. 26-35) assert that the
strategic use of IS/IT could help organizations in their work of “linking to customers
and supplier”; “improving integration of internal processes”; “enhancing the
information-based products and services”; and “managing and implementing
information systems”. All of these are vital for business organisations to survive in

competitive environments.

1.2.1 Chronological review of literature on strategic planning of IS from

1970s to 2000s

The following part presents a brief review of strategic IS literature over the last 40
years, in order to clarify the academic background and identify the research

tendency of this topic.
The 1970s

In the 1970s, ‘strategy’ started emerging in the IS field. Anthony firstly (1965)
extended the role of IS from data processing to strategic IS by observed evolution of
applied information technology. Since then, IS strategy as a concept has begun to be
developed and was mentioned continuously by scholars in the 1970s. For example,
Zachman (1977, 1982) developed an ‘architecture’ based view of IS strategy which
reflects the interests of the major incumbent suppliers, especially IBM. Similarly,
Nolan (1979) established a ‘six stages of growth model’ for IS strategic management,
which provides a guide for IS Strategy development, by adopting the latest available
information technologies. However, a number of scholars (e.g. King & Kraemer, 1984;
Lederer & Sethi, 1988) criticized these early concepts and models, as they are
developed without empirical evidence. In addition, according to King (1978) and
Ward (2012), in the 1970s, the concept of strategic IS focused on organization, rather

than business. This was caused by the fact that, in the 1970s, views of IS strategy
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were dominated by IT manufacturers and consultants who suggested that IS/IT
should mainly support functional activities and organisational management, rather
than business needs. However, this situation changed in the early 1980s as
academics began to pay attention to this topic. Generally, the early concepts and

knowledge of IS strategy was not rigorous.
The 1980s

In the 1980s, an increasing number of scholars started to study strategic issues in IS
research. They started to define the concept of strategic planning of IS (e.g. Lederer
& Sethi, 1988; McFarlan, 1981; Zmud et al., 1987). For instance, Earl (1989, p. 67)
defines strategic planning of IS as “long term, directional plan which decides what to
do with IT”, while Lederer and Sethi (1988) stated that it refers to the process of
identifying the goals of IT that the organisation should adopt. These definitions of IS
strategy focus on the prevailing IT-centric perspective (Ward, 2012). The role of IS
has been transformed from strategic into corporate strategic. Scholars started to
treat information as a strategic resource and the deployment of information (IS) as a
strategic weapon to incorporate with business strategy (e.g. King, 1983; Doll &
Vonderembse, 1987). A number of strategic IS planning methodologies and models
were established and developed in this period (e.g. Earl, 1989; Highsmith, 1981; King,
1985; Lederer & Sethi, 1988; Sullivan, 1985; Ward, 1987). These approaches
generally focused on efficiency and development of strategy, and were mainly
designed to support business strategy as corporate strategy. For example, Earl (1989)
develops a classical IS strategy model: a multiple methodology for an IS strategy. This
framework shows the development of IS strategy based on the business plan,
current systems, and IT opportunities. This is to say that the framework can help to
align IS/IT with business. A number of subsequent studies started to attempt to test
or develop such IS strategy frameworks as well (King, 1988; Galliers, 1991; Earl,
1993). For example, Earl (1993) conducted an empirical research study using his own
IS strategy framework (Earl, 1989). The research examined strategic planning of IS
experience in 27 companies by interviewing IS managers and general managers. The
findings tested and supported his previous work. The literature started to highlight

the significance of strategic alignment (Lorin et al., 1987).
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The 1990s

In the 1990s, IS strategy began to be integrated with business strategy (Merali et al.,
2012), and alignment of IS with business was the dominant issue on the
management agenda (Galliers et al., 1994). Strategic alignment became the most
frequently discussed theme in the IS field. Compared with the 1980s, strategic
planning of IS literature in the 1990s was concerned more with its integration.
Definitions of strategic planning of IS developed in this period started to be
concerned with aligning IS with business. For example, Earl (1993, p. 63) developed
his previous definition by adding the purposes “aligning IS development with
business needs and seeking advantage from IT”. The IS role in this period became
significantly important, and tended to integrate with business. Emery (1990)
asserted that organisations and their leadership need a more integrated I1S-Business
relationship. A large number of classic and influential strategic alignment models
were developed in this period. For instance, Henderson and Venkatraman’s strategic
alignment model (1993) developed the ‘strategic alignment model’, which is one of
the most frequently applied frameworks in the IS field. This model shows the
horizontal and vertical relationships between business strategy, IT strategy,
organisational infrastructure and process, and IT infrastructure and process.
Compared with models developed in 1980s, models in this period tended to develop
strategic IS for the integration of IS with business and for integrated systems (ERP,

CRM) (Davenport, 1998; Lacity et al., 1994; Merali et al., 2012).

Furthermore, changing issues emerged in the strategic planning of IS literature. IS
researchers realised that the advances in strategic planning of IS and IT could lead to
dramatic organisational changes within companies (Morton, 1991). Based on
Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), which refers to a business management
strategy emphasising the analysis and design of workflows and processes within an
organization, Hammer (1990) suggested that the strategic role of IS had dramatically
grown, to the extent that organisations needed “revolutionary change”. Also, due to
the emergence of the Internet, e-business models emerged in the 1990s which
looked at how IS/IT could change the marketplace. IS strategy researchers started to

study the electronic marketplace and the transformational impact of IT on business
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performance (Bakos, 1991; Baets, 1992; Chan et al., 1997). In addition, strategic
perspectives began to look at ‘sustainable’ issues (Andreu & Ciborra, 1996; Clark et
al.,, 1997; Lederer & Hannu, 1996). For instance, Apte et al. (1990) advocated the
adoption of resource-based views which suggest that organizational resources and
capabilities were at the root of organisations’ long term success (Wernerfelt, 1984).
This is one theoretical perspective and an explanatory framework that is frequently

applied to sustained competitive positioning (e.g. Peppard & Ward, 2004).

Although IS researchers started to recognise the changing issues and sustainable
issues in strategic planning of the IS theme, none were related to the dynamic
environment. They were more likely to focus on how IS/IT changed and affected
organisations or businesses, rather than the dynamic factors affecting strategic
planning and strategic alignment. Furthermore, the changes involved in this area
were end-stage changes, rather than continuous dynamic changes. This means the

change was a one step process that could be studied through static approaches.
The 2000s

In the 2000s, strategic planning of IS research continued to explore the main themes
of the 1990s. Strategic alignment remained a top issue in the IS field (Chan & Reich,
2007). However, there were some changes and developments in strategic planning
of IS. The definition of such IS planning in this period had a broader perspective. For
instance, Ward and Peppard (2002, p. 118) defined it as “thinking strategically and
planning for the effective long-term management and optimal impact of information
in all its forms: information systems and information technology”. The role of IS
started to change from being integrated with business to co-evolving with business.
Scholars (Baker et al., 2009, 2011; Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; Vessey & Ward, 2013)
considered that IS and organisations continuously changed and evolved in dynamic
contexts. They believed that IS and business could co-evolve to adapt to the complex
dynamic world. IS strategy research in the 2000s was extended to include networks
and dynamic circumstances in the competitive context (Merali et al.,, 2012). The
impact of dynamics and uncertainty on strategic planning of IS and strategic

alignment began to be discussed, particularly so in recent years (Baker et al., 2011;
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Markus et al., 2002; Oh & Pinsonneault, 2007; Vessey & Ward, 2013). Merali et al.
(2012) assert that one of the future trends of IS strategy research is developing
strategic IS for complex and dynamic contexts. This is a reflection of the existing
literature on competitive dynamics (changing environments, technological changes,
and uncertainty) (Li & Atuahene-Gima, 2002) offered a resources-based view (RBV)
of the firm; a theory widely applied to dynamic themes as the foundational theory in
the IS field over this period (e.g. Oh and Pinsonneault, 2007; Peppard and Ward,
2004; Tian et al., 2010; Wade and Hulland, 2004). However, a number of scholars
(e.g. Baker et al., 2009; Wade & Hulland, 2004) claimed that RBV was a static theory,
so it was not appropriate to research the dynamic issues based on this theory. Some
(e.g. Baker et al., 2009, 2011) employed a dynamic capabilities framework which had
been developed based on the resources-based view by Teece et al. (1997) to study
dynamic issues in relation to strategic alignment. Others (e.g. Benbya & McKelvey,
2006; Vessey & Ward, 2013) have applied a co-evolutionary approach. However,
little empirical research has been carried out on these new theories. These two
theories are discussed in detail in Section 2.4. Also, some IS strategy literature in this
period was concerned with the dynamic strategic alignment and maintaining a
balanced approach to investments in exploration, and exploitation for organizational

learning and innovation (e.g. Galliers, 2006; He & Wong, 2004; Merali et al., 2012).

As discussed previously, there have been a large number of studies and research
related to strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment, but most were proposed
in a relatively simple and static context, which is quite different from the reality
(Zhao, 2005). Trends in the literature (Table 1.1) have shown the importance of
dynamic issues in IS strategic planning and strategic alignment. However, a few
researchers have considered that strategic alignment and strategic planning of IS
needs to be understood in a dynamic context in recent years (Hirschheim &
Sabherwal, 2001; Baker et al., 2011; Vessey & Ward, 2013). Modern enterprises are
not only facing a rapid development of information technology, but also dealing with
continuously changing markets, economics, competitors, and even internal

organisational structures. Therefore, strategic planning of IS and strategic alighment
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should be established and developed with consideration of changing environments,

in which the current literature is relatively limited.

Table 1.1Trends of Strategic planning of IS research in the IS field

Dimension of 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s
changes
Role of IS From data Corporate Integrated with | From integrated
processing to strategy business to co-evolved
strategic
thinking
Definition none Focuson IT Concern with Broader
perspective aligning IS with perspective
business
View of Organisational Corporate Integrated Resources
strategic IS view strategy view
Research focus IS planning IS strategic Strategic Dynamics
model models alignment
models
Specific issues IT practical SPIS support BPR, e-business, RBV, co-
perspective business, IT/IS change evolution,
Strategic dynamic
alignment capabilities

In the very recent literature, there is a small amount of research on strategic
alignment which has begun to focus on dynamic contexts. For instance, Baker et al.
(2011) conceptualize dynamic strategic alignment competency. They provide a
theoretically-motivated explanation of this and demonstrate the use of
conceptualization and operationalization of the construct. Also, Vessey and Ward’s
(2013) study addresses the dynamics of sustainable IS alignment, which focuses on
the theoretical perspective (complex theory worldview). Both studies (Baker et al.,
2011; Vessey & Ward, 2013) consider the dynamics of the environment and the
maintenance and sustainability of strategic alignment. However, they only
concentrate on sustainable alignment, and pay little attention to the dynamic
environment. Moreover, they both lack empirical evidence to support their theories.
This means that both Baker et al. (2011), and Vessey and Ward (2013) develop their
own ideas theoretically. As a result, their theories need to be proven by empirical
studies, such as case studies, not only by examining the diverse domains of

enterprise architectures and IS development projects.
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1.3 Research aims, objective and questions

The aim of this study is to investigate the influence of changing environments on the
strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment and the way to sustain strategic
alignment in changing environments. With the rapid development of information
technology and continuously changing environments, strategic alignment has faced
plenty of new challenges, since it is difficult to achieve over time in continuously
changing environments in which IS serves (Ward & Peppard, 2004). Accordingly, the
core research question is: How can organisations adapt their strategic planning of IS
and sustain strategic alignment in order to respond to the dynamic and competitive

environment?
To answer this core research question, the following research objectives were set:

® To identify factors which can influence strategic alignment process in complex
and dynamic enterprise environments;

® To examine the significance of sustainable strategic alignment in changing
environments;

® To investigate the process of sustainable strategic alignment in changing and

competitive environments.

In order to better investigate the influence of changing environments on strategic
planning of IS and strategic alignment, the following research questions were

considered:

1. What are the (both internal and external) environmental factors that can
influence strategic alignment process and how do they affect the strategic
alignment process?

» What are the elements in the environments that have significant effects on the
strategic alignment process?

» How do they affect the strategic alignment processes?
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2. What constitutes a process of sustainable strategic alignment and why is it
important to the performance of an organisation in a dynamic environment?

» What is sustainable strategic alignment and what are the processes of
sustainable strategic alignment?

» How is sustainable strategic alignment different from the conventional
understanding of strategic alignment?

» What effects does sustainable strategic alignment have on an organisation's

performance?

3. How can organisations achieve sustainable strategic alignment?
» What can be the challenges for sustaining strategic alignment in rapidly changing
environments, and why?

» What are the critical success factors affecting sustainable strategic alignment?

1.4 Structure of the thesis

This thesis has six chapters, and this introductory chapter introduces the related
research background context; the research aims and objectives; the research
guestions; and the significance of the proposed study. Also, it provides a brief

navigation to show the structure of the thesis.

Chapter two presents a literature review which will provide a systematic and
comprehensive overview of the topic of strategic planning of IS, strategic alighment,
and the dynamic issues in strategic alignment. This chapter introduces the concepts
and key issues of strategic planning of IS in organizations, by presenting definitions
of strategy, the role of IS strategy in organisations, and the IS strategy frameworks.

After this, strategic alignment will be discussed, including definitions of strategic
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alignment, strategic alignment models, and a review of critical responses to strategic
alignment. Also, the sustainable strategic alignment section is presented. In this
section, the difference between sustainable strategic alignment and conventional
strategic alignment is discussed first. Next, two theoretical approaches to sustainable
strategic alignment are discussed (i.e. co-evolution and dynamic capabilities).
Furthermore, the factors affecting dynamic strategic alignment presented in

literature are reviewed.

Chapter three describes the methodological approaches and issues of this study.
First, it includes research philosophical assumptions and foundations. Then, we
develop a research framework from the literature as the foundation underpinning
and guiding this research. Next, research design is presented by introducing research
strategy and choosing suitable research design (case study) for this research. Data
collection (i.e. interview and documentation) and data analysis (i.e. thematic analysis)
methods are also presented. Finally, ethical issues related to the research are

considered and discussed.

Chapter four brings the data analysis of the case study. This chapter shows the
findings from the hematic analysis of the interview and documentation from the
case study: the strategic planning of IS and the strategic alignment of a company in a
dynamic environment (i.e. Shenzhen, China). It outlines both external and internal
environmental factors which affect the strategic planning of IS and strategic
alignment of the case company. The dynamic strategic alignment of the case
company (including organisational agility, IT flexibility, three levels of strategic

alignment and strategic alignment process) is also presented.

Chapter five presents a discussion of the findings of this research in relation to the
existing literature. It synthesises the findings from the previous chapter and
compares them to the literature on sustainable strategic alignment. The
environmental elements which affect the strategic alignment process are discussed.
The importance of sustainable strategic alignment is also depicted by discussing the
effects of sustainable strategic alignment on an organisation’s performance and the

challenges for sustainable strategic alignment. Finally, the process framework is
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revised, based on the results of the study, and the critical success factors for
sustaining strategic alignment are discussed in order to answer how to sustain

strategic alighment.

Chapter six is the conclusion, which summarises the key ideas of this study and how
the research questions were answered. Also, the limitations of this research are
presented. Then the contribution of the study to knowledge is summarised. Last but
not least, implications for practice and future research are provided, based on the

findings of the study.
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Chapter 2 - Literature review

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the available academic documents on the topic which contain
information, ideas, data and evidence, in order to gain command of the subject area
and understanding of the problem, as well as helping to justify the research topic,
design and methodology. This literature review attempts to explore and discuss
some of the most vital issues regarding the dynamics of strategic planning of IS and

sustainable strategic alignment in changing environments.

Firstly, it is essential to clarify strategic planning of IS in this study. In order to gain a
better understanding and a basic knowledge of the research topic it is necessary to
explore the concept of strategy. Then, the role of IS strategy in organisations from
strategic perspectives and IS strategy is presented. Moreover, IS strategy
frameworks are presented. Some elements of these frameworks, such as business
strategy, organisational strategy, organisational context and business environment,
are discussed for a better understanding of strategic planning of IS, as they could be

very critical issues in relation to the topic.

The second issue considered here is strategic alignment, also known as IS alignment,
or business IS alignment. In recent years, many scholars’ attention has been drawn
to this topic. IT executives have ranked it as one of the top ten IS issues since its
inception (Luftman & Ben-Zvi, 2011). In this part, the definition of strategic
alignment and its characteristics, including levels of alignment, and alignment
measures, are presented. Strategic alignment models developed by scholars are
discussed as well, in order to explore strategic alignment holistically and
prescriptively. Critics and challenges from scholars are also presented, to illustrate

gaps in the existing literature.

In the third part, the research concentrates on dynamics issues regarding strategic

alignment. The significance of sustaining dynamic strategic alignment is discussed
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first. Then, two theories frequently applied to dynamic strategic alignment are
presented. One is the co-evolution approach; the other is the dynamic capabilities
framework. This part shows how previous research has studied sustainable strategic
alignment based on these two theories. Factors affecting sustainable strategic

alignment which have emerged from existing literature are also discussed.

2.2 Strategic planning of IS

This section presents some key concepts and frameworks of strategic planning of IS
in the existing literature, in order to gain a brief view of strategic planning of. First of
all, a definition of strategy is presented. Then, the definition and the role of IS
strategy are discussed. Also, an IS strategy framework is presented, and some key
concepts of IS strategy frameworks, including information strategy, business strategy,
organisational strategy, organisational contexts (environment), and business

environments, are clarified.

2.2.1 Definition of strategy

The word “Strategy”, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, refers to “a plan of
action designed to achieve a long-term or overall aim; or the art of planning and
directing overall military operations and movements in a war or battle”. In academic
fields, “strategy” can be treated diversely for different purposes. In the business and
management domain, “strategy” is a frequently used term. In the management
literature, the concept of strategy is interpreted in different ways, without a
consistent definition. Mintzberg (1994) concludes that there are four types of
definitions of strategy. Firstly, like the dictionary’s definition, many scholars in the
business domain define strategy as a plan (e.g. Boudreau & Ramstad, 2005; Pearlson
& Saunders, 2009). Secondly, some experts treat it as a pattern (e.g. Mintzberg,
1978). Pattern here means consistency in behaviours over time. For example, a

company may want to target the rich persons’ market in its industry perpetually,
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which is called a high-end strategy. Thirdly, Porter (1980, 1985) and his followers see
strategy as position. Position can be the determination of specific products in certain
markets, which means organisations should perform different activities to their rivals,
based on their own ‘position’. Fourthly, scholars, like Drucker (1974), claim strategy
can be a perspective. Perspective means the organisation’s way of doing business.

This is to say that strategy can be how organisations view business.

In the IS field, strategy is also viewed differently. Ward and Peppard (2002) consider
that strategy is the product of a number of processes or activities. These aim at
enhancing the long-term well-being and strength of the organisations. Similarly,
Baets (1992, p. 205) defines strategy as “a proposed action or sequence of actions
intended to have far-reaching effects on the company’s ability to achieve its business
objectives”. It can be concluded that the definitions of strategy in the IS field tends
to focus on two aspects: the formulation processes and purposes (Chan & Huff,

1992).

Generally, definitions from different scholars from both the management domain
and the IS field seem to have similarities. For instance, most of the definitions are
long-term and include sets of action to achieve aims or purposes. It seems that
strategy could be viewed as some kind of long-term plan. However, the question is

whether a strategy is actually similar to a plan at all.

We want to clarify “plan” and “strategy” in this study, in order to avoid the
misconception and confusion that exists in many organisations about these two
terms. It is essential to distinguish these two concepts in the IS field. A plan,
according to Armstrong (1986), refers to any diagram or list of steps with timings and
resources which is used to achieve particular objectives. Some scholars in the IS
domain treat strategy as a plan (e.g. Chaffey & Wood, 2005; Pearlson & Saunders,
2009). For example, Pearlson and Saunders (2009, p. 40) state that IS strategy refers
to “the plan the organisation uses in providing information systems and services”.
Besides, Chaffey and Wood (2005, p. 275) define IS strategy as “the formulation of
approaches and planning needed to deploy IS resources to support organizational

strategy”. On the other hand, Ward and Peppard (2002) argue that there is a
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significant difference between strategy and planning. Unlike planning, strategy is
more creative, and it can give entrepreneurial insight into the ways the enterprise
might develop (p.69). Besides, Hamel (1996, pp. 69-71) claims that strategy is about
discovering, while planning is more about programming. He notes that, in the
strategy process, “you cannot see the end from the beginning” (p. 71). This could
mean that planning is more concrete and strategy is broader, more flexible and more

open (Hamel, 1996; Ward & Peppard, 2002).

Furthermore, since organisations exist in a continuously changing environment,
strategy has to be a developing process in order to adapt to the current reality
(Mintzberg, 1994; Johnson & Scholes, 2002; Johnson, 2008). According to Mintzberg
(1978), there are two types of strategy: intended strategy and realised strategy.
Intended strategy refers to the organisations developing plans for the future, while
realised strategy refers to organisations evolving patterns out of their past. He
asserts that these two types of strategy can help researchers to consider more
comprehensive and evolving views of strategy (Mintzberg, 1994). Intended strategy
tends to be affected by emergent factors, such as new opportunities, so that the
strategy needs to change and develop according to such emergent factors. The
realised strategy is developed based on the past, including the emergent factors and
the intended strategy. Therefore, emergent strategy appears between intended
strategy and realised strategy, in order to allow strategy to be more realisable from

the intention.

Johnson and Scholes (2002) develop their own perspective on strategy, based on
Mintzberg’s (1994) work. They describe strategy implementation as processes. They
also develop a model that illustrates the realities of strategy development (see
Figure 2.1). An organisation can provide its own intended strategy, based on its
knowledge and experience. But things will not just go as predicted. While intended
strategy is being implemented, four types of issues affecting the implementation of
intended strategy can occur. Imposed changes will occur due to the action of others;
new opportunities will emerge unpredictably; unexpected constraints or new
options will appear; and some parts of the intended strategy may fail in

implementation. To deal with such unexpected factors, organisations need emergent
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strategies while the intended strategy is being implemented. Based on the emergent
strategy and the combination of processes, organisations can develop a realised
strategy which is more suitable for them. When the original strategy becomes

unrealisable via emergent strategy, the organisations need to stop pursuing the

strategy.
1. Imposed changes 2. New opportunities
Intended Realised
Emergent
strategy Strategy strategy
unrealised
3. Unexpected strategy
constraints 4. Failed

or options implementation

Figure 2.1 Realities of strategy development (Johnson and Scholes, 2002)

2.2.2 The role of IS strategy

It has been widely claimed that IS is of vital importance to organisations, and IS
strategy has continued to grow in importance since its inception. To develop and
maintain an IS in organisation concerns one of the main stages of an IS’s lifecycle — IS
planning (Avgerou & McGrath, 2007). Recent IS planning research has focused on IS
strategy (Merali et al., 2012). Since IS strategy is one of the most important concepts
in the IS field (Glliers, 1993; Luftman et al., 2005; McGee et al., 2005; Watson et al.,
1997), it is essential to review the literature on this issue. There are numerous
different points of view within such literature. For example, Chan et al. (1997) claim
that IS strategy should be defined as a concept related to business strategy, while

Henderson and Venkatraman (1999) suggest that it should be seen as an
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independent concept within organisations. According to Chen, Mocker and Preston
(2010), IS scholars also hold different perspectives on whether it should be planned
in advance or emerge as a pattern, or whether it can be both, as well as which level
IS strategy should focus on (functional level, business level, organisational level or

across organisational boundaries).

Due to those different, non-unity perspectives and the importance of IS strategy, a
comprehensive understanding of the nature of IS strategy is urgently needed. In
order to achieve this, the current section firstly introduces some concepts related to
the role of IS strategy. Next, some influential frameworks of IS strategies and the

main elements of these frameworks will be examined.

2.2.2.1 Concepts and the role of IS strategy

According to Ward and Peppard (2002), IS strategy defines organisations’
requirements or ‘demand’ for information and systems to support the overall
strategy of business. That is to say, the key implication of IS strategy is IS ‘demand’,
in order to achieve business goals. Therefore, the main function of IS strategy could
be to support business objectives. Moreover, it can control the IS and IT, helping
users to work efficiently and effectively (Ward & Peppard, 2002). Besides, it can lead
to systems integration, which contributes more suitable communication and
coherence among information resources (Abdul-Gader, 1997). Furthermore, it can
help managers to set priorities for IS project or resources, which significantly help to
enhance productivity (Brown, 2004; Philip, 2007). Also, IS strategy can enhance
Information management’s capabilities in accuracy, efficiency and consistency
(Mason, 1991). In addition, Codington and Wilson (1994) have conducted an
empirical study on how IS strategy helps communication between users and IT
specialists. The results show that the better developed IS strategy significantly
strengthens the organisation’s performance. Table 2.1 illustrates the roles of IS
strategy within organisations, according to the existing literature. All of these can be
reasons that organisations need an IS strategy. The roles of IS strategy in

organisations can be categorised according to its implications for business strategy
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(to support business strategy), organisational strategy (to increase performance) and
information strategy (to enhance IS function, to make use of information resource,
to share view of IS role) (Pearlson & Saunders, 2009). Figure 2.2 shows the three
important strategies in an organisation (business strategy, organisational strategy,
and information strategy). Business strategy refers to a strategy articulating the
business goals and how to achieve such goals, while organisational strategy is a
strategy articulating how firms organise to achieve their own goals and implement
the business strategy. Information strategy here refers to IS strategy and how an
organisation makes use of information resources. From this framework we can see
the relationship and interaction between these three strategies. IS strategy and
organisational strategy should both complement business strategy. IS strategy can
affect and be affected by business strategy and organisational strategy, which means
IS strategy should be adjusted by the change of organisational strategy and must
accommodate the overall business strategy. IS strategy also always involves
consequences within business strategy and organisational strategy (Pearlson &
Saunders, 2009). Many scholars, such as Orna (2004), Henderson and Venkatraman
(1992), and Morton (1991) agree that there is a significant connection between IS
strategy and business strategy, which can refer to strategic alignment. For example,
Henderson and Venkatraman (1992) highlight that IS strategy has a bivariate fit and

cross-domain alignment with business strategy.

Business Strategy

Organisational Information
Strategy Strategy

Figure 2.2 The Information Systems Strategy Triangle (Pearlson and Saunders, 2009)
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Table 2.1 Roles of IS strategy in literature

benefits of IS strategy Reference (e.g.)

To support business strategy Duhan el al., 2001; Hatten et al., 1997; Brady
et al., 1995; Hidding, 2001; Atkins, 1994;
Wilson, 1989; Codington & Wilson, 1994;
Chan et al., 1997

To enhance IS function Tai et al., 2000; Henderson & Venkatraman,
1999; Bajjaly, 1998; Bacon, 1991; King, 1978;
Peppard & Ward, 2004; Ragu-Nathan et al.,
2004; Smits et al., 1997; Lederer & Hannu,
1996; Smits & van der Poel, 1996; Brady et
al., 1992

To share view of IS role Tai et al., 2000; Bajjaly, 1998; Ward, 1987;
Ragu-Nathan et al., 2001; Kanungo et al.,
2001; Nolan & McFarlan, 2005; Codington &
Wilson, 1994; Gralliers, 2004

To make use of information resource Abdul-Gader, 1997; Brown, 2004; Phillip,
2007; Peppard & Ward, 1999, 2004; Grover
& Segars, 2005

To increase performance Ward & Peppard, 2002; Pearison &
Saunders, 2009; Braodbent & Weill, 1993;
Chan et al., 1997; Sabherwal et al., 2001

What role an IS strategy plays in an organisation will depend on the context where it
is developed. The development of IS strategy is affected by both internal and
external contexts (Ward & Peppard, 2002; Laudon & Laudon, 2009). Therefore, to
understand the role of IS strategy in the organisation, the internal context where it
exists should be explored first. Sullivan (1985) develops a simple matrix to explore
the IS strategic internal organisational environment. He describes two axes in the
model, infusion and diffusion. Infusion means the degree to which an organisation
becomes dependent on IS to carry out its core operations and manage the business
(dependence on the IS of the business), while diffusion refers to the degree to which
IT has become dispersed throughout the organisation and decisions concerning its
use are developed (decentralisation of IS control in organisations). According to
Orlikowski (1992), technology not only supports the strategy of an organisation, but
is also affected by the organisation. The development of IT provides new ways of
organising, producing business innovations, and producing significant effects on IT

development.
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IS strategy is developed within its external context (Ward & Peppard, 2002;
Sabherwal et al., 2001). For example, the dynamics of an industry and competitors
have significant impacts on organisations and their IS strategies (Codington & Wilson,
1994). In addition, business environments, such as political issues, economics and
social problems, appear to affect IS strategy (Ward & Peppard, 2002). Within this
complex and dynamic context, organisations have to make use of technology and
information resources, as this can determine whether they win or lose (Courtney, et
al., 1997). The fourth section of this literature review chapter discusses the dynamic

issues in depth.

Most of the literature (e.g. Chan et al., 1997; Sabherwal et al., 2001) shows that IS
strategies have positive impacts on an organisation’s IS/IT application, particularly
the one aligned with business strategy. For example, Broadbent and Weill (1993)
conducted an empirical study which explored business and IT/IS strategic alignment
in the Australian banking industry. They found that those banks with the most
effective management of IS/IT occurred when information resources were managed
by those closest to business needs. Venkatraman et al.’s (1993) work shows that a
company which has an even IS/IT strategy and the best available technology to
restructure the organisation could fail, without a consideration of the alignment
between business strategies and IS/IT strategies. Henderson and Venkatraman (1992)
suggest that strategic alignment can influence organisational transformation in a
descriptive sense, a prescriptive sense, and a dynamic sense. Chen and Reich (2007)
claim that IT/IS strategy and strategic alignment should be a primary concern of
management, due to its potential impact on performance. Strategic alignment is

present in detail in the third section of this chapter.

2.2.3 IS Strategic frameworks

Many IS strategy relative frameworks have been established by scholars (e.g. Morton,
1991; Maes, 1999; MacDonald, 1991). These frameworks can, to some extents, help

us understand the theoretical structure of how IS contributes to an organisation and
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provides some management and strategic perspectives. This section provides some

examples and discusses them briefly.

It can be found from the literature that most IS strategy relative frameworks show IS
strategy is used to support the business. Orna (2004) develops the engine framework
for information strategy, which also explores the relationship between
organisational, business and IS strategies. Orna (2004, p. 103) treats IS strategy as
the engine of change and development, which drives interchanges of information
internally and with the outside world. It also brings in intelligence about change,
leads to integrated responses, promotes creation of new knowledge through internal
interactions, and gives rise to initiatives, directed both internally and externally.
Besides, the strategic alignment model, which is one of the most frequently
employed IS strategy models in the IS domain, also shows the relationship between
business strategy and IS strategy (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1992). This framework
also views the IS strategy as a support to business strategy. Ward and Peppard (2002)
also develop a framework to illustrate the relationship between business strategy, IT
strategy and IS strategy. IT strategy provides infrastructure and services to enable IS

strategy to support business strategy.

Numerous IS strategy relative frameworks exist in the academic literature. Table 2.2
displays some of the IS strategy frameworks in the existing IS literature. Most of
them, just like the frameworks mentioned above, link information systems and/or
information technology to business and organisational context, and these
frameworks are usually used to formulate and develop information systems
strategies and align them with business (e.g. Mentzas, 1997; Levy & Powell, 2000).
According to Chen et al. (2010), IS strategy literature focuses more on how to
conduct strategic planning to align IS strategy with a given business strategy. Also, a
large number of those frameworks contain organisational strategy, organisational
context, and business environment. Due to the similarity among these frameworks,
this section discusses some of the key components of such frameworks respectively
(i.e. IS strategy, business strategy, organisational strategy, organisational contexts,

and business environments).

32



Table 2.2 IS strategy relative frameworks

literatur Key components description
e Busines | Organisationa | Organisationa | Business
s | strategy | context environmen
strategy t

Baets yes yes yes no Aligning IS with

(1992) business

Chenet | yes yes yes yes The implications for

al. contextual elements

(2010) (i.e., process, impact,
and business/IS
alignment) of the IS
strategy

Drucker | yes no no no The relationship

(1994) between the
business, IS strategy,
management IS, and
project and computer
management

Earl yes no yes no A multiple

(1989) methodology for
strategic planning of
IS

Galliers | yes no yes yes For the incorporation

(1999) of e-
commerce/networkin
g and knowledge
management within
information systems
strategy.

Sullivan | yes no yes no The internal

(1985) environments of IS
strategy

Ward & | yes yes yes yes The building blocks of

Peppard the IS strategy

(2002) formulation and

planning

2.2.3.11S strategy

There is no doubt that IS strategy is the key component of IS strategy frameworks.

Our concern is that how the IS strategy positions in such IS strategy relative

frameworks. As we have discussed the role of IS strategy before, this section focused

on the ways in which IS strategy is designed and planned. According to Chen et al.,
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(2010), IS strategy tends to be formulated to support business strategy and support
organisational strategy. Laudon and Laudon (2009) also claim that IS can be planned
at business-level, firm-level and industry-level. IS strategy should better align with
business strategy and organisation designs to enhance organisations’ performance
(Brown, 1997). One of the key issues for this is to decide the degree to which IS
responsibilities should be centralised or decentralised to business units (IS
governance) (Brown, 1997). This means organisations need to decide who have the
right and power to design IS and manage IS. The following part discusses IS

governance in details.

22311 IS governance
IS governance, also known as IT governance, is essential concept when we talk about

strategic planning of IS and IS strategy. Weill (2004, p. 3) defines IS governance as
“the framework for decision rights and accountabilities to encourage desirable
behaviour in the use of IT”. Boynton et al. (1992) consider that IS governance is
about the managerial responsibilities and control of IT resources. Huang et al. (2010)
suggest that IS governance aims to guide and monitor organisations’ decisions and
actions for IT. The literature introduce two basic designs of IS governance, which are
centralised IS governance (e.g. Martin et al., 1994) and decentralised IS governance
(e.g. Brown & Magill, 1994; Schwarz & Hirschheim, 2003). Centralised IS governance
design focuses on centralising decision-making power regarding management of IT
and use of IT in a central authority, while decentralised IS governance design
distributes such decision-making power to individual business units (Brown &
Renwick, 1996; Brown, 1997). Most scholars agree that centralised IS governance
can provide more control over IT standards and realise the general economies of
scale, while decentralised IS governance can provide more flexibility facing dynamic
environment and better responsiveness to business units’ needs (Huang et al., 2010;
Kayworth & Sambamurthy, 2000; Lewis & Madon, 2004). Brown (1997) also
introduce a hybrid IS governance design, which centralises decision-making power in
the management of technology and decentralises decision-making power in

management of use of technology, in order to gain both advantages of the two
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design. In addition, it is believed that IS governance design can be affected by
organisational structure. For example, hierarchical organisational structure design
centralise decision-making power so that centralised IS organisation tend to emerge

in this kind of organisational structure (Miles & Snow, 1978).

2.2.3.2 Business strategy

Business strategy is the element which most frequently appears within IS strategy
frameworks. Laudon and Laudon (2009, p. 90) define business strategy as “a set of
activities and decisions firms make that determine the following: products and
services the firm produces, industries in which the firm competes, competitors,
suppliers, and customers of the firm, and long-term goals of the firm”. That is to say
that business strategy is about how a company makes use of its resources in order to
carry out long-term goals of the company (Nag et al., 2007). Business strategy often
contains a strategic planning process at least once a year, and this process provides
the task of achieving certain goals (Laudon & Laundon, 2009). Such strategic planning
processes need to adapt to the changing environments, as the company may not go
towards the position they planned to be (Barney, 1986). Earle-Chaffee (1985)
considers that business strategy occurs at two levels: the overall corporate level and
the individual business level. Based on Earle-Chaffee’s two levels of strategy,
Johnson et al. (2008) add an operational strategy which supports the previous two

levels strategies at a functional and operational level.

There are a number of well-accepted business strategy frameworks that describe
business strategy. Some such models were widely discussed in the literature to
provide a clearer view of business strategy and the relationship with IS strategy (e.g.
Ward & Peppard, 2002). One of the most popular models is Porter’s competitive
strategy and competitive forces (1980, 1985). Scholars such as Pearlson and
Saunders (2009) and Ward and Peppard (2002) agree that Porter’s frameworks can

not only guide the business strategy for a company, but also lead its IS strategy, in
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terms of supporting. For example, a company can use Porter’s framework to analyse

how an ERP system can help and support them to gain competitive advantages.

According to Chen et al. (2010), IS strategy literature focuses on how to conduct
strategic planning and align IS strategy with a given business strategy. But what is the
relationship between business strategy and IS strategy? Pearlson and Saunders (2009)
consider that IS strategy not only allows a company to implement its business
strategy, but also helps determining the firm’s capability, which is part of business
strategy. But that is not to say IS strategy is a part of business strategy. Instead, it
must complement business strategy. Chen et al. (2010) treat IS strategy as an
organisational perspective, because they consider that a perspective can be the most
long-term view of strategy (Mintzberg, 1987). This is to say that IS strategy is the
shared view of the IS role within the organisation, which can support business
strategy. Also, according to Brown (2004), IS strategy is neither intentional, as
implied in the strategic information systems planning literature, nor the IS strategic
alignment literature, since an organisation could absolutely apply IS without an IS
strategy, and IS strategy can be one part of a corporate strategy. Therefore,
theoretically it should not be examined as a part of a business strategy. Chen et al.
(2010) and Pearlson and Saunders (2009) present a similar argument. Ward and
Peppard (2002) also claim that IS strategies are not a part of business strategies,
suggesting that IS strategy is firmly grounded in the business, taking into

consideration both the competitive impact and alignment requirements of IS.

On the other hand, a number of scholars assert that IS strategy should be a part of
the business strategy, and it will unavoidably require resources and may require
changes in working practices within the organisation (e.g. Chan et al., 1997; Holland
& Lockett, 1992; Teo & Ang, 2000). However, this study tends to incline the previous
view of relationship between IS strategy and business strategy, because treating IS
strategy as a part of business strategy seems to narrow the relationship between

them.
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2.2.3.3 Organisational strategy

Organisational strategy is another element which frequently exists in the IS strategy
framework. According to Pearlson and Saunders (2009 p. 34), “organisational
strategy includes the organisation’s design as well as the choices it makes to define,
set up, coordinate, and control its work processes”. The organisational strategy is a
plan that answers the question of how the company will organise to achieve its goals
and implement its business strategy. On the other hand, Ferris (2008) holds an
interesting opinion of organisational strategy which could be introduced here, as it
provides a practical perspective and is based on the literature from the management
field. He asserts that organizational strategy is a clear concept of how the
organisation needs to develop over the long-term, in order to be able to deliver the
strategy of the company, and a reasonable plan of how to make progress. This needs
not only consideration and analysis to compare the current state to a desired state
and define the gap, but also the implementation capabilities to make the
appropriate changes happen. These two understandings of organisational strategy
both assert that organisational strategy can be a plan, and that the first one might
focus more on organising, and the second on change. As this study is about IS
strategies and strategic alignment, we will focus on how organisational strategy can

affect IS.

A number of frameworks have also been developed in order to understand the
meaning of organisational strategy. For example, Hammer and Champy (1994)
developed the business diamond framework that describes four major components
(i.e. business process, tasks and structures, management and measurement systems,
and values and beliefs) of an organisation’s plan. By adopting this framework,
organisational strategy can be formulated in terms of organising a company and
identify organisational problems. These frameworks could also help managers to
review the current organisation and assess which important parts may be missing, as
well as what future perspectives may be. Besides, such organisational strategy
frameworks can, to some extent, help identify where the IS impacts tend to occur,
which helps understanding of the relationship between IS strategy and

organisational strategy.
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Chen et al. (2010) also suggest that an organisational perspective strategy is a sign of
the collective mind of all the organisational members, through their intention and/or
by their actions, and people are a vital component of IS. This means organisational
strategy can reflect the organisation’s use of IS. An IS tends to be embedded in
organisational planning and management. Also, Cash et al., (1994) point out that IS
can be used to manage and change an organisation. That is to say that IS strategy
can help implementing organisational strategy. To achieve this, Lanc and MacKinnon
(2003) suggest that organisational strategy should align with IS strategy by involving

key perspectives that impact on organisational behaviour, culture and activity.

2.2.3.4 Organisation contexts

Here, organisations tend to be the business firms and companies, since we are
talking about the topic regarding business and IT/IS strategic alignment. We want to
know how the organisation itself affects IS strategies. An organisation is a part of its
own industry, which means there are competitors and business environments which
affect the organisation. These external contexts (competitors and business
environment) influence the strategies of the organisation (Ward & Peppard, 2002).
Nevertheless, the organisation itself plays an essential role in strategic planning as
well. In this section, the two most discussed organisational context elements,
organisational structure and organisational culture, are discussed. These concepts

can be the essential factors impacting on the IS strategy process.

2234.1 Organisational structure
According to Robson (1997), the size and the environment of the organisation

(internal environment) influence the nature of its strategic issues and the
approaches available to the organisation to deal with the strategic issues. These
internal environments, including organisational structure, significantly affect IS
strategy. The structure of the organisation is the way of designing an organisation so
that decision-making rights are correctly allocated, which can also affect IS strategies

dramatically (Laudon & Laudon, 2009). Here, we want to focus on where the decision
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rights are allocated, as IS strategies are established by the key decision makers

within the organisation.

According to Miles and Snow (1978), there are four types of organisational structure:
Hierarchical organisation structure, Flat organisation structure, Matrix organisation
structure and Net worked organisation structure. The reason for choosing this
classification is that the decision-making right and the IS’s role in these four types of
structures is clear, in that it helps to explore how IS strategies are affected.
Hierarchical organisation structure is “an organisational form based on the concepts
of division of labour, specialisation, and unity of command” (Miles & Snow, 1978, p.
131). The decision making rights are highly specified and centralised in a small group
of people (top leader). Many successful companies have a hierarchical organizational
structure where top leaders steer the company direction (Lee & Yang, 2011). A flat
organisational structure also has a highly centralised decision-making process, which
is similar to hierarchical organisation structures. However, the flat organisational
structure is more flexible and dynamic for a changing environment. Pearlson and
Saunders (2009) assert that IS are very significant for Flat organisations, as IS is the
key to the organisation’s communication. Matrix organisation structure is different,
as the decision-making rights are shared between the managers. Thus, IS are vital for
matrix organisations to share information among different managerial functions
(Mullins, 2002; Hicks, 1993). Nevertheless, matrix organisations also often make it
difficult for managers to achieve their business strategies because they flood
managers with more information than they can process. A networked organisational
structure is a newer organisational form (Pearlson & Saunders, 2009). The decision
rights are highly decentralised. Information and communication systems are utilised

to maximise flexibility and adaptability in a dynamic and uncertain environment.

Bureaucracy, which is frequently discussed in organisational structure, also plays an
important role in strategic planning of IS. Weber (1964) first developed a theory of
bureaucracy, and it has become the foundation theory of the modern bureaucracy
studies. He asserts that bureaucracy is the nature of power and authority that
constitutes a significantly efficient and rational approach for organisations to

organise human activity by applying systematically formalised processes and
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organized hierarchies, maximising efficiency and minimising personal influence
(Weber, 1964; Garrett et al., 2006; Daft, 2012). It is suggested that bureaucracy
tends to emerge in more hierarchic and larger organisations (Mintzberg, 1979; Ritzer,
2000; Stazyk & Goerdel, 2011). Weber (1964) outlines the features of bureaucracy as
regulations and procedures. Some scholars, such as Clegg (1990), call them
“formalisation” and “standardisation”. IS appears to be able to help bureaucracy in
terms of formalisation and standardisation (Leifer, 1988; Higgo, 2003). On the other
hand, Zusman and Turner (2005) suggest that bureaucracy can lead to resistance to
organisational changes, as the regulations and procedures from bureaucracy may
make organisational changes fussy and slow. As a result, it is asserted that
bureaucracy tends to lead to inflexibility in dynamic environments (Linstead et al.,
2009). This may significantly affect the strategic planning of IS, when organisations

plan to innovate their systems.

Besides, when organisational structure is discussed, organisational size is also
frequently mentioned. For example, it is widely believed that larger size
organisations tend to have a hierarchical organisational structure (Ein-Dor & Segev,
1978; Mintzberg, 1979). Levy and Powell (2000) suggest that organisational size can
also affect the strategic planning of IS. Larger organisations may strongly need IS for
their daily operation and administration compared with small size organisations.
Levy and Powell (2000) suggest that small and medium size organisations have very
different difficulties in strategic planning of IS from that of “large firms”. That is to
say that, if an organisation become larger or smaller, its IS needs may change

significantly.

Organisational structure is one of the important factors influencing the relationship
between organisational members, the organizational performance, and the
capability of organisations (Miles & Snow, 1978; March, 1991). IS strategy, as a

cooperative strategy, is significantly affected by this internal environment.
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2.2.3.4.2 Organizational culture
Organizational culture is another managerial lever that impacts on IS strategies and

IS in an organisation. Hofstede (1986) develops the concept of organizational culture,
which refers to what personality is to an individual: the distinctive constellation of
beliefs, values, work styles, and relationships which distinguish one organization
from another, which focus on the personality. There is not much difference between
this and the national culture. However, according to Black (2003, p. 16), national
culture and organizational culture are quite different. Unlike national culture,
organizational culture concentrates on practices (“the symbols, heroes and rituals
that are externally visible”). Obviously, people gain or ‘learn’ organizational culture
within organizations. Hampden-Turner (1990) states that organizational culture is a
behavioural guide for individuals to work in the organization. There are still lots of
different definitions of organizational culture. However, Black (2003, p. 16) suggests
that most writers would agree there are five characteristics of organizational culture,
which are “holistic — the whole is more than the sum of the parts”, “decided by a
group’s history”, “related to anthropology with respect to rituals and symbols”,
“socially constructed — created and preserved — by groups of people who work
together for an organization” and “largely ‘soft’ in nature, consisting of behaviours

rather than tangible goods”.

According to Claver et al. (2001), there is a strong relationship between IT, IS and
organizational culture. They developed a model (see Figure 2.3) which shows that an
IS is responsible for transforming data into information to help the organization to
make decisions, and how the IS would be affected by both information technology

and organizational culture (Claver et al., 2001).
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Figure 2.3 Influence between IT, IS and organizational culture( Claver et al, 2001)

Also, McGrath (2005) believes that organizational culture has a vital impact on the
development of IS. Cooper (1994) has attempted to clarify the influence of
organizational culture on IS by developing a theoretical model to measure the
organizational culture — the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument (OCAl). It
is based on the competing values framework. It is clear from Figure 2.4 that there
are four quadrants representing different types of organizational culture, while four
directions represent two main dimensions of organizational culture (Twati &
Gammack, 2006). Although this model does not include all the factors of
organizational culture, it can provide a critical and general view on relationships
between organizational culture and IS. The next paragraph presents how the

framework explains the relationship between organisational culture and IS.
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Figure 2.4 Competing values framework (Cooper, 1994)

According to Cooper (1994), four quadrants are created by four directions: flexibility
and discretion; stability and control; internal focus; and external focus. If an
organizational culture focuses on flexibility and internal focus, it will be in the human
relations (Clan) quadrant. This kind of culture looks like an “extended family” and is
concerned more with people (Cameron & Quinn, 1999), which might emphasize
computer-aided instruction, interpersonal conferencing and group decision support
(Cooper, 1994). It is “like an extended family where shared values, beliefs and goals,
participation, individuality, and a sense of ‘we’ exists” (Twati & Gammack, 2006, p. 7).
If an organizational culture focuses on flexibility and external influences, it belongs in
the survival (Adhocracy) quadrant. Cameron and Quinn (1999) treat it as a dynamic,
entrepreneurial and creative culture, and emphasize products and services, which
may concentrate on environmental scanning, inter-organizational linking, and doubt
and argument promotion (Cooper, 1994). If an organizational culture focuses on
order and internal focus, it belongs in the stability (Hierarchy) quadrant. This
guadrant is very formalized and structured, and focuses on secure employment and

predictability (Cameron & Quinn, 1999), which might concentrate on internal
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monitoring, internal controlling and record-keeping (Cooper, 1994). Its key values
are maintaining efficient, reliable, fast, smooth-flowing outputs of products or
services at a low cost (Twati & Gammack, 2006). If an organizational culture focuses
on order and internal focus, it belongs to the productivity (Market) quadrant. This
qguadrant is competitive and goal-oriental, and concentrates on market share and
market penetration (Cameron and Quinn, 1999), which might focus on modelling,
forecasting and sensitivity analysis (Cooper, 1994). Its core values are
competitiveness and productivity (Twati & Gammack, 2006). Twati and Gammack’s
(2006) research suggests that the hierarchical culture would probably affect the

adoption of IS, because its key values can be significantly achieved by IS application.

Additionally, there are also empirical studies which examine the relationship
between organisational culture and IS. For instance, Al-Gahtani (2004), in his study of
Saudi Arabian organisations, found that various organizational cultural
characteristics, such as age, educational level and gender, influenced how people
perceived IT. Furthermore, Al-Gahtani (2004) confirms that public sector

organizations tend to be less enthusiastic about the adoption and innovation of IS.

Organizational culture does produce impacts on the adoption of IS and IS strategy
formulation, but this is not to say other factors are unimportant. There are still a lot

of factors which are vital to the IS strategy.

2.2.3.5 Business environment

Many IS strategy frameworks include environment contexts (e.g. Morton, 1991; Orna,
2004). Most can be classified into external environment (business environment) and
internal environment (organisational contexts). The external environment could be
economic, political, industrial, or the competitive climate in which the organisation
operates; information technology trends and opportunities; and the current IS/IT use
of competitors, suppliers and customers. All of these are factors that can affect IS

strategy formulations and processes.
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2.2.35.1 Economics, politics, industrial and competitive climate
Organisations do not exist alone. They operate within their own industries with

competitors. Meanwhile, the industries are located in broader environments, such as
economics and politics. These can be concluded as the factors outside the
organisational boundary affecting how organisations plan strategically. Ward and
Peppard (2002) assert that economic environments can impact on strategic planning
in terms of economic resources, levels of income, and distribution of income and
wealth. They suggest that economics can be a very dynamic and complex factor that
significantly affects the business of an organisation. Political environment refers to
regulations, laws and policies that influence an organisations’ strategic planning of IS
(Merali, 2006). It is widely believed that politics can produce huge impacts on
business organisations (Baron & Hall, 2003; Greening & Gray, 1994). Politics not only
affects the business of an organisation, but also the strategic planning of IS (Ward &
Peppard, 2002; Altholz, 2010). Merali (2012) asserts that, with rapid globalisation,
the political context has become more and more essential for strategic IS,
academically and practically. Industrial and competitive environments, according to
Ewusi-Mensah (1981), can be defined as a set of elements or factors which are not
part of organisations but are related to the industry and their competitors and can

produce changes in organisations.

2.2.35.2 Information technology evolution
There is no doubt that the development of information technology significantly

influences strategic planning of IS. The emergence and trends of IT from application
portfolios to integrated systems (ERP, CRM) to web-based services (e-commerce) to
cloud computing and web 2.0 have given rise to the fact that organisations change
and develop their IS and business practices at a rapid rate (Merali, 2012; Ward, 2012).
The pace of technological change has increased the strategic role of IS in
organisations. For example, the rise of e-business and e-commerce has dramatically
affected firms’ ways of doing business. Selling products and services online can
reduce costs remarkably. Therefore, plenty of business organisations have looked to

improve their IS and IT to achieve competitive advantages. El Sawy et al. (2010) also
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suggest that the new IT can lead to new concepts, models, and value propositions of

IS strategy.

2.2.3.5.3 National culture
Hofstede (1980, p.24) defines culture as “the collective programming of the human

mind that distinguishes the members of human group from those of another”. Myers
and Tan (2003) suggest that national culture is important to IS research. It is widely
considered that cultural issues can be increasingly important in strategic planning of
IS and strategic alignment due to the globalisation (Cumps et al., 2009; Jarvenpaa &
Ives, 1994). In spite of the huge amount of research on strategic planning of IS and
the importance of national culture, there is very little research investigating the role
of national culture in the process of strategic planning of IS, or in achieving strategic
alignment (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). Only Kanungo et al. (2001) find that
companies which have delineable IT/IS strategy tend to have innovative type
cultures. Grover et al. (1998) also suggest that culture at top levels of an organisation
can significantly affect strategic planning of IS. Also, there is sufficient research
examining the influences of national culture on other environmental factors (e.g.
organisational structure, organisational culture) that significantly affect strategic
planning of IS and strategic alignment (e.g. Hofstede, 2001; Smith et al., 1996; Tsang,
1998).

22354 Dynamics and uncertainty of business environment
The business environment of IS strategy is considered to be dynamic, high-velocity,

turbulent, uncertain and complex (Eisenhardt, 1990; Li and Atuahene-Gima, 2002;
Vessey & Ward, 2013). In recent years, this opinion has been increasingly adopted.
For instance, Galliers and Newell (2003) believe that strategic planning of emergent
planning processes and change management have become increasingly significant,
due to the rapid growth in complexity and dynamism of the business environment.
Oh and Pinsonneault (2007), Tanriverdi et al. (2010) and El Sawy et al. (2010) also

consider that there is a dynamic relationship between organisation and its business
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environment, so that they adopt concepts from complexity theory and complex
adaptive systems to deal with dynamic changes. In addition, increasing attention to
dynamics and the sustainability of strategic alignment is paid by IS researchers
(Merali, 2012; Ward, 2012). The dynamic issues regarding strategic alignment are

presented in detail in Section 2.4.

2.2.4 Summary

This section has introduced the idea of strategic planning of IS, by presenting the
definition of strategy, the concepts and role of IS strategy, and IS strategy
frameworks. A strategy was distinguished from a plan, which helps avoid
misunderstanding and confusion. The role of IS strategy has been explored through
discussing the function, context and internal relationships of IS strategy. The IS
strategy frameworks in the IS literature are messy, so the elements of these
frameworks have been synthesised. The most frequently emerging elements, namely
business strategy, organisational strategy, organisational context, and business
environment, were discussed in turn. The IS strategy frameworks and the role of IS
strategy show a strong connection between business (strategy) and IS (strategy). The

next section presents this connection — strategy alignment in details.

2.3 Strategic alignment

When IS strategy is talked about, we frequently talk about business alignment or
strategic alignment, which is the alighnment between business and IS or the
alignment between business strategy and IS strategy. King (1978) asserts that
business strategy is an information set of managerial variables, such as a mission,
objectives, strategies, willingness to accept change and important constraints. It is
essential for a firm to have well-supported business strategies. Strategic IS planning
is the process of turning this business organisational set into the IS strategy set,

comprising the IS objectives, constraints and strategies. In other words, IS strategies
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could be based on, and transferred from, business strategy sets (Chan & Reich, 2007).
This relationship between IS/IT strategy and business strategy has been considered
to be one of the most significant issues, both academically and in practice, and much
research has been dedicated to examining the significance of strategic alignment and
its impact on business performance (e.g. Henderson & Sifonis, 1988; Luftman et al.,

2005).

In early studies, strategic alignment tended to refer to the link between business
plans and IT plans (e.g. McLean & Soden, 1977). They focused on strategic business
planning and long-term IT planning, viewing IT plans as the support for business.
Later, scholars emphasised the relationship between business performance and IT
performance (e.g. Chan et al., 1997). Some case study research empirically
demonstrated strategic alignment (De Leede et al., 2002; Irani, 2002; Kearns &
Lederer, 2003). For example, Kearns and Lederer (2003) attempted to explore how IT
implications can help knowledge sharing between business and IT executives and
achieve competitive advantage. Those studies focus more on the operational level
and individual level. More recently, alignment tends to be emphasised at a more
strategic level. For example, Chan et al. (2006) study how strategic use of IT achieves
competitive advantage and enhances business performance. For the last three
decades, strategic alignment has been widely accepted as a significant key to
business success. However, many scholars have challenged the strategic alignment
research by criticising the methods and approaches of alignment (e.g. Ciborra, 1997
Chan & Reich, 2007). These challenges may lead strategic alignment research to a

new age.

This section presents different views on strategic alignment. Involving different
perspectives can enable the development of a comprehensive understanding of

strategic alighment.

Firstly, the definition of strategic alignment is introduced. Then, a review of different
strategic alighnment models is presented, as a holistic and deep exploration. Finally,

criticisms of strategic alignment are presented and discussed.
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2.3.1 Definition of strategic alighment

The alignment between business and IT/IS was mentioned for the first time in the
late 1970s (Aversano et al., 2012). Alignment has been conceptualised in different
ways since. For example, it has been viewed as fit (e.g. Chan, 1992; Henderson &
Venkatraman, 1993), linkage (Reich, 1993), bridge (Ciborra, 1997), fusion (Smaczny,
2001), integration (Henderson & Venkatraman. 1993), and harmony (Luftman et al.,
1999; Mckeen & Smith, 2003). According to Chan and Reich (2007), these terms are
similar, and can all refer to the degree of coherence or relationship. Avison et al.
(2004) also suggest that all these terms concern and focus on the integration of

strategies related to the business and its IT/IS.

However, there are still subtle differences among these understandings of strategic
alignment which can be the subjects of the strategic alignment (business and IT/IS or
business strategy and IT/IS strategy). Henderson and Venkatraman (1993) define
strategic alignment as the fit between IT strategy, business strategy, business
infrastructure, and IT infrastructure. Mckeen and Smith (2003) suggest that the
subjects of alighment are the organisation’s goals and IS. Some assert the subjects
are business and IT (e.g., Sauer & Yetton, 1997). Some claim that they could be IT
strategy and business strategy (e.g., Reich & Benbasat, 1996; Chan, 1992). These
inconsistent views of strategic alignment might have resulted from the different
purposes of researchers. Due to the purpose and request of this study, business
strategies and IS/IT strategies, as well as business and IS/IT, are the subjects of
strategic alignment. This is because we want to view alignment from the strategic

level to the operational and individual levels.

Chan and Reich’s (2007, p. 300) definition of strategic alignment provides a broader
scope to the subject of strategic alignment. They suggest that strategic alignment
refers to “the degree to which the business strategy and plans, and the IT/IS strategy

and plans, complement each other”.

Some scholars argue that alignment should be viewed as a process (e.g. Burn, 1993),
since alignment is not static and needs to adapt to changing environments. Maes

(1999) considered strategic alignment as a continuous process. He suggested that
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strategic alignment includes the management and design sub-processes of
consciously and coherently connecting all components of the relationships between
business and IT, in order to sustain the organisation’s performance over time.
Viewing alignment as a process provides a path to study strategic alignment
dynamically (Galliers, 2004). This research is concerned with the dynamic

environments affecting strategic alignment, so it aims to treat alignment as a process.

The definition of strategic alignment in this study considers it to be a continuously
dynamic process which links all relevant components of the alignment, between
business and IS, from the strategic level to operational and individual levels. A good
strategic alignment should be able to signify the IS management’s understanding of
business strategy (Reich & Benbasat, 1996). Furthermore, business processes and
implementation can be better supported by IS and IT. This is to say not only business
and IS strategy, but also business and IS need to be aligned. This gives rise to the fact
that strategic alignment can illustrate an organisations’ capacity for utilizing IT-based
resources and helping business and management holistically (Bensaou & Earl, 1998).
Also, treating strategic alignment as a continuously dynamic process can sustain an
organisations’ performance over time and provide direction and flexibility in order to

enable it to react to new opportunities within dynamic contexts (Avison et al., 2004).

2.3.2 Strategic alignment models

Many strategic alignment models (e.g. Morton, 1991; Baets, 1992) have been
developed and employed in empirical research and practice. Such models give a
more holistic and prescriptive view of strategic alignment. In the following part, two

influential strategic alignment models are presented and discussed.

2.3.2.1 Strategic alignment model

One of the most influential models is the Strategic Alignment Model (SAM),
developed by Henderson and Venkatraman (1992; 1993). They established and
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developed the SAM (see Figure 2.5) based on Morton’s (1991) Managing IT
Framework. They suggest that there are four domains of strategic choice: business
strategy, information technology strategy, organisational infrastructure and
processes, and IS, infrastructure and processes. Business strategies contain decisions
about business scope (product/market offerings), distinctive competencies, and
business governance (choices about structural mechanisms to organize the business).
IT strategy decisions involve the dimensions of IT scope, systemic competencies
(such as system reliability, interconnectivity, etc.), and IT governance. Organizational
infrastructure and processes are oriented to the administrative infrastructure,
business processes (including workflow), and organizational skills. Finally, IT

infrastructure and process is about technology infrastructure, IT processes, and IT

skills.
External Business Information
strategy technology
strategy
Strategic
integration
Organisational Information systems,
infrastructure infrastructure and
Internal and processes processes

Business domain IT domain

Functional integration

Figure 2.5 Strategic alignment model (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993)

The relationships between the four components in SAM are classified into three
types — bivariate fit (which means only two domains link), cross-domain alignment

(which means three domains align) and strategic alignment. Bivariate fit shows the
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horizontal and vertical relationship between the four domains (Henderson &
Venkatraman, 1993). Cross-domain alignment is concerned with the relationship
between business strategy and IS infrastructure and processes, as well as IT strategy
and organisational infrastructure and processes, as these relationships need to
consider one more domain. For example, business strategy can impact on the design
of organisational infrastructure and IS infrastructure, while proper organisational
infrastructure and IS infrastructure can help the implementation of business strategy.
Strategic alignment is the holistic relationship linking all four domains with their own

components, mentioned previously.

Strategic integration in this model concerns the inherently dynamic fit between
external and internal domains. Business and IT domains are functionally integrated
as well in this model. It has two building blocks. Strategic integration recognizes the
need for any strategy to address both external and internal domains. This
emphasizes the need to make choices that position the enterprise in an external
marketplace and decide how to structure internal factors to execute a market-
positioning strategy. These choices are the business strategy, and the organizational
infrastructure and processes. The performance of the enterprise is defined by the
extent to which these two strategies are consistent. Using IT to enhance these
choices provides the opportunity for strategic advantage. Functional integration, or
cross-domain alignment, on the other hand, refer to the fit between external
positioning and the internal domain. As business strategies change, IT strategies and
processes must keep adjusting. It is in such situations that different functional
relationships are defined. Effective positioning of the firm in the technology market
is crucial to its ability to adapt and effectively leverage technology. Functional
integration gives IT the opportunity to provide competitive advantages (Reich &
Benbasat, 1996). In addition, this dynamic alignment between the business strategic
context and the IT strategic context shows that IS/IT strategies can be flexible and
issue-oriented strategies, consistent with business needs and situations (Ward &

Peppard, 2002).

Indeed, there is plenty of empirical and practical support for SAM in the literature

(e.g. Goedvolk et al., 1999; Avison et al., 2004; Bleistein, et al., 2006). For instance, in

52



Avison et al.’s (2004) study, the SAM model was used in financial service firms. Data
from completed projects were applied to the model to confirm whether SAM was
useful as a management tool to develop and sustain strategic alignment between
information technology and business. Similarly, Bleistein et al. (2006) also validated
the SAM, using goal modelling and problem diagrams. However, according to some
scholars (e.g. Ciborra, 1997; Smaczny, 2001), this model has its limitations. For
example, Chan and Reich (2007) claim that its applicability may be different,
depending on how IT-intensive an industry is. This can be caused by the fact that the
assumptions of the SAM model may not hold (Burn and Szeto, 2000). Maes (1999)
also criticises the SAM, stating that the model considers the mutual influences
between business and IT to be direct, whilst in reality this relationship is more
complicated. In addition, the SAM focuses only on the strategic level, while this

research also considers lower levels.

A number of scholars have built on and extended this model (e.g. Luftman et al.,
1996; Maes, 1999; Goedvolk et al., 1999). Avison et al. (2004) claim there are two
key extensions of the initial strategic alignment model. The first is Luftman et al.’s
(1996) study, which focuses on the concept of alignment perspectives and expands
the research to identify enablers and inhibitors to alignment within organisations.
The second is Maes (1999) and Maes et al.’s (2000) model, which enhances the SAM,
producing a new unified framework that incorporates additional functional and
strategic layers, in order to reflect the current need for information and
communication. These models have solved some critiques of SAM. For instance,
Maes et al. (2000) assert that SAM treats the relationship between business and IT as
direct, while the reality is much more complex. Their refined model of SAM seems to
consider more domains and factors. However, most do not consider environments

and environmental changes as a significant factors affecting strategic alignment.

2.3.2.2 A multiple methodology framework

Besides Henderson and Venkatraman’s ideas of strategic alignment, Earl (1989) also

developed a classical framework: a multiple methodology for IS strategy formulation
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(Figure 2.6). This model contains three issues for organizations to tackle: clarification
of the business needs and strategy in IS terms; evaluation of current IS provision and
use; and innovation of new strategic opportunities afforded by IT (Earl, 1989). He
claims that there is no single method or technique which is likely to satisfy all three
concerns or always be preferred. To a certain extent, it illustrates the impact of
business plans, goals and strategies on developing IS strategies. In addition, Earl
(1989) also highlights that there is a clear difference between IT and IS strategy. IS
strategy, according to him, is concerned primarily with aligning IS development with
business needs and with seeking strategic advantages from IT, while IT strategy
focuses on technology and oriented supply (Peppard, 1993). This distinction can
adjust whether alignment is more concerned with technology issues or identifying
information applications that fit with business thinking (Ward & Peppard, 2002). Earl
(1993) also developed and extended this framework in his later work. He describes
five types of planning approaches: Business-led approach, method-driven approach,
administrative approach, technological approach, and organizational approach (Earl,

1993).
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Figure 2.6 IS strategy formulation: a multiple methodology (Earl, 1989, pp.71)

It is believed that Earl’s work has begun to provide a more dynamic and incremental
approach to IS strategy formulation, compared with SAM. Salmela and Spil (2002)
state that Earl’s “multiple methodology framework” can provide a flexible and

dynamic basis for actions.

Some scholars (e.g. Robson, 1997; Ho, 1996) also build their own strategic alignment
framework upon Earl’s works. For example, based on Earl’s (1989) information
systems strategy formulation framework, Robson (1997) explores the alignment
between business strategy and IS strategy by discussing the planning environment
and planning process. In the planning environment section, Robson (1997) presents a
socio-technical planning environment and developmental environment frameworks

to explore business alignment. He also classifies four types of IS strategy frameworks
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by the nature of their planning processes: Top-down, Bottom-up, Innovative, and
Eclectic (also referred to by Earl as multiple). “Top-down planning is proactive,
whereas bottom-up planning is reactive, but both are intermittent ‘planning project’
based” (Robson, 1997, p. 181). Earl (1989) also examines these two ‘methods’ in his
multiple methodology. In the Top-down approach, business strategies must be
clarified first, and then the potential contribution of IT applications can be clarified.
In Bottom-up, the coverage and value of existing systems and technical experience is
evaluated through surveys. Robson (1997) asserts Innovation, on the other hand, is
intuitive, interactive, instant and yet continuous in nature. The Eclectic planning
approach refers to Earl’s (1989, 1993) work as discussed before. By exploring Ward’s
(1987) work on IS strategy (Top-down) and Earl’s (1989, 1993) work (Eclectic),
Robson (1997) concludes the importance of integrating IS strategies with business

strategies, by highlighting the innovation and environmental contents in alighnment.

However, in spite of environmental considerations, the models discussed above
provide very limited explanations on dynamic issues, which are increasingly
significant due to the accelerating pace of change, as well as the complexity of

current global business environments.

Besides the models we mentioned above, there are many other alignment models
(e.g. MIT90s model by Morton, 1991). Most of the models agree that enhancing IT/IS
in organisations (e.g. IT investment) and keeping IT/IS aligned with business can
bring about substantial rewards. However, very few such models have been

developed in a dynamic context.

2.3.3 Critiques of strategic alignment

In spite of the demonstrated value of strategic alignment, there are still a number of
counter-arguments which criticise and challenge strategic alignment. Early criticisms
of strategic alighnment concentrate on the infrastructure and implementation level.
For example, Baets (1992) asserts that Earl’s (1989) strategic alighnment methodology

fails to integrate issues associated with IT infrastructure and application aspects.

56



Then, Ward et al.’s (1990) strategic framework for economic environments is
criticised, as it considers the necessary information is known and managed
accordingly, which is not necessarily the case in reality (Baets, 1992). MacDonald
(1991) developed the Strategic Alignment Process which seems to avoid the
problems above. However, he found that this strategic alignment framework is
difficult to apply to particular situations, when he conducted preliminary research in
a well-run European bank (MacDonald, 1991). In spite of such criticisms, researchers
have developed or expanded on their strategy alighment methodologies and

frameworks to overcome such drawbacks.

More recently a number of scholars, such as Sauer et al. (1997), have begun to
suggest that alignment is not appropriate, as treating IT separately from business can
lead to misalignment. Instead, integration between business and IT strategies is
better, in order to achieve success. However, there is not much support for their
argument (Smaczny, 2001). On the contrary, most scholars support strategic

alignment (e.g. Luftman 1996; Chan et al., 1997).

In the meantime, strategic alignment is criticised as being too mechanistic (Baets,
1992; Ciborra, 1997; Chan & Reich, 2007; Smaczny, 2001). For example, Ciborra
(1997) considers that strategic alignment can be mechanistic, which means it is too
theoretical to capture real life, which is continuously changing. Also, the alignment
can also fail due to various turbulent, unpredictable circumstances (Vitale et al.,
1986). That is to say that, when the business environment changes suddenly,
alignment can have difficulty adjusting to the new business environment. In a
strategic perspective, Ward and Peppard (2002) agree that once a strategy is
established and a strategy process instituted, the strategy should become a
continuously evolving process. That means it should be refreshed regularly, based on
environmental changes. Besides, Ward and Peppard (2002) assert that strategy is
also a learning process, as organisations need to learn to identify and exploit
opportunities within a cooperative environment. These all show that strategy is a
process that might keep evolving and developing. For example, plans arising from
the strategy need to be updated as required, according to changes of external forces,

business needs, opportunities, etc. (Campbell & Alexander, 1997). However,
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conventional strategy alignment does not focus on such issues and treats strategic

alignment as a static end-state, rather than a dynamic process.

Smaczny (2001), on the other hand, suggests that a fusion of business and IS strategy
can replace strategic alignment to overcome the mechanistic problem. Benbya and
McKelvey (2006) developed this idea into co-evolutionary strategic alignment, which
treats organisations as complex systems where all components co-evolve with
environments. These arguments show that researchers have started to realise the

importance of the impact of the changing environment on strategic alignment.

In addition, strategic alignment is sometimes considered to be too tight (Baker et al.,
2011). This might significantly affect the organisation’s agility when facing changing
environments (Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). This limitation is likely to be caused by
strong path dependency (pathological) on strategic alignment (Baker et al., 2011).
Sauer and Burn (1997) suggest that strategic alignment can lead to pathological
outcomes, meaning that organisations might retain their old strategies even when
they are no longer suitable, due to the environmental changes. This can have
numerous negative impacts on organisations. For instance, aligned IT is not internally
consistent with business strategies; IT can stagnate; and alignment can be easily
affected by cultural issues, due to the globalisation (Cumps et al., 2009; Jarvenpaa &

Ives, 1994).

Furthermore, Strategic Management literature (e.g. SAM) and Contingency Theory
are the most common foundations of strategic alignment studies, but these
foundations do not provide abundant, comprehensive theoretical explanations of
the dynamic contexts and processes by which firms develop and sustain strategic
alignment in changing environments (Chan & Reich, 2007). Many strategic alignment
studies (e.g. Tian et al., 2010; Levy & Powell, 2000) are built on the theories, such as
resources-based views of the firm, which are static, giving rise to misalignment
within dynamic contexts. Well-established theories, such as the co-evolutionary
approach and dynamic capabilities framework, are seen as new, robust theoretical
foundations for strategic alignment research to build on, particularly in dynamic

contexts. In sum, stronger theoretical support is necessary for the concept of
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strategic alignment itself, as well as to explain how it influences organizational

performance (Baker et al., 2011).

In sum, Chan and Reich (2007) have differentiated four themes in these counter-
arguments: alignment is mechanistic; alignment is not possible if business strategy is
unknown or in process; alignment is not desirable due to frequently changing
business strategies; and IT often challenges business. Nevertheless, they suggest that
these issues are challenges to the attainment of alignment, not the reasons for giving
up pursuing or studying alignment (Chan & Reich, 2007). Baker et al. (2011) also
identify three general types of critiques of strategic alignment from the existing
literature: “mechanistic”, “too tight”, and “atheoretic”. From the conclusions, most
critiques of strategic alignment are based on the fact that alignment cannot adapt to

frequently changing business environments.

As discussed above, many critiques of strategic alignment result from the nature of
frequently changing business environments. Therefore, it can be claimed that one of
the main reasons for failed alignments can be environmental change. Kearns and
Lederer (2000) point out that alignment can fail due to external factors which
produce potentially negative effects on organisations. Sabherwal & Kirs (1994)
suggest that environmental uncertainty can be an inhibitor of strategic alignment,
while Chan et al. (2006) argue that managers tend to rely more on IT in rapidly
changing environments and environmental uncertainty can be the enabler of
strategic alignment. It is clear that there is no consistent agreement regarding the
impact of changing environments on strategic alignment. Nevertheless, it is widely
accepted that changing environments do play an essential role in strategic alignment

(Yayla & Hu, 2011).

These counter-arguments have not prevented increasing attention being paid to
strategic alignment, though scholars have not ignored those critiques. Instead, they
have treated some of them as challenges to attaining alignment. One of the most
important and difficult challenges is the dynamics and sustainable strategic
alignment in changing environments. Henderson and Venkatraman (1993) assert

that strategic alignment is a process of change over time and continuous adaptation.
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Business environments and technology change rapidly, so that an IS/IT might
become obsolete, even when adopted only for a very short time. Some IS
researchers (e.g. Galliers & Sutherland, 1991; Yayla & Hu, 2011) recognise this
challenge. For example, Galliers and Sutherland (1991) develop a dynamic
representation of the IS planning process within a company to adapt to the changing
environment. However, there is little IS literature that pays enough attentions to
dynamic environments in strategic alignment and sustaining strategic alignment, in

spite of their significance.

In this study, strategic alignment is treated as one part of business success, rather
than the only factor or process. That means other factors, such as changing
environments, are also significant to both alignment and business. To involve various
perspectives taken on alignment can enable a comprehensive understanding of
strategic alignment from the existing literature. Merali et al. (2012) assert that
unpredictable dynamic environments is one of the most essential topics in present
and future IS strategy research trends. Since environmental issues are significantly
critical for strategic alignment researchers, this study focuses on the dynamics issues
in strategic alignment, as well as how to sustain strategic alignment in dynamic

environments. These issues are presented and discussed in the next section.

2.4 Sustainable strategic alignment

As we have mentioned before, one of the critiques which has been frequently
discussed is that strategic alignment is too “atheoretic”, tight and mechanistic (Baker
et al., 2012; Chan & Reich, 2007). That means strategic alignment can hardly be
achieved constantly in rapidly changing environments. However, that is not to say
scholars ignore the critiques. On the contrary, they attempt to demonstrate the
value of strategic alignment by overcoming the issues raised by these critiques. In
the business domain, the effect of external factors, such as business environment,
tend to be treated as one of the most difficult and important aspects of IS strategic

planning (Lederer & Mendelow, 1986). Recently, in the IS field, researchers have
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recognised the significance of rapidly changing environments and argued that
companies should enhance the dynamic capability of IT and IT-enabled agility (El
Sawy & Pavlou, 2008; Sambamurthy et al. 2003). A growing number of studies treat
strategic alignment as a dynamic process (e.g. Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; Baker et al.,
2009; Baker et al., 2011; Vessey & Ward, 2013). They attempt to find a way to
sustain the sustainable strategic alignment in a changing environment. In other
words, the relationship between strategic alignment and changing environments has

been examined increasingly frequently in the present years.

Here, the changing environments refer to both internal and external environments
where the organisation and IS are. External environment is one of the most
frequently analysed aspects of the business strategy process (Ward & Peppard,
2002). The external environmental factors usually include PEST aspects (political,
economic, social and technological, sometimes including legal and ecology) in
analyses and academic studies. For example, technological change could be an
essential external environmental factor. A new technology, such as cloud computing,
is adopted by an organisation because they might prefer to use infrastructure
services provided by professional information service companies, which is more
convenient and efficient. As a result, enterprises may not implement significant parts
of their own IS. Their business strategy, IT/IS strategy, business processes and
information technologies should be re-aligned (Qing et al., 2011). Nevertheless,

other factors are hardly mentioned and discussed in strategic alignment research.

On the other hand, the internal environment is normally described as the elements
within an organisation itself. It usually includes the organisational culture, leadership
styles and organisation structure. Internal environment, compared with external
environment, has less dynamic capability (more stable), but it does influence the
strategic alignment and IS strategic planning when it is changed. For instance, Burn
(1993) investigates the relationship between organisational structure and IS strategy
formulation. He develops a theoretical framework, based on the IS strategic process,
to examine this relationship. By evaluating the framework in 56 organisations, the
findings show that there is a significant relationship between organizational change

and IS development, which reflects the pattern of strategic alignment. This evidence
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supports the view that internal environment changes produce significant impacts on

strategic alignment and IS strategies.

Environmental issues have been considered as essential factors affecting strategic
alignment and strategic planning of IS since the first appearance of strategic
alignment (Sullivan, 1985; Sampler, 1998). Morton (1991) develops his own strategic
alignment framework, which was influential in the early 1990s. Many studies have
used concepts from this model, including the most frequently applied model, the
strategic alignment model (SAM), developed by Henderson and Venkatraman (1992).
Morton’s framework involves not only external technological and socioeconomic
environment, but also internal organisational environments, such as organisational
structure. Similarly, MacDonald (1991), Henderson and Venkatraman (1992), Baets
(1992), and Maes (1999) develop their own strategic alignment frameworks, which
contain environmental elements, such as industrial markets, customers, suppliers,
and organisational infrastructure and processes. However, the environmental
elements in those models are assumed to be stable and static, which may lead to
“atheoretic” and mechanistic problems (Chan & Reich, 2007). This also results in

relatively few studies examining the dynamics of strategic alignment.

With the rapid development of technology and increasingly complex business
environments in the recent years, researchers have begun to be aware of the
importance of dynamics in strategic alignment (Miller, 1992; Sabherwal et al., 2001;
Agarwal & Sambamurthy, 2002; Chan and Reich, 2007). Strategic alignment research
has changed from the end-state perspective (Venkatraman, 1989) to the process
perspective (Agarwal & Sambamurthy, 2002). For example, Benbya and McKelvey
(2006) attempt to improve IS alignment by using co-evolutionary and complexity
theories. They view strategic alignment as a continuous dynamic process that the
business, IS strategy, IS department, business department, IS, and users co-evolve
and adapt to changing environments. But it only focuses on the co-evolution of the
elements, rather than how strategic alighnment can suit or adapt the change in
enterprise environments. Also, Baker et al. (2009; 2011) investigate how sustainable
strategic alignment benefits business performance, and provide an approach to

conceptualising sustainable strategic alignment. By using the dynamic capabilities
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framework, they conclude that a high degree of strategic alignment is a sustainable
capacity that allows the organisation to respond to rapidly changing competitive
environments. The dynamic capability to sustain strategic alignment is one of the key
factors in achieving competitive advantage. Thus, they agree that strategic alignment
is a dynamic process. To view strategic alignment as a process provides a way to
sustain strategic alignment (Galliers, 2004). Based on the research questions and

aims, this study also treats strategic alignment as a dynamic process.

It has been widely accepted that strategic alignment is one of the most important
topics for business and IS in both academic and practices (Brancheau et al., 1996;
Chan & Reich, 2007; Dickson et al., 1984; Luftman et al., 2005). More importantly, it
seems likely that strategic alignment research will continue to be an essential
research agenda in the future (Baker et al.,, 2009). Recently, some IS researchers,
such as Baker et al. (2009; 2011), Diaz (2011), Orlikowski (1996), Thornley (2012),
and Vessey and Ward (2013), have begun to focus on how to sustain strategic
alignment, as they have realised the significance of today’s rapidly changing

environments.

As discussed before, strategic alignment benefits organisational performance but
only when the alignment is sustainable (Vessy & Ward, 2013). An organisation may
have already achieved alignment. However, its environment continues to change,
leading to the fact that the organisations may not be able to adjust their alignment
patterns to adapt to environmental changes. As a result, a misalighnment may be
occurring here, giving rise to losing competitive advantage for a firm (Chan & Reich,
2007). Baker et al. (2009) provides a theoretical explanation for how sustainable
strategic alignment creates value and provides competitive advantages for a firm, by
viewing extant research through the lens of Teece et al.’s (1997) dynamic capabilities
framework. Sabherwal et al. (2001) also agree that strategic alignment needs to be
able to recognise and respond to rapid changes. He claims that alignment success in
the short-term period lead to inertia. When a market change occurs suddenly,
strategic alignment tends to fail due to inertia. Therefore, a high level of strategic
alignment has to be sustainable in dynamic environments (Greenwood & Hinings,

1996; Sabherwal et al., 2001; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).
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The ability to maintain and sustain strategic alignment over time has become
increasingly significant, due to the recent global business environment, which is
characterised by turbulent interactions via advanced global networks systems and
rapid and unpredictable changes in different areas. Nevertheless, in spite of the
significance of sustaining strategic alignment, not much attention has been paid to
this issue in the IS literature. The following parts present some of the highlighted

issues and identifies the existing ‘gap’ within the literature.

In this section, the literature regarding dynamic issues of strategic alignment is
reviewed, and we focus on the studies which treat strategic alignment as a process.
This section is presented in four parts, which are classified by synthesising them
according to the highlighted issues in the literature. First of all, the difference
between sustainable strategic alignment and conventional strategic alignment is
presented. The second part is co-evolution, which can be described as a fusion of
business and IT/IS strategies, where simultaneous, rather than sequential, strategic
development, occurs (Smaczny, 2001). Co-evolution provides an important insight
for dealing with the emergent nature of strategic alignment in changing
environments (Benbya & McKelvey). The third is a dynamic capabilities framework.
Some scholars, such as Baker et al. (2009), provide a dynamic capabilities framework
as the base of strategic alignment, which allows the alignment to be sustained. The
last part focuses on the factors affecting sustainable strategic alignment, such as IT

flexibility and organisational agility.

2.4.1 Difference between sustainable strategic alignment and

conventional strategic alignment

The literature has criticised the conventional strategic alignment for being too static,
tight and “atheoretic” (Baker et al., 2012; Chan & Reich, 2007). This means
conventional strategic alignment can hardly be achieved in practice and rapidly
changing environments. Therefore, some scholars (Vessey & Ward, 2013; Baker et al.,

2009) introduce sustainable strategic alignment which treats strategic alignment as a
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dynamic process to replace the conventional static strategic alignment. The follow

parts discuss and elaborate this difference.

The first difference between them is that sustainable strategic alignment is treated
as a dynamic process, while conventional strategic alignment is seen as a static end-
state. Most early (before 2000) literature on strategic alignment considers it as a
static end-state (e.g. Earl, 1989; Delery & Doty, 1996; Henderson & Venkatraman,
1992, 1993). Since the emergence of internet and the rapid development of IT,
business environments have been changing rapidly and significantly. Conventional
views (static) on strategic alignment tend to not fit with the rapid changing
circumstances. Therefore, sustainable strategic alignment has emerged. For example,
Luftman and Brief (1999) suggest a six-step approach to maximise strategic
alignment enablers and minimise strategic alignment inhibitors, thus: “Set the goals
and establish a team”, “Understand the business-IT linkage”, “Analyze and prioritize
gaps”, “Specify the actions (project management)”, “Choose and evaluate success
criteria”, “Sustain alignment” (Luftman & Brief, 1999, p. 115). Sabherwal et al. (2001)
also examine the dynamics of strategic alignment, suggesting that strategic
alignment evolves with the changing environment. Baker et al. (2009; 2011), Diaz
(2011), Orlikowski (1996), Thornley (2012), and Vessey and Ward (2013) also treated
strategic alignment as a continuous process which needs to be sustained and
maintained. In this study, the findings suggest that organisations can easily fail to
achieve satisfied strategic alignment, because the situations keep changing, affecting
intended strategic alignment. Intended strategic alignment need to keep being
amended when unrealised strategic alignment (misalignment) occurs (due to
changing environment and unexpected challenges), in order to achieve sustainable
strategic alighment. That is to say that strategic alignment is not a static target, but a

continuously moving process.

The second difference between sustainable strategic alignment and conventional
strategic alighnment can be that the conventional strategic alignment appears to be
too tight (Baker et al.,, 2011; Cumps et al., 2009), while sustainable strategic
alignment focuses more on flexibility and agility (Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011).

Jarvenpaa and lves (1994) find that conventional strategic alignment can restrict an
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organisation’s ability to recognise environmental changes, and limit the strategic
flexibility. Allen and Boynton (1991) also claimed that tightly aligned IS can influence
flexibility of an organisation. This is to say the business is affected by the tight
strategic alignment. On the other hand, sustainable strategic alignment considers
more on flexibility. For example, Benbya and Mckelvey (2006) suggest that IS
modular flexibility is the key for sustaining strategic alignment and the ability of an
organisation to adapt its IS to rapidly changing business. Vessey and Ward (2013)
also assert that strategic alignment cannot be tightly planned. It is believed that the
strategic alignment needs some spaces for future changes. That is also why IT
flexibility and organisational agility are significantly important in sustainable strategic

alignment.

The third difference between sustainable strategic alignment and conventional
strategic alignment can be “atheoretic”. Conventional strategic alignment has been
criticised for lack of theoretical support (Bergeron et al., 2001; Chan & Reich, 2007).
Most strategic alignment studies develop based on strategic alignment literature and
contingency theory, which appear to lack comprehensive theoretical supports on
how organisations develop and sustain strategic alignment (Chan & Reich, 2007). In
recent years, a growing number of strategic alignment studies (e.g. Chan et al., 2006;
Levy & Powell, 2000; Kearns & Lederer, 2003) employ well-established theories (e.g.
Wernerfelt's (1984) resource-based view of the firm and DiMaggio and Powell’s
(1983) institutional theory) to support the concept of strategic alignment and explain
how it occurs and benefit organisations’ performance. Sustainable strategic

alignment literature also employs rich theoretical explanation to support the studies.

There are two main theories employed in sustainable strategic alignment literature,
which are co-evolution (e.g. Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; Vessey & Ward, 2013) and
the dynamic capabilities perspective (e.g. Chen et al., 2008; Baker et al., 2009, 2011;
Hiekkanen et al., 2012). Co-evolution can refer to a process whereby every element
or component in an environment influences and is influenced by all other related
elements or components in that environment (Vessey & Ward, 2013), while the
dynamic capability perspective is an extension of the resource-based view of the firm,

focusing on the strength and competency of resource reconfiguration in a dynamic
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sense (Teece et al., 1997). Both these two theoretical bases provide comprehensive

theoretical support for sustainable strategic alignment research.

In general, in today’s rapidly changing environments, conventional strategic
alignment theory can lead to organisations continuing to fail in achieving strategic
alignment, while sustainable strategic alignment perspective can allow organisations

to achieve and sustain strategic alignment.

2.4.2 Co-evolution

As mentioned above, alignment has been criticised for being too mechanistic and
static, so that the alignment cannot adjust to the rapidly changing business
environment. Facing this challenge, some experts (e.g. Benbya & McKelvey, 2006;
Vessey & Ward, 2013) view alignment as a continuous co-evolutionary process to
adapt to the dynamics. Co-evolution is a term first used in biology (Ehrlich & Raven,
1964). Kauffman (1993, p. 237) suggests that “the true and stunning success of
biology reflects the fact that organisms do not merely evolve, they coevolve, both
with other organisms and with a changing abiotic environment.” McKelvey (1999, p.
299) claims that co-evolution refers to “mutual causal changes between a firm and
competitor, or other elements of its niche, that may have adaptive significance”. It is
a multi-level phenomenon. Co-evolution brings perfect mutual adaptations of
adaptive agents in their own environment. For example, butterflies and bees help
flowers to disperse pollen, while flowers offer nectar for food. Vessey and Ward
(2013) define co-evolution as a process where every element or component in an
environment influences and is influenced by all other related elements or
components in that environment. This definition is more suitable for this study as we

view strategic alignment as a process.

In the IS field, co-evolution has been employed in strategic alignment research for a
very short period. Smaczny (2001) first promotes a notion of fusion of business and
IT strategy, which means Business and IT strategies have to be developed

simultaneously and implemented simultaneously against the traditional static views
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of strategic alignment. However, this study has only scratched and challenged the
conventional notion of the strategic alignment model. It does not bring about any
solid evidence to support his arguments. Nevertheless, further research has
recognised the outdated notion of strategic alignment, and driven this emphasis into
a further position. Agarwal and Sambamurthy (2002) encourage co-evolution of IT
and the business. They assert that co-evolution is necessitated by rapidly changing
environmental factors and technological capabilities. However, they focus on three
organisational models which offer a specific organisational view of the role of the IT

function, rather than from a strategic level.

Similarly, Benbya and McKelvey (2006) agree that applying co-evolution in strategic
alignment study helps to sustain alignment within a changing context. They address
strategic alignment as a continuous co-evolutionary process, and provide a view of
alignment that draws and builds on McKelvey’s (2002) co-evolutionary theory. By
emphasising co-evolution-based self-organised emergent behaviour and structure,
they consider strategic alignment as a series of adjustments at three levels of
analysis: individual, operational, and strategic. They frame the process of mutual
adaption and change between business and IS strategy, business and IS departments,
and IS infrastructure and business users, based on the co-evolutionary perspective
(see figure 2.7). In their framework, it is clear that multiple level aspects can be seen.
At the strategic level, business strategy aligns with IS strategy, not only relying on
top-down flows and focusing on control but also on flexibility and adaptability of the
planning system. At the operational level, Benbya and McKelvey (2006) assert that it
is important to have a decent coordination and communication between business
managers and IS planners, achieved by forming effective collaborative partnerships
at all levels. At the individual level, it is believed that the IS infrastructure can be
effective when it aligns with individual users’ needs. There are not only multi-
directional causalities between different levels of analysis, but also non-linear
relationships emerge between the business and IS domains and among the
infrastructure components within each. Also, they claim that strategic alignment via
co-evolution can be sped up by considering principles of adaptation (Frist Principles

of Efficacious, McKelvey 2004) and scale-free dynamics. The model they developed,
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of multi-level co-evolution of strategic alignment seems to be adapted to the
changing environment. But they do not put forth how the changing environment
links to the alignment. Unlike Agarwal and Sambamurthy’s (2002) research, Benbya
and McKelvey (2006) focus more on strategic alignment and take the co-evolution
idea of strategic alignment further in theoretical contexts. However, both of these

studies have no empirical evidence to support their arguments.
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Figure 2.7 Co-evolutionary IS alignment (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006)

Tanriverdi et al. (2010) also propose a co-evolution quest to revise traditional
strategic alignment. They suggest that firms have to be able to co-evolve with the
changing competitive landscape’s topography, by addressing corporate strategy
(business strategy and IT/IS strategy) questions and issues, to continually reposition
the firms to emerging profitable product-market positions in the competitive
landscape. This means that strategic alignment is connected and evolves with the
changing external environment. However, they only consider the competitive
performance landscape as the changing environment without potential
environmental factors, such as technological evolution. In addition, they concentrate
on the co-evolution of firm’s corporate strategy with the changing complex
competitive landscapes, neglecting the co-evolution between IS strategy and

business.
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Also, Vessey and Ward (2013) use co-evolutionary theory as their study’s theoretical
background, in order to investigate how sustainable strategic alignment occurs. As
with the previous strategic alignment literature related to co-evolution, Vessey and
Ward (2013) view strategic alignment as a dynamic, non-deterministic, and multi-
faceted co-evolutionary process. By employing complex theory as the theoretical
foundation, they conclude that strategic alignment can be sustained when an
organisation’s adaptive IS adapts to remain IS alignment with the continually
changing organisational goals. Compared with other co-evolution research
mentioned before, they suggest an explicit role for management by addressing the
dynamic, co-evolutionary process of strategic alignment in the context of broader
management issues. Specifically, the theory they developed identifies that adaptive
IS processes occur in the context of the organisational business processes. Treating
organisations and their IS as complex adaptive systems provides IS research and
practice with a way to contribute to realising the potential benefits of using IS to

enable businesses.

In sum, some IS researchers have begun to revise strategic alighment by using co-
evolution. The role of co-evolution in strategic alighnment, to some extent,
contributes to IS research in general and to research regarding strategic alighment,
in particular (Vessey & Ward, 2013). Moreover, most of such researchers agree that
co-evolution is the key of achieving sustainable strategic alignment. However, the
existing co-evolution research of strategic alignment lacks consideration of
environmental issues, such as which elements of changing environments have
significant effects on the co-evolution. Furthermore, most of the theories above are
developed without any empirical support, which means they need to be subjected to

formal testing.

2.4.3 Dynamic capabilities perspective

The concept of dynamic capabilities has been frequently mentioned and applied in
the sustainable strategic alignment research. For example, Baker et al. (2011) assert

that strategic alignment research can be viewed through the lens of the dynamic
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capabilities framework and suggest that the framework can be treated as a basis for
future work in the area of strategic alignment. Hiekkanen et al. (2012) also advocate
that the dynamic capability concept can contribute to the research on business-IS
alignment especially in today’s increasingly complex and technology-induced
strategic context. Chen et al. (2008) assert the dynamic capabilities perspective can
aid understanding of how firms develop IT and align IT with business strategy in
dynamic contexts. It is argued that the perspective can help the strategic alignment
research approach the alignment process with a dynamic rather than mechanistic

view (Baker et al., 2011; Chen et al., 2008; Roberts & Grover, 2012).

Dynamic capability is an extension of the resource-based view of the firm, focusing
on the strength and competency of resource reconfiguration (Teece et al., 1997). The
resources and capabilities are defined broadly, and include assets, knowledge,
competencies and capacity (Barney, 1991). A resource-based view emphasises the
properties of resources and capability which are valuable and rare and cannot be
imitated or substituted (Barney, 1991; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). The resource-
based view overlooks that a firm’s capabilities can change and developed over time
and according to the circumstances (Teece et al., 1997), while dynamic capabilities
perspective was developed partially in response to this limitation of a resource-
based view (Teece et al., 1997; Wade & Hulland, 2004), which is about the diverse
sets of resources and capabilities that companies possess (Wernerfelt, 1984; 1995).
Unlike the resource-based view, a dynamic capabilities perspective concentrates on
adapting, integrating, and reconfiguring skills, resources and capabilities (Teece et al.,
1997). This is to say, dynamic capabilities focuses more on the significance of
managerial capability in changing environments rather than on a firm’s resources.
According to Teece et al. (1997, p.516), dynamic capabilities refers to “the firm’s
ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies to

address rapidly changing environments”.

In the IS filed, dynamic capabilities perspective provides a theoretical base for
researchers to go further. Early IS research focused more on how IT or IS impact and
benefit organisational performance with relatively static view (Ravichandran &

Lertwongsatien, 2002). In the recent years, a growing number of IS research
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recognise that IT capabilities can change and develop over time in response to the
changes in the environment and organisational learning; and their impacts on
organisations also change accordingly (e.g. Kim et al.,, 2011; Chen et al., 2014;
Fawcett et al., 2011). For example, many researchers (e.g. Kim et al., 2011; Chen et
al., 2014) focus on how IT/IS capabilities have positive impacts on firm financial
performance by employing dynamic capabilities perspective. They treat IT
capabilities as the potential to transform IT resources into business value in dynamic
contexts. Fawcett et al. (2011) also regard IT as an enabler of supply chain
collaboration in a dynamic capabilities perspective. They consider that, by apply
dynamic capabilities approach, IT/IS can be transformed into a dynamic capability
which can help to achieve superior organisational performance in changing
environments. Moreover, many researchers apply dynamic capabilities perspective
on strategic alignment between business and IS (e.g. Wade & hulland, 2004; Baker et
al., 2009; 2011; Sun & Chen, 2006). The followings discuss how the concept is applied

in strategic alignment literature.

The strategic alignment literature on dynamic capabilities emphasises and highlights
the process dimension, which can often deploy and reconfigure an organisation’s IT
resources, structure or procedures (Bhatt & Grover, 2005; Chen et al., 2008; Tecce et
al., 1997). The process dimension of dynamic capabilities framework developed by
Teece et al. (1997) describes the patterns of practice and learning in a firm. Teece et
al. (2007) assert that integration, learning and reconfiguration are the three keys of
process dimension. Integration shows an organisation’s ability to organise and
manage in the process. During the process, an organisation can learn from
repetitions and tests in order to achieve tasks effectively and efficiently as well as
discover new opportunities. Reconfiguring organisational resources in the rapidly
changing environment is also very important in process dimension, as it can help
organisations to obtain competitive advantages with limited resources. Chen et al.
(2008) apply the process view of dynamic capabilities perspective in their strategic
alignment study. They assert that a strategic alighnment process occurs via
continuous adaption and organisational change (organisational processes and IT

infrastructure). The process view allows intended alignment to be realised as
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implemented alignment via dynamic capabilities (Brown & Magill, 1994; Henderson
& Venkatraman, 1993). This tends to provide a way of achieving sustainable strategic
alignment. On the other hand, Baker et al. (2009; 2011) present the process
dimension of dynamic capabilities framework differently. They apply Agarwal and
Sambamurthy’s (2002) process perspective to reinforce Teece et al.’s (1997) process
dimension of the dynamic capabilities framework. By doing this, they develop their
own unitary conceptualization of sustainable strategic alignment. Baker et al. (2009;
2011) conceptualise strategic alignment as a dynamic management capability. They
claim that strategic alignment is a process that is sustained over time, which can be
understood as a dynamic capability to gain competitive advantages. Generally, the
process perspective enables scholars to assess the maturity of the dynamic process
by which the IT/IS strategy and the business strategy are aligned (Luftman, 2004;
Luftman & Kempaiah, 2007).

“Paths” is another dimension of dynamic capabilities which contributes to the
research on sustainable strategy alignment. According to Teece et al. (1997, p. 518),
paths refer to “the strategic alternatives available to the firm, and the presence or
absence of increasing returns and attendant path dependencies”. Paths influence
organisational capability development via path dependencies, which indicate the
influence of previous positions on strategic decisions. Besides, innovative internal
activities and technological opportunities in industries lead to organisational changes,
including learning and developing. This exogenous change through paths is called
technological opportunities (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997; Wheeler,
2002).

Path dependence appears to have more impact on sustainable strategic alignment.
Sabherwal et al. (2001) suggest that, if a revolutionary environmental change occurs
in IS strategic management profiles, organisations should be able to move their path
to offer a better performance potential, as the previous path may prevent the
organisation from evolving their IS and IS strategy, leading to misalignment. Baker et
al. (2011) assert an organization with a high degree of alignment might continue to
follow its established trajectory, based on path dependence, even when market

conditions have changed and the strategies are no longer appropriate. Because path
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dependencies theory states that present decisions are constrained by decisions
made in the past (Leonard-Barton, 1992) and that institutions are self-reinforcing
and find it difficult to break out of patterns of institutional behaviour (Pierson, 2004),
they argue that a high degree of alignment combined with a high degree of historical
alignment can display the dynamic alignment competency, built on a mature
planning process. That means if a firm had a well-aligned IT strategy and business
strategy before business environments changed, the sustainable strategic alignment
competency of this firm can mitigate the constraining effect of path dependency,
maintaining a high degree of alignment when the previous strategies are no longer
appropriate due to the environmental change. Therefore, path dependence helps
them to develop the competency of dynamic capabilities which allows a firm to be
flexible and to respond to the rapidly changing environment. Similarity, Chen et al’s
(2008) study also shows that the dynamic capabilities of strategic alignment tend to
decrease path dependence constraints. They conducted a longitudinal case study on
a Taiwanese semiconductor company. The empirical evidence from the longitudinal
case study determined that path dependence is an impediment to dynamic
sustainable strategic alignment. Furthermore, they also found that path dependence
effects deteriorate with insufficient resources and lack of a long-term view. Hence,
path dependence seems to be a critical issue affecting sustainable strategic

alignment.

Compared with resource-based view, dynamic capabilities perspective concentrates
on capabilities rather than resources, due to its dynamic process perspective and
path perspective. Capabilities must be built over time deliberately, while resource is
able to be acquired quickly (Teece et al., 1997). As a result, dynamic capabilities
enable an organisation to maintain and sustain its strategic competitive advantages
over time by adjusting its strategy and resources (Wade & hulland, 2004). In the
lights of dynamic capabilities perspective, strategic alignment researchers are able to
identify some capabilities which help organisations to achieve and sustain strategic
alignment. Baker et al. (2009) suggest that the ability of an organisation’s strategic
planning processes to produce or maintain alignment can be quantified by treating

strategic alignment as a dynamic organisational capability which is sustainable over
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time. Gupta et al. (1997) asserts that the ability to achieve strategic alignment is
based on a specific set of IT and IS management capabilities. Such capabilities should
continue to be a part of capabilities to sustain strategic alignment on a high level

over time (Street, 2006).

Some scholars attempt to identify and categorise the relevant dynamic capabilities
for strategic alignment. By doing this, companies can find a way to achieve and
sustain strategic alignment in a dynamic environment, as such capabilities are critical
and the key for strategic alignment. For instance, Wade and Hulland (2004) identified
eight dynamic capabilities for aligning IT with business which are “external
relationship management”, “market responsiveness”, “IS-business partnerships”, “IS
planning and change management”, “IS infrastructure”, “IS technical skills”, “IS
development” and “cost effective IS operations”. Such capabilities are treated as the
critical success factors for achieving strategic alignment. Karimi et al. (2007) also
suggest some the dynamic IT capabilities, such as system development and IT
planning, which are IT assets and competencies to cooperate with business over time.
Gogan et al. (2010) categorise dynamic capabilities into three broad categories:
outside-in, spanning, and inside-out (Wade & Hulland, 2004). Outside-in capabilities
refer to organisations’ abilities to respond to the markets, which can also be known
as organisational agility. Spanning capabilities focus on how IT can achieve the
business requirements. Inside-out capabilities represent the IS capabilities (e.g. IT
flexibility). Two of such dynamic capabilities (IT flexibility and organisational agility)
mentioned in sustainable strategic alignment literature are presented in the next

section (2.4.4).

Sun and Chen (2006) also develop a model of strategic alignment with dynamic
capabilities perspective (See Figure 2.8). They integrate the concepts from the
literature (e.g. Mitzberg, 1978; Reich & Benbasat, 2000; Brown & Magill, 1994) which
suggests strategic alignment is a process that intended alignment can be realised as
implemented alignment, as well as the literature (e.g. Teece et al., 1997; Wheeler,
2002) which considers dynamic capabilities perspective with strategic alignment. In
this research, we focus more on the process of each stage due to the purpose of this

study.
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Figure 2.8 A model of strategic alignment process with dynamic capabilities perspective
(Sun & Chen, 2006)

Generally, a dynamic capabilities framework has some similarities with the co-
evolutionary approach discussed above. Although these two approaches arise from
different disciplines, in sustainable strategic alighnment research they are analogous
with the timing of change that alignments evolve or develop with both internal
contexts and external contexts simultaneously or congruently. However, the
dynamic capabilities perspective focuses more on the resources and capabilities of a
firm, which means strategic alighnment can be described as a dynamic capability that
enables organisations to adjust their own strategy and resources to maintain and
sustain competitive advantage in a dynamic environment (Wade & Hulland, 2004;
Wheeler, 2002; Zahra & George,2002). The process dimension and especially path
dependence are highlighted in the existing literature on sustainable strategic

alignment regarding the dynamic capabilities perspective.
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2.4.4 Factors related to sustainable strategic alignment (dynamic capabilities)

After looking at the approaches of sustainable dynamic strategic alignment in
changing environments, we now review some critical factors that affect sustainable
strategic alignment in the IS literature. According to Hiekkanen et al. (2012), the
classic alignment models based on Porter’s (1980) competitive strategy or resource-
based view (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984) are not enough to deal with recent
agile, complex and rapidly changing business environment. Instead, organisational
capabilities for efficiency and flexibility need to be enhanced in order to ensure
sustained high performance. Chan et al. (2006) assert that managers tend to rely on
IT flexibility to respond to the high uncertainty environment as an enabler of
strategic alignment. Therefore, IT flexibility is one of the factors affecting sustainable

strategic alighment.

2.4.4.11T flexibility

Since the 1990s, IT flexibility has been described as a core competency of the
organization and an effective IT infrastructure should be flexible and robust
(Davenport & Linder, 1994; Weill, 1993). Duncan (1995) conducted an observation
on how organisations’ IT flexibility influences systems developers' ability to design
and build systems. He found that a firm which has high modularity, compatibility,
and connectivity would tend to have high technical IT infrastructure flexibility, which

helps to meet organisational business objectives.

Strategic IT flexibility is the organizational capability that enhances the adaptation of
the IS to environmental changes by integrating new IT components into the existing
IT infrastructure or by changing the configuration of the existing IS (Tian et al., 2010).
In short, IT flexibility refers to a company’s capability to respond to various IT and IS
demands from dynamic competitive environments. Similarly, Tallon and
Pinsonneault (2011) define IT flexibility as the adaptability and scalability of IT
hardware, software, and networks, which are the elements of IT infrastructure. More

detailed, Byrd and Turner (2000, p. 172) defined IT flexibility as “the ability to easily

78



and readily diffuse or support a wide variety of hardware, software, communications
technologies, data, core applications, skills and competencies, commitments, and
values within the technical physical base and the human component of the existing
IT infrastructure”. From the above, we can conclude that IT flexibility has been
treated as necessary to accommodate a rapidly changing business environment. The
flexibility of IT infrastructure should enable businesses to effectively use IT to

prosper in dynamic environments (Chung et al., 2003).

Duncan (1995) first introduced IT flexibility to strategic alignment research in his
study of IT infrastructure. He suggests that an organization’s IT infrastructure should
be considered flexibly, and that it enabled strategic innovations and alignment in
business processes. Broadbent and Weill (1997) assert that IT infrastructure
flexibility puts forth the foundation for competitive positioning of business initiatives.
Moreover, IT flexibility could be one of the success criteria, as it provides the
potential for revision in strategic choice (Luftman & Brier, 1999). Thus, these
arguments allow the organisation’s IT infrastructure flexibility to positively influence
the organisation’s strategic IT-business alignment (Chung et al., 2003). It is widely
believed that IT flexibility plays an essential role in enabling alignment to have a
positive impact on a firm’s performance (Croteau and Bergeron, 2009; Croteau et al.,

2001).

Furthermore, scholars such as Tallon and Pinsonneault (2011) suggest that IT
flexibility is not only a positive influence on strategic alignment, but also helps the
strategic alignment to enhance organisational agility to deal with rapidly changing
environments. Empirical evidence to support this agreement is also provided in the
existing IS literature. Tian et al. (2009) conducted an exploratory study to investigate
IT deployment capabilities impact on competitive advantage. Their findings suggest
that the effect of business—IT alignment on competitive advantage is significantly
influenced by strategic IT flexibility and business—IT partnership. However, this study
employed the resource-based view, which has already been seen to be too static,
leading to inadequacy in dynamic conditions. In addition, there is still a lack of

information as to how IT flexibility influences sustainable strategic alignment.
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2.4.4.2 Organisational agility

Another factor that influences sustainable strategy alignment is organisational agility.
The concept of organisational agility is widely used in management theories that are
essential to firm success in turbulent environments, including the dynamic
capabilities mentioned above (Teece et al., 1997), market orientation (Kohli &
Jaworski, 1990; Narver & Slater, 1990), absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990;
Zahra & George, 2002), and strategic flexibility (Ansoff, 1980; Grewal & Tansuhaj,
2001). A number of management scholars, such as Goldman et al. (1995),
McGaughey (1999) and Yusuf et al. (1999), have defined agility based on their own
knowledge. In general, they suggest that agility is the organisational capability to
respond to turbulent business environments. Some focus on knowledge
management; some emphasise organisational resources, according to their own
purposes. In the IS domain, agility has also drawn significant attention from a broad
scale of IS researchers (Galliers 2007; Hitt et al. 1998; Overby et al. 2006; Rai et al.
2006; Sambamurthy et al. 2003; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011; Roberts & Grover,
2012; Weill et al. 2002). They also provide their own definitions of agility, which tend
to concentrate on sensing and responding capabilities, and rapid and often

unanticipated change, based on the evolutionary nature of IT.

Based on our research aims and scale, we apply Tallon & Pinsonneault’s (2011, p.
464) definition, which views agility as “the ability to detect and respond to
opportunities and threats with ease, speed, and dexterity, has emerged, next to
alignment, as a key business imperative, facing rapid and unpredictable changes”.
This definition implies that sensing and responding abilities are significantly vital to a
firm’s success in turbulent environments (Gefen, 2000; Zaheer &Zaheer, 1997).
Furthermore, it provides the potential to link agility with sustainable strategic

alignment.

Although, there is little literature concerning the relationship between alignment
and agility, an increasing number of studies in management and IS research realise

the importance of the link between IT/IS strategic planning and agility (Tallon &
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Pinsonneault, 2011). For example, Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) studied the subject
of “ambidexterity”, which means the capability to simultaneously achieve alignment
and adaptability at business-unit level. However, there is not a consensus on the

relationship between alignment and agility in the IS domain.

Some researchers (i.e. Kearns & Lederer, 2003; Preston & Karahanna, 2009; Reich &
Benbasat, 1996) agree that there is a positive relationship between strategic
alignment and organisational agility, since the shared understanding of IT and
Knowledge between IT department and business, to some extent, makes it easier for
a firm to sense changes before deciding a joint course of action for how best to
respond (Barki & Pinsonneault, 2005; Lee, 2004). Knowledge-sharing can be treated
as one of the essential antecedents of strategic alignment, and knowledge-sharing
can enhance an organisation’s ability to detect changes. Therefore, the resulting
strategic alignment between IT and business strategy can enable organisational
agility. Furthermore, essential changes on business strategy can be effectively and
efficiently communicated to IT executives, while IT evolution can redirect the
business strategy, due to the high degree of strategic alighment. As a result, the
potential path dependence is prevented, so that strategic alignment can enable
increased adaptability and innovation (He & Wong, 2004; Lavie & Rosenkopf, 2006;
Zahra & George, 2002).

Besides, various resources-based arguments also claim the positive relationship
between strategic alignment and organisational agility (e.g. Tian et al., 2010). Tallon
(2008) asserts that the higher degree of IT resources embedded in business process,
the more agile firms appear in a rapidly changing environment. Also, strategic
alignment can link IT with other resources in a way that encourages consideration of
how existing resources can be strained to improve current performance or how the
resources can be used in new ways to adapt and react to changes (Bharadwaj et al.,

1999; Oh & Pinsonneault, 2007; Soh & Markus, 1995).

On the other hand, there exists a perspective in the literature that the relationship
between strategic alignment and organisational agility is a rival one. Christensen

(1997) claims that strategic alignment is useful, but it is based on past work, when a
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firm faced different environmental changes. That is to say alignment lends itself to
bringing about path dependencies, behavioural inertia, tunnel vision, and
intransigence, which might negatively affect an organisations’ capability of
responding to rapid environmental changes (He & Wong, 2004; Kraatz & Zajac, 2001;
Lavie & Rosenkopf, 2006; Miller, 1992; Nelson & Winter, 1982; Sabherwal et al.,
2001). However, all of these arguments are based on the assumption that the
strategic alignment is static and too tight, which is developed in the resource-based
view theory. Our research views strategic alighment as a dynamic process rather

than a static stage-end.

Tallon and Pinsonneault (2011) studied this relationship differently. They
investigated both positive and negative relationships of strategic alighnment and
organisational agility, by conducting a matched survey of IT and business executives
in 241 forms. The results uncovered a positive and significant link between strategic
alignment and organisational agility. In addition, they also found that this
relationship is not a simple two-way relationship. For example, IT infrastructure
flexibility can be one of the potential factors affecting this relationship in a volatile

environment.

Besides IT flexibility and organisational agility, there are still a number of factors
affecting sustainable strategic alignment which are discussed in the IS literature. For
instance, Thornley (2012) assert that the failure of organisational strategies, policies,
and initiatives to translate into actual project execution and work results is one of
the most vital threats to strategic alignment sustainability. Also, Newkirk and Lederer
(2006) suggest that different strategy formulations give rise to different degrees of
alignment success, and the effects differ with the source of the uncertain
environments. It is believed that these factors which have already been considered
to do well in normal strategic alignment models are not necessarily discussed here.
This research attempts to focus on the dynamics of strategic alignment, so such

factors do not draw much attention in this study.
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2.4.5 Summary

In this section, a brief background of dynamic strategic alignment and its significance
has been presented. Then, we introduced the co-evolution and dynamic capabilities
approaches in IS research on sustainable strategic alignment. The co-evolution
approach and dynamic capabilities perspective provide a possibility (theoretical
foundation) for organisations to achieving sustainable strategic alignment in dynamic
environments. The co-evolution approach emphasises the adaptation of enterprise
architecture and IS development project, while the dynamic capabilities perspective
focuses more on the resources and capabilities of a firm. In addition, we reviewed
two main factors (IT flexibility and organisational agility) affecting sustainable
strategic alignment in the existing literature, from which it can be concluded that
achieving sustainable strategic alignment is an essential priority for organisations to

deal with today’s rapid and unpredictable environmental changes.
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Chapter 3 - Research Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The main purpose of this chapter is to present the research framework and design of
this study. The chapter is organised as followings. Section 2 is the research
framework which provides description of the theoretical framework for this study.
Section 3 presents research philosophical assumptions providing the basis of this
research, which presents the researcher’s assumptions about the most common
attributes of the world. Section 4 presents the research design of this study. A
qualitative research strategy is employed in this research. A case study research
design is chosen from five qualitative research designs in order to investigate the
dynamic issues on strategic alignment. The main data collection method of this
research is interviews, while the data analysis method is qualitative thematic analysis,

used in order to explore the strategic alignment process in dynamic contexts.

3.2 Research Framework

In order to answer the research questions a research framework based on the
existing literature was developed for this research. The purpose of this section is to
present and explain the research framework that was used to guide the data

collection and analysis.

84



3.2.1 Theoretical background

The research framework integrated the concept of co-evolution and the concept of
dynamic capabilities to emphasize and highlight the dynamic nature of strategic

alignment process and to argue the necessity of sustaining strategic alignment.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the concept of co-evolution emphasizes the
interdependencies between elements in the system and argues that any change in
one element is likely to affect other elements directly and indirectly. The change can
be triggered by the changes within the external environment as well as by events or
changes within the organisation. Borrowing the concept of co-evolution for the
research framework of this study allows us to examine changes in all elements within
a system and the effects of these changes on other elements; as well as to view
strategic alignment as a continuous process which constantly adapts to the changing
environment. Moreover, the concept of co-evolution can also view strategic
alignment process in a multiple levels way that all relevant elements are connected

with complexity, which is more comprehensive.

However, the concept of co-evolution has weaknesses when it is applied in this
research. Only applying co-evolution cannot answer the research question of this
study: how can organisations adapt their strategic planning of IS and sustain strategic
alignment in order to respond to the dynamic and competitive environment. This is
because the concept only focuses on the interrelationship between the elements of
a system and the environment where this system exists, and the concept does not
provide a potential way to achieve and sustain strategic alignment on its own. That
means it does not provide enough theoretical base to develop an effective guide or
approach for strategic alignment in dynamic contexts. To solve this weakness from
the co-evolution concept, dynamic capabilities perspective is brought in order to
complement the framework. Applying dynamic capabilities perspective allows the
researcher to identify dynamic capabilities that have significant influences on
strategic alignment (e.g. IT flexibility and organisational agility). Such dynamic
capabilities could help to answer how organisations can sustain strategic alignment

over time. Besides, process dimension of dynamic capabilities helps strategic
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alignment process occur continuously as a circle via reconfiguration of resources and

learning process.

Based on the literature review and the theoretical resources which have been
discussed before, a model is developed for the process-based sustainable strategic
alignment by the researcher — summarised in Figure 3.1. From this Figure, it can be
seen that there are two main differences from the previous relevant studies in this
model. First of all, this is a process-based model that focuses on the alignment
process. This process is displayed with three level of alignment, which are strategic,
organisational/operational, and individual levels. Secondly, the environmental issues
and factors are highlighted in this model. The environmental elements are seldom
mentioned in the existing studies which often consider how strategic alignment can
be flexible and dynamic, rather than what and how environmental elements can
significantly affect sustainable strategic alignment. This study concerns those

environmental elements that may be vital problems on this research area.

3.2.2 Framework description

The research framework of this study is depicted in Figure 3.1. The framework
consists of four building blocks: external environment, internal environment,
strategic alignment process, and dynamic capabilities. The remainder of this section

discusses each building block in turn.
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Figure 3.1 A Process-based sustainable strategic alignment model.

3.2.2.1 External environment

The term ‘external environment’ in this framework refers not only to the contexts
outside of the organisational boundary, but also the elements in the environments
that have significant effects on sustainable strategic alignment. As reviewed in
Section 2.2.3.5, the external environment (business environment) contains politics,
economy, information technology, and national culture. It is believed that in
different contexts, such elements can be changed. For example, in some cases, such
as large public transport state-owned enterprises in China, there may be less impact
from the economy, but social factors can be the key phenomenon affecting strategic
alignment, due to the main purpose of such companies. Also, other factors, such as
ethical and legal factors, can also be added as elements in the external environment.
Therefore, the elements of the external environment can be modified according to

the contexts. From the co-evolutionary approach, strategic alignment continually
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changes and co-evolves to adapt to the changing environment. There is a complex

and unclarified non-linear relationship between the external environment and the

strategic alignment process, particularly when it is changing. Table 3.1 shows some

elements of the external environment.

Table 3.1 Elements of external environment affecting strategic alignment

External environment

Definition

Reference

Politics

The degree of government
intervention in the
economy and market,
generally characterised as
policy, regulations and

laws

Affecting business (e.g.
Baron & Hall, 2003;
Greening & Gray, 1994);
affecting IT and IS (e.g.

Singh, 2002; Heeks, 2002)

Economy

Economic circumstances,
including economic trends,
interest rates, exchange
rates, inflation rate and so

on

Affecting business (e.g.
Porter, 1985; Crucini et al.,
2011); affecting IT and IS
(e.g. Avison & Fitzgerald,
2003; Pavlou & El Sawy,
2006)

Technology

Techniques, methods and
processes that help

production or services

Affecting business (e.g.
Chaudhuri et al., 2011;
Rosemann &  Brocke,
2015; Melville et al,
2004); affecting IT and IS
(e.g. Melville, 2010;

Davenport, 2013)

National culture

“The collective
programming of the
human mind that

distinguishes the members

Affecting business (e.g.
Johnson & Lenartowicz,
2006; Moran et al., 2011);

affecting IT and IS (e.g.
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of human group from | Chin & Dibbern, 2010)
those of another”

(Hofstede, 1980)

3.2.2.2 Internal environment

In Chapter 2.2.3.4, we discussed how organisational contexts affect strategic
planning of IS. Here, in this framework, internal environment is used as the term to
describe the organisational contexts within an organisation. Any elements of
organisational contexts can be the factors influencing strategic alignment process.
Some researchers suggest that the internal environment can even be the component
of strategic alignment that should be aligned with business and IS (e.g. Henderson &
Venkatraman, 1993; Maes, 1999). Organisational structure and organisational
culture are frequently mentioned and discussed in the current literature as elements
of internal environment affecting strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment
(Ward & Peppard, 2002; Laudon & Laudon, 2009; Pearlson & Saunders, 2009). But
this is not to say other organisational contexts are not the internal environmental
factors affecting the strategic alignment process. For example, Kearns and Lederer
(2000) assert that the IS resource is the key to the success of strategic alignment. The
IS resource, as one of the organisational resources, can be the internal environment.
Just like the external environment, the internal environment also has complex non-
linear relationships with strategic alignment according to co-evolution theory. The
difference is that it seems to be more stable and to change more slowly than the
external environment (Laudon & Laudon, 2009). Table 3.2 displays some elements of

the internal environment affecting the strategic alignment process.

Table 3.2 Elements of internal environment affecting strategic alighment

Internal environment Definition Reference
Organisational structure the way of designing an | Affecting business (e.g.
organisation so  that | Nandakumar &
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decision-making rights are
correctly allocated, which

can also affect information

Ghobadian, 2010; Lee &
Yang, 2011); affecting IT
and IS (e.g. Mullins, 2002;

systems strategies | Hicks, 1993; Pearlson &
dramatically (Laudon & | Saunders, 2009)
Laudon, 2009)

Organisational culture The distinctive | Affecting business (e.g.
constellation of beliefs, | Bititci et al., 2006; Gordon

values, work styles, and

relationships which
distinguish one
organization from

another, which focus on

& DiTomaso, 1992; Scott
et al., 2003) affecting IT
and IS (e.g. Claver et al.,
2001; Twati & Gammack,
2006)

the personality (Hofstede,
1986)

3.2.2.3IT flexibility

In this research, it is suggested that the IT flexibility can be seen as one of the
dynamic capabilities for sustainable strategic alignment according to the dynamic
capabilities perspective. IT flexibility is also involved in this model as critical success
factors affecting sustainable strategic alignment. IT flexibility refers to the ability to
support a range of hardware, software, IT, data, skills and human resource of the
existing IT infrastructure in different circumstances. This flexibility enables
businesses to align with IS easily and readily in dynamic environments (Chung et al.,
2003; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). Luftman and Brier (1999) suggest that IT
flexibility is one of the most important factors affecting strategic alignment. Croteau
and Bergeron (2009) consider that it is essential for organisations to ensure their IT
infrastructure is flexible enough for IS innovation in dynamic environments. It has
been discussed in Section 2.4.4.1 that this can be a factor which significantly

influences sustainable strategic alignment.
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3.2.2.4 Organisational agility

Organisational agility is another critical success factor and dynamic capability that
affects sustainable strategic alignment in this framework. Organisational agility is
considered to be the ability to detect and respond to environmental threats and
opportunities (Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). This ability can be a key to sustainable
strategic alighnment, as only organisations are able to recognise the changes and deal
with them, regarding their business and IS; then they can successfully sustain the
strategic alignment influenced by the changing environments (Kearns & Lederer,
2003; Preston & Karahanna, 2009). Tallon (2008) also suggests that strategic
alignment can benefit organisational agility. Section 2.4.4.2 has discussed the
relationship between organisational agility and sustainable strategic alignment in

detail.

3.2.2.5 Sustainable strategic alignment process

According to co-evolution and dynamic capabilities perspective, strategic alignment
should be seen as a dynamic process. The process should be a co-evolutionary
process which means the elements of the process and environment in which it exists
co-evolve together affecting each other. We also focus on the dynamic capabilities
that an organisation needs to achieve and sustain strategic alignment in this dynamic
process over time. In the following sections, each stages of the process (Intended
strategic alignment, strategic alignment implementation process and realised

strategic alignment) are presented.

3.2.25.1 Intended strategic alignment
Strategic alignment in this research is viewed as a dynamic process. Based on

Mintzberg’s (1978) work on strategy, intended strategic alignment can be treated as
a plan for the future without a thorough analysis on the past patterns of alignment.

At this stage, companies are more likely to have an unsatisfied strategic alignment
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situation when the intended alignment occurs (Chen et al., 2008). Nevertheless, not
all the intended strategic alighnments are realised in practice when the environment
keeps changing (Hirschheim & Sabherwal, 2001). Also, unexpected challenges can
affect and strangle strategic alignment. According to Mintzberg (1978) and Johnson
and Scholes (2002), intended strategy can be significantly affected by unexpected
constraints. IS strategy can also be affected by such challenges, leading to a failure of
implementation and thus misalignment. These environmental changes and
unexpected challenges tend not to be recognised until the stage of the strategic

alignment process in which IS strategy starts to be implemented.

3.2.2.5.2 Strategic alignment implementation process
As mentioned previously, this study considers that strategic alignment should be

presented at all levels of the organisation. This subsection introduces and discusses
three levels of alignment synthesised by Chan & Reich (2007) that influence
organisations differently, and are discussed and presented in the IS literature, which
are system/strategic level (Woolridge & Floyd, 1990; Campbell, 2005);
project/operational level (Jenkin & Chan, 2006); and individual/cognitive level (Tan &

Gallupe, 2006), where strategic alignment should be presented.

Woolridge and Floyd (1990) suggest that strategies tend to be implemented at the
higher levels of organisations, but the outcome should be present on the front line.
The higher levels here are the strategic level, focusing on strategies and top-down
planning. Alignment at this level concentrates on how the systems can help to
achieve business goals. Campbell (2005) suggests that the strategic level of
alignment should be able to link the lower levels (operational and individual levels),
such as translating business unit goals into personal goals. Bleistein et al. (2006) also
argue that the linkages between strategic level, operational level and individual level

are essential.

Jenkin and Chan (2006) examine strategic alignment at the project/operational level.
This level mainly considers the project’s objectives and how the business is operating.

They suggest that there are change triggers which negatively affect project
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alignment, leading to overall strategic misalignment. Both internal (organisational)

and external (environmental) changes can be change triggers.

The third level is the most micro level. It focuses on the shared cognition between
business and IT executives (Tan & Gallupe, 2006). Chan and Reich (2007) also claim it

reflects a view of strategic alignment in which IT mirrors ongoing business activities.

In this study, all three levels (system/strategic level, project/operational level and
individual/cognitive level) are considered. According to Jenkin and Chan (2006) the

operational level seems to be affected by environmental changes more palpably.

The strategic alignment implementation process in this framework is developed from
Benbya and McKelvey’s (2006) co-evolutionary IS alignment framework introduced
in Section 2.4.2. We interpret the alignment in a holistic rather than a bivariate way,
which also takes a multilevel co-evolutionary perspective: (1) strategic level —
aligning business and IS strategies; (2) organisational/operational level — aligning
IS/IT department with business department; (3) individual level — aligning IS

infrastructure with users’ needs.

At strategic level, if the business strategy change, IS strategy has to change in parallel
to support the new business needs. It is suggested that IS strategy should
continuously support business strategy (Chen et al., 2007). Business strategy tends to
constantly change due to the new opportunities and dynamic environments. As a
result, IS strategy should change accordingly, in order to sustain alignment with the
business strategy. Benbya and McKelvey (2006) assert that both top-down planning
and bottom-up planning are important to achieve strategic alignment at strategic
level. Top-down planning focuses on rationality and control, while bottom-up
planning concentrates on adaptation (Segars & Grover, 1999). Organisations need
both rationality and adaptation to achieve strategic alignment at the strategic level.
Vessey and Ward (2013) also claim that flexibility is significantly essential in IS

strategy formulation and strategic alignment, due to dynamic changing contexts.
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At the organisational/operational level, the IS/IT and business departments need a
successful link that helps the business and IS strategy alignment and enables the IS
infrastructure to align with users’ needs. Benbya and McKelvey (2006) suggest that
the IS/IT and business departments need to define and develop a basic
understanding of each other’s domains, and should also be clear about what they
need to discuss and coordinate in order to sustain dynamic strategic alignment. To
do this, communication and knowledge sharing between IS/IT department and
business department should be emphasised and considered carefully (Tan & Gallupe,
2006). It is also suggested that alignment at this level can significantly impact on the
daily operations of the organisations (Bergeron et al., 2004). This level is important
as it links the strategic level to the individual level. Benbya and McKelvey (2006)
believe that alighment at organisational/operational level provides the base for
implementation of IS strategy. IS department tends to directly control and manage
systems used in organisations. Users of such systems are mainly the staff of the
business department. This level could be the bridge to linking the strategic level with

individual levels, from planning to implementation.

At the Individual level of the sustainable strategic alignment, users’ needs often
change continually, as they often find new ways of doing things and come up with
new things to do with the IS (Jiang et al.,, 2006; Benbya & McKelvey, 2006). The
organisations need to reconsider the users’ requirements for IS, based on these
changes, in order to avoid the frustration and dissatisfaction of users due to the
ineffective incorporation with IS. Kim and Kankanhalli (2009) suggest that user
resistance to IS implementation can be caused by neglect of users’ needs, leading to
implementation failure. In addition, Huang and Hu (2007) also claim that users
should meet the specific criteria (master key skills and knowledge) for using IS. When
IS satisfy users’ needs and users have key skills and knowledge to use IS, the

individual level of strategic alignment is achieved.

3.2.253 Realised strategic alignment
With continuous adaptation and changes within organisations and strategic

alignment, alignment can be implemented as realised strategic alignment. The
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alignment links the organisational processes and IT infrastructure so that intended
strategic alignment can be realised (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993). That is to say
that, after strategic alignment process, intended strategic alignment can be realised
and IS strategy can be successfully implemented. The process, however, is not going
to stop in this stage. The alighment keeps evolving when the external environment
continuously changes, so that the realised strategic alignment is not the last stage of
the process. When environments change, organisations may need to change their
business accordingly. That could possibly result in misalignment. As a result, previous

realised strategic alignment needs to go back to intended strategic alignment stage.

These three stages of strategic alignment are a cycle, since the alignment is dynamic.
Chen et al. (2008, p. 367) assert that strategic alignment is “a moving target” that
organisations need to continuously attempt to achieve or maintain. Strategic
alignment needs to keep sustaining itself in the rapidly changing environments,

through this cyclical process.

3.3 Research philosophical assumptions

Research philosophical assumptions is a foundation of the social science research,
influencing the choice of research methods (Myers, 1997; Crossan, 2003; Creswell,
2007). Hammersley (1993) asserts that research philosophical assumptions can
underwrite various research approaches to social science. According to Crotty (1998),
research philosophical assumptions inform the research methodology and provide a
context for the process and grounding its logic and criteria. Burrell and Morgan
(2005) suggest that there are four sets of assumptions: ontology, epistemology,
human nature and methodology. Epistemological assumptions concern the nature of
knowledge and how it can be acquired (Snape & Spencer, 2003). Ontological
assumptions reflect the researcher’s view about the nature of the world (Saunders et
al., 2007). Human nature assumptions focus on the relationship between human
beings and their environment (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). Methodology is the last set

of assumptions concerning the selection of an approach to investigate and obtain
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knowledge about the social world (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). To clarify the basis of
the research methodology, these four sets of assumptions are explored based on

Burrell and Morgan’s (2005) philosophy of social science.

3.3.1 Ontology

Ontology is more likely to be concerned with the nature of social entities in social
research (Bryman, 2008). Gruber (1993, p. 120) defines ontology as “a specification
of a conceptualization”. Burrell and Morgan (2005, p. 1) consider that ontology is
about “the very essence of the phenomena under investigation”. That is to say that
ontology concerns whether reality is created by individual cognition subjectively or
exists out there objectively. In general, an ontological assumption is concerned with
what it is assumed to exist in the world (Creswell, 2007). According to Burrell and
Morgan (2005), there are two main paradigms on ontology assumption in social
science. One is nominalism (also known as conventionalism), which assumes the
social world is made up of individuals’ consciousness (e.g. names, concepts and
labels) which structure the reality. The other is the realism position, which believes
that the social world exists objectively as empirical entities, without the influence of

individuals’ cognition (Burrell & Morgan, 2005; Smircich, 1983).

A nominalist position indicates that the reality is socially structured with artificial
creations (e.g. names and concepts) (Johnson & Duberley, 2000; Burrell & Morgan,
2005). This is to say, social phenomena are constructed based on individuals’
cognition, which uses artificial creations to describe the world (Smith, 1983; Smircich,
1983). According to Burrell and Morgan (2005), nominalism is an ontological position
which revolves around the assumption that social phenomena and their meanings
are created by social actors (people). Nominalists point out that social knowledge is a
product of human thought, experience, and the interpretation outcome (Jonassen,
1991). For instance, the culture as a concept that people apply to help understand
human behaviours and the society can be viewed as a social product from the view

of nominalists, rather than something objectively existing (Smircich, 1983). Strategic
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alignment, similarly, can be one of the social products that has been built up by

human thought, experience, and interpretation based on this notion.

On the other hand, realism considers that the social world exists externally and
independently (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). Realists suggest that the constituting social
reality is positively made up of tangible structures, which means the social world
exists no matter whether humanity is aware of it or whether or not people label it
and its tangible structures (Johnson et al., 2006; Smith, 1983). Therefore, based on
realism’s notion, the world can be studied independently without individuals’
appreciation of it (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). As a result, the social world is not
constructed by individual creations or cognition, but exists objectively, based on the
realist view (Smircich, 1983). This research focuses on dynamic issues in strategic
alignment which involve the individuals’ interactions, people’s values, personal
experience, as well as subjective interpretations. All of these are difficult and
inappropriate to represent independently, based on a realism notion. This research
adopts the nominalist stance of ontological assumption, as the study assumes that
the reality is socially constructed. This study investigates the sustainable strategic
alignment and strategic planning of IS, which is clearly not independent from social
entities, such as individuals’ value and experiences. According to Burrell and Morgan
(2005), nominalism allows the researcher to adopt such social entities to describe
and understanding the reality. Furthermore, it is not suitable for this research to
adopt a realism stance of ontological assumption, as the dynamic situation in this
research is complex and uncontrollable. It is hard to see the phenomena as purely

tangible and actual structures without artificial creations.

3.3.2 Epistemology

Epistemology is “a theory of knowledge” (Bryman, 2004, p. 711). Vaishnavi and
Kuechler (2011) assert that epistemology refers to a philosophical claim about the
nature of knowledge and how to obtain knowledge. In another words, it is

concerned with how we know the world. In social science research, there are two
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main stances of epistemology: Anti-positivism and positivism (Burrell & Morgan,

2005).

Positivism, according to Bryman (2004, p. 28), refers to “an epistemological position
that advocates the application of the methods of the natural sciences to the study of
social reality and beyond”. Positivists believe that they can separate the researcher
from their own research (Clarke, 1999). They attempt to control observations of the
social world objectively and attempt to explain and predict the social world by
seeking for regularities and causal relationships (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). This is to
say that the approach for studying the social world should be systematic, neutral and
value-free (e.g. logical inference and mathematical formulas) (Lee, 1994; Dooley,
2001). By applying such traditional approaches, which dominate the natural science,
to build knowledge in social research can avoid the values and biases which might
affect the outcome of the research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). However, positivism has
its own limitations. It is very difficult or even impossible for researchers to be
completely objective in some situations, particularly when research subjects are not
independent and cannot be separated from the actual and natural context (Bryman,

2012).

Anti-positivism, also known as interpretivism is the opposite of positivism. Burrell
and Morgan (2005) define anti-positivism as the epistemological position in which
the social world is relativistic and can only be understood from the perception and
values of individuals. Anti-positivists believe that researchers should be involved in
the research as knowledge is obtained via interactions between researchers and the
researched social world (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Rosen, 1991). Furthermore, they
assert that the methods from natural science are not suitable for social science
research, as the social world is so complex and subjective that it cannot be
objectively controlled (Lee, 1994; Burrell & Morgan, 2005). The social world is
concerned with human actions, perspectives and meanings, so that knowledge in
social research should be viewed as heavily reliant on individual experience,
perceptions and values (Creswell, 2007). Anti-positivists suggest that, because the
subject of social science research is people and their institutions, which are

fundamentally different from the subjects of natural science research, the social
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world needs a different logic in terms of research procedure (Bryman, 2004).
Furthermore, in contrast to positivists, anti-positivists do not pursue objective
universal laws or knowledge that can be applied to every social setting (Lee, 1994).
Instead, they acknowledge the legitimacy of human subjectivity, which is seen as a

bias in the natural sciences (Burrell & Morgan, 2005).

In the strategic alignment literature, most researchers (e.g. Diaz, 2011; Tian et al.,
2010; Thornley, 2012) take an anti-positivist position of epistemological assumption
on this topic, as they tend to consider that strategic alignment is a social product
that contains human actions and thinking. Furthermore, in this research, it is
necessary to understand the in-depth perspectives of both IT and business
executives, in order to obtain credible evidence to support the study. For instance,
the IT users’ thoughts, behaviours and preferences might significantly affect IT
upgrading and evolution. Such individual subjective perceptions and consciousness
need to be considered and interpreted. By inclining towards an anti-positivist
position, the knowledge can be learnt through such perceptions and consciousness
of individuals (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). In addition, the dynamic contexts in this
research are complex and uncontrollable, thus a replicable statistical method from a
positivist perspective cannot be adopted. Therefore, this research adopts the anti-

positivist stance on epistemological assumptions.

3.3.3 Human nature

According to Burrell and Morgan (2005), human nature is a set of philosophical
assumptions concerning the relationship between human beings and the
environment. There are two main views of this assumption: voluntarism and
determinism, arguing which role human beings play in the situations they face

(Burrell & Morgan, 2005).

Voluntarism is a human nature assumption that considers human beings to be
completely free-willed in social phenomena (Burrell & Morgan, 2005). A human can

develop his or her own thoughts and is considered as creator and controller of his or
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her environment. On the other hand, compared with voluntarism, determinism is
completely opposite to the human nature assumption that views human beings and
their experience as the products of the environment (Burrell & Morgan, 2005).
Determinists assert that man is conditioned, predominated or controlled by external
circumstances. This is to say that human beings and their activities are fully

determined by the environment in which they are located.

This research inclines towards voluntarism of the human nature assumption,
because it believes that the environment is created by human beings, and human
beings are considered to be autonomous (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Giddens, 1976).
Individuals and their activities in this research are considered to be free-willed,

rather than determined by the situation or environment.

3.3.4 Methodology

Methodological assumptions are the last philosophical assumptions based on Burrell
and Morgan’s (2005) philosophy of social science which is related to the three
assumptions discussed above. Methodological assumptions are concerned with the
way in which knowledge in the social world is investigated and obtained (Burrell &
Morgan, 2005). There are two paradigms of this assumption: the ideographic and

the nomothetic (Burrell & Morgan, 2005).

The idiographic position of methodological assumption focuses on the analysis of the
specific subjective phenomenon to understand the meanings of the social reality
(Burrell & Morgan, 2005). This position is usually adopted when research emphasises
the significance of the subjective experience of individuals, and the explanation and
understanding of the unique and especial thing to individuals (Benbasat et al., 1987).
On the other hand, a nomothetic stance of methodological assumption focuses on
the analysis of relationships and regularities between elements of the social world to
generalise universal laws or describe and explain the social reality (Burrell & Morgan,
2005). Nomothetic research heavily relies on methods and approaches from the

natural science, such as quantitative techniques (e.g. surveys, questionnaires),
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focusing on deductive processes (testing hypotheses) (Burrell & Morgan, 2005;

Zevon & Tellegen, 1982).

This research adopts an ideographical position of methodological assumptions. In
the IS field, the ideographic paradigm is widely adopted, since it allows IS
researchers to examine IS events or phenomena in a particular context (Myers, 1997;
Baskerville, 1999). Also, the ideographical position emphasises employing methods
and approaches (e.g. interview and observation) which can explain and explore
social phenomena in depth during the process of investigation (Burrell & Morgan,
2005). In addition, this research is about strategic alignment, which relies on
individual experiences, perceptions and values, so that the idiographic posture is

more appropriate for this study (Benbasat et al., 1987; Burrell & Morgan, 2005).

3.3.5 Interpretive approach

There are three major fundamental paradigms or approaches to social science:
positivist approach, interpretive approach and critical approach (Neuman, 2007).
According to what we have discussed above, this study inclines towards an
interpretive approach as the fundamental paradigms of this research. For
interpretive researchers, social life that they studied is qualitatively different from
the subjects studied in natural science, so that they cannot just adopt methods and
principles from natural science (Neuman, 2007). Most interpretive researchers
believe that social science is based on individuals’ ideas, beliefs, and perceptions

about the social world (Bryman, 2008; Neuman, 2007).

Interpretive researchers rely on qualitative data rather than quantitative measures
to capture the social reality; because they consider that social reality cannot be
objectively measured and is socially constructed by perceptions that people hold
about the reality (Neuman, 2007; Burrell & Morgan, 2005). In this study, we treat
social reality (strategic alignment) as socially constructed, which can only be

understood by reconstructing the context in which it exists and by interpreting the
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meanings that the social agents (e.g. IS planners, business executives and IS users)

assign to their activities (Neuman, 2007).

In IS research, an interpretive approach is also frequently adopted (Myers, 1997, Lee
et al., 1997), since IS have been treated as social systems which are significantly
affected by social factors (Lyytinen & Hirschheim, 1987). This research also sees IS as
social phenomenon that influences communication between people and their
performance of work. As a result, via this interpretive approach, this study can
obtain knowledge from social reality which is constructed through the interpretation
of individuals’ perceptions, ideas and experiences regarding the social reality (Berger

& Luckman, 1967).

3.4 Research design

This research employs an interpretive case study design to provide a framework for
the collection and analysis data. In order to establish and clarify the research design,
we firstly discuss the research strategy (quantitative vs. qualitative) we select in this
study. We also introduce various research designs (narrative research,
phenomenology, grounded theory, Ethnography and case study) for qualitative
research. Next, we discuss the case study as a research design adopted in this study
in detail. To do this, the concept and understanding of case study for this study are
stated, and we examine the conditions where case studies are most appropriate as a
research method in the IS field (why we are using a case study here). In addition, the

sampling of cases is introduced.

3.4.1 Direction of theorising

In social science research, there are two main research directions to build and test
theory: the deductive and inductive approaches (Bryman, 2008; Neuman, 2007).

They show different relationships between theory and social research. A deductive
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approach involves researchers testing their established theory, and deducing a
hypothesis (or hypotheses) or a theoretical framework to confirm whether the
theory applies to specific instances (Walliman, 2006). Neuman (2007) asserts that, in
deductive approach, researchers start with abstract and logical relationships among
concepts, and then use empirical data to support and test the theory. Inductive
approaches, by contrast, refer to the process of theory building which commences
with observations and findings then concludes with generalizable inferences about
the phenomenon under investigation, in order to establish a new theory (Walliman,
2006). Neuman (2007) suggests that, in the inductive approach, researchers start
with empirical data from detailed observations, and then develop generalisations
into an abstract theory from the ground up. Snape & Spencer (2003) suggest that
inductive approaches seek patterns and associations which are induced from
observations of the world, while deductive approaches generate propositions and

hypotheses theoretically, through a logically deductive process, and test them.

According to Creswell (1994), a deductive approach is suitable for research topics
which have abundant literature to establish theories and hypotheses. On the other
hand, when a research topic is new and there is not much related literature, theory
should be inductively produced. This research adopts a deductive approach, but not
a purely deductive one. New relevant concepts can also be built in, based on the
data, to reinforce the theory (Neuman, 2007). There is plenty of strategic alignment
and strategic IS planning literature. Besides, a growing number of researchers are
focusing on this issue in dynamic contexts. As a result, a theoretical framework can
be developed from such literature. This framework is tested by the empirical data.

Also, the framework is revised and enriched based on the collected data.

3.4.2 Research strategy: quantitative vs. qualitative

Bryman (2012) asserts that it is helpful to distinguish between quantitative and
gualitative research. There are many differences between these two orientations,
the most common being the nature of the results. The results of quantitative

research are more likely to be present as quantities or statistics, while the results of
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qualitative research tend to be presented as discussions of trends and/or themes
based on words (Patten, 2007). This is to say that quantitative research emphasises
quantification in the collection and analysis of data. By contrast, qualitative research
focuses on the words in the collection and analysis of data. Table 3.3 presented by
Bryman (2012, p. 36) illustrates the fundamental difference between quantitative
and qualitative research. However, not all researchers follow this table. For example,
Adler and Adler (1985) investigated whether athletics was associated with higher or
lower levels of academic achievement in higher education in the USA. They adopted
a qualitative orientation, but they also applied a deductive approach which tended
to test theory, rather than generate theory. For data analysis, quantitative
researchers are more likely to summarise all responses with statistics, while

qualitative researchers emphasise the individuals’ responses (Patten, 2007).

Table 3.3 Fundamental differences between quantitative and qualitative research

quantitative qualitative
ontology objectivism constructionism
epistemology positivism interpretivism

This research adopts a qualitative research strategy. Strauss and Corbin (1998) claim
that a valid reason for doing qualitative research is the nature of the research
problem. As qualitative research can explore the nature of human’s understanding
and experience, as well as substantive areas about which little is known or about
which much is known, to obtain new understanding (Stern, 1980), research problems
such as dynamic issues on strategic alignment can be explored by using qualitative
methods. In addition, this research needs intricate data from the dynamic strategic
alignment process, such as IT/IS users’ feelings on adapting new IT/IS. It is very
difficult to obtain such intricate details about social phenomena through a

guantitative research strategy.
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3.4.3 Five qualitative research designs to inquiry

Creswell (2013) suggests that, in qualitative research, there are various research

designs for inquiry. Five (narrative research, phenomenology, grounded theory,

Ethnography and case study) are frequently chosen, due to the preference of

researcher, research policy, characteristics of research subject, and research

disciplines (Creswell, 2013). Table 3.4 displays these five common qualitative

research designs, with some basic characteristics.

Table 3.4 Five qualitative research designs

Research design | Definition Key strength Key weakness Research
subject

Narrative Research design Developing Requiring Field texts
research that focuses on understanding sufficient such as

field texts that give | of people information stories,

an event/action or | creating from autobiography

series of meaning as participants, and journals

events/actions, narratives enough

chronologically (telling stories knowledge

connected of individual regarding

(Czarniawska,

2004)

experience)

’

participants
background,
and ability to
readdress the
texts or stories

chronologically

Phenomenology

Research design
that focuses on
describing
experience of
individuals on a
concept ora
phenomenon

(Creswell, 2013)

Providing deep
understanding
of a
phenomenon as
experienced by

individuals

Requiring a
certain
understanding
of the broader
philosophical
assumptions,
difficult to find

proper

Individuals’

experience
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individuals to
be participants,
strongly relies

on subjective

experience
Grounded Research design Offering a Difficulty of A process, an
theory that focuses on systematic determining action or an
generating or approach (e.g. when interaction
discovering a Corbin & categories are
theory grounded in | Strauss, 2007, saturated in
data (“unified Charmaz, 2006), | data analysis,
theoretical grounding a difficulty of
explanation”) theory in data planning due to
(Corbin & Strauss, | from unpredictable
2007, p.107) participants overcome of
without support | data
from existing
theories
Ethnography Research design Describing and Requiring Culture-
that focuses on interpreting the | understanding sharing
examining sharing | culture of a of cultural groups
patterns — culture | group anthropology,
of a group time
(Creswell, 2013) consuming,
possibility of
influence from
researchers
Case study Research design Providing an in- | Difficulty of Events,
that focuses on depth identifying programs,

cases within a real-
life, contemporary
context or setting
to develop an in-

depth description

understanding
of a case or

cases

cases (including
scope and
boundary),
possibility of

influence from

activitiesor a
group of

people

106




and analysis (Yin, researchers

2009)

According to Czarniawska (2004, p. 17), narrative research refers to a qualitative
research design in which “narrative is understood as a spoken or written text giving
an account of an event/action or series of events/actions, chronologically
connected”. This is to say, narrative research focused on the experiences of
participants that are expressed in narrative stories (Creswell, 2013). Moreover, the
texts or stories of experience from one or more individuals need to be reported in a
chronological order (Denscombe, 2007). According to Chase (2005), narrative
research originated from literature, history, anthropology, sociology, linguistics, and
education, but it has extended to other disciplines in social science (e.g. Daiute &

Lightfoot, 2004; Lieblich et al., 1998).

Phenomenology, according to Creswell (2013), is a qualitative research design which
focuses on studying experiences of individuals on a specific phenomenon. This
specific phenomenon can be a particular circumstance, such as insomnia, anger or
grief (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological design research can explain “what” the
participants experienced and “how” they experienced such phenomenon
(Moustakas, 1994). However, Denscombe (2007) claims that it cannot answer the
“why” question for the emergence of the phenomenon. This qualitative research
design is mainly used in philosophy, psychology and education disciplines (Creswell,

2013).

Grounded theory is a qualitative research design that goes beyond description to
develop a theory grounded in data from participants for a process or an action
(Corbin & Strauss, 2007). Grounded theory was developed in sociology in 1967 by
Glaser and Strauss, based on an inductive approach. Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998)
further develop this qualitative research design by providing a systematically
structured approach with specific steps. Charmaz (2006) also develops an approach
for grounded theory which is less prescribed and structured. Both approaches

believe that theories should be generated or grounded via interrelating categories of
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information based on data collected from individuals (Creswell, 2013). Birks and Mills
(2011) suggest that, in grounded theory design, the theory continuously develops,

until the data is saturated or theory is sufficiently detailed.

Ethnography is another qualitative research design that focuses on examining the
shared patterns of value, behaviour, beliefs and language in a specific place (Creswell,
2013; Harris, 1968). That is to say ethnography research focuses on a culture-sharing
group (Creswell, 2013). Since ethnography is to develop a complex and complete
description of culture of a group, the researchers may need to be involved in the
group and observe for a long period of time to obtain data (Fetterman, 2010). In
analysis of such data, the researchers attempt to understand “how the culture-
sharing group works” based on the participants’ views (Creswell, 2013, p. 92). This
qualitative design was developed in anthropology and is widely used in sociology as

well (Creswell, 2013).

Case study, according to Yin (2009), refers to the study of a case (or cases) that
comprehensively investigates a real-life contemporary phenomenon in depth by
relying on multiple sources of evidence (e.g. interviews, documents and
observations). A case here can be a bounded system (bounded by time and place),
such as an event, a program, an activity or more than one individual (Creswell, 2013).
In a case study, there can be a single case or multiple cases, which is the unit of
analysis (Yin, 2009; Creswell, 2013). Bryman (2008) asserts that case study focuses
on in-depth data analysis which involves a case description and case themes. As a
qualitative research design, case study is widely used in social science (e.g.

psychology, medicine, law, and political science) (Creswell, 2013).

In the IS field, case study is frequently used among these five research design, since
it provides the ability to explore and explain the phenomenon regarding IS and
people who are involved in the IS (Cavaye, 1996; Benbasat et al., 1987; Myers, 1997,
Hevner & Chatterjee, 2010). This study also adopts a case study approach as the
research design. The next section presents the key features of case study as well as

giving the reasons for choosing case study as the research design of this study.
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3.4.4 Case studies

Gorman et al. (2005, p. 47) define a case study as “an in-depth investigation of a
discrete entity (which may be a single setting, subject, collection or event) on the
assumption that it is possible to derive knowledge of the wider phenomenon from
intensive investigation of a specific instance or case”. The case study is one of the
most widely used and significant research designs in IS research (Walsham, 1995;
Smith, 1990; Cavaye, 1996). Case study, as a research design, is the preferred
strategy when “how” or “why” questions which are being posed (Shavelson &
Towne, 2002). Yin (2009, p.18) defines the case study research as “an empirical
inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context;
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and
in which multiple sources of evidence are used”. Gable (1994, p. 113) summarized
the aim of the case study approach: “the case study approach seeks to understand
the problem being investigated (where the word ‘understand’ is used in the
phenomenological or hermeneutic sense, and where ‘understand’ the meaning held
by a subject or group is contrasted with the ‘explanation’ produced by scientific

observation)”. The Case might be of a group, an organization, a place or a person.

According to some counter-arguments (e.g. Kennedy, 1976; Feagin & Orum 1991), a
case study design can have some disadvantages. Some scholars, such as Kennedy
(1976), doubt that case studies can be the basis for scientific generalization, as they
lack rigor and the sum of samples. For example, Feagin and Orum (1991) claim that
studies of a small number of cases can offer no grounds for establishing reliability or
generality of findings, and that the intense exposure to study of the case biases the
research’s findings. Moreover, case studies take a long time to be conducted, and
the results can be massive. However, there are still a large number of successful
studies applying case study in the existing literature, which means these problems
and issues could be overcome (Bryman, 2008). Besides, Yin (2009) asserts these
concerns can be allayed by knowing the implications and explications of case studies.

We discuss them in the following part in detail.
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It is necessary for this research to consider the criteria for judging the quality,
generalization, and different types of case study research design which could reduce
the drawbacks of case studies. Before that, the epistemology and ontology of the
case study should be considered, as they are the basis of research design (Stake,

1995).

Stake (1995) suggest that not all case studies are qualitative, since some case studies
can also employ a method of inquiry boasting a positivistic epistemology and
ontology. The main difference between a positivistic case study and an interpretive
case study is the goals and criteria used to evaluate the quality of case studies
(Cavaye, 1996). For a positivistic case study, Yin (2009) asserts that case studies can
be treated as experiments, taking place not in a laboratory but in its natural setting
using quantitative methods, but this is not to say all case studies should be
positivistic as well. Cavaye (1996) suggests that case studies can be applied either
within a positivistic research design or within an interpretive research design, based
on different situations and purposes. In this research project, we adopt an

interpretive case study design, due to the philosophical foundation of the study.

According to Walsham (1993), the ethnographic research tradition in anthropology is
a valuable starting point for a consideration of the philosophical basis of interpretive
case studies, as it has been widely drawn on by organisational researchers concerned
with interpreting the patterns of symbolic action that create and maintain a sense of
organization. Ethnographic methods can also help researchers to extract cultural
knowledge, identifying actions and instruments that participants utilize in their
everyday life (Schwartzman, 1993; Prasad, 1997). However, Yin (1994) claims that
case studies should be distinguished from ethnographies. He, on the other hand,
tends to focus on controlling the quality of case studies in order to enable

generalizability and replication.

Yin (2009) suggests four criteria for judging the quality of case studies: construct
validity: correct operational measures for the concepts that are being studied;
internal validity: a causal relationship between certain conditions; external validity: a

domain to which a case’s findings can be generalized; reliability: demonstrating that

110



a study can be repeated with the same results. Bryman (2008) has similar criteria for
case studies, which are measurement validity, internal validity, external validity,
ecological validity, reliability, and replicability. These criteria guide and help the
research plan, data collection, and the analysis of collected data. Therefore, it is vital

to consider them while conducting the research.

In contrast to a positivistic approach, interpretive case studies are based on logical
inference rather than statistical analysis (Mitchell, 1983). Smith (1990) points out
that case studies’ generalization of developing or testing a theory is not based on the
representation of the cases but the case analysis convincing us that the theory
‘makes sense’. Yin (2009) also suggests that the case study approach to
generalisation is analytical not statistical. According to Walsham (1995), four types of
generalisations from interpretive IS case studies should be explored, thus:
“Development of concepts”, “Generation of theory”, “Drawing of specific
implications”, and “Contribution of rich insight”. He asserts that such types of
generalisations should be seen as explanations of particular phenomena derived
from empirical interpretive case studies in IS research, which could be valuable in the
future in other organizations and contexts (Walsham, 1995). Furthermore, Klein and
Myers (1999) summarize and develop seven ideal principles for interpretive IS

research.
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Yin (2009) classifies case studies into single case designs and multiple cases designs,
according to their numbers. Cases here could be organizations, groups, communities
or individuals. Yin (2009) suggests that multiple cases designs may be preferred over
single designs, as the analytic benefits from having two or more cases may be
substantial, enhancing the reliability and vitality of the study. A single case is used
when the case is representative or typical or a unique case. Donmoyer (2000)
suggests that, via a single case study, a researcher can also generalise new
knowledge, as long as the choice of case is justified. Case studies also could be
embedded or holistic (Yin, 2009). Embedded case studies contain more than one
sub-unit of study. For example, if an organization is considered as a case, there may
be different departments or staff or projects which the researcher is interested in to
analyze and study. A holistic case study contemplates a global program organization
as a whole (Yin, 2009). In addition, case studies can also be classified into three types:

explanatory case study, exploratory case study and descriptive case study (Yin, 2009).

There are several reasons why the study adopts an interpretive case study as the
research design. For the purposes and aims of this research we have decided to
adopt a case study design, as our main research question is to start with “how”.
Shavelson and Towne (2002) assert that a case study is the preferred strategy for
“how” or “why” questions. Moreover, we can attempt to gain in-depth and detailed
data that can help to explore and investigate how environments affect strategic
planning of IS and strategic alignment and whether and how sustainable strategic
alignment occurs in a dynamic context, which case study design can provide.
Moreover, via case study, the researcher can obtain a holistic understanding of
sustainable strategic alignment in a dynamic environment, based on the participants’
experiences, views and comments (Flyvbjerg, 2004; Stake, 1995), as case study is
suitable for the research which aims to obtain understanding of real-life
contemporary phenomenon that cannot be controlled (Yin, 2009). That is
appropriate for this study, as the aim of this research is to investigate and explore
the influence of changing environments on sustainable strategic alignment from the
experience of people involved in sustainable strategic alignment process. Also,

Myers (1997) asserts that case study design is especially appropriate in IS research,
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as the object of the IS discipline is the study of IS in organisations and case study
allows researchers to emphasise an organisations’ boundary. As a result, a single-
case (embedded) exploratory case study design is employed, which is the most

appropriate type for this study.

In addition, there are some suggested techniques for organizing and conducting the
case studies research design given by experts, such as Yin (2009) and Dul and Hak
(2008). This research designs the case study mainly based on Yin’s recommendations

and techniques.

3.4.5 Sampling and Background of the companies

In order to enhance the reliability and validity of this research, a typical and
appropriate single case will be chosen. Conclusions of the case can then be used as
information contributing to the whole study. This research carefully selects the case
and carefully examines the choices available from among many research tools
available (data collection methods and data analysis methods) which are mentioned

in the later sections, in order to increase the validity of the study.

The criteria used to select a case company for this research are as follows. First, the
company chosen here should not be unique in any way and should be considered as
typical and representative. Second, the company should operate in an environment
where changes happen constantly and rapidly. This is because the purpose of this
study is to investigate dynamic issues on strategic alignment and how to sustain
strategic alignment in rapidly changing environments. Third, the company should

have clear business strategy and use information systems to support their operation.

China, as a developing country, is facing the revolutionary transformation of
economics, politics, technology and even culture. Hence almost all companies in
China are experiencing constant changing business environment and uncertainties
associated with the changes. This is particular true to companies within the special
economic zones, known as the windows and doors of China to the world trade.
Special economic zones in China play an important role such as in pacesetting and

developing country’s export sectors. Shenzhen is one of the early special economic

113



zones and perhaps is the most successful one in China. Shenzhen was established as
a special economic zone in 1980s and since then it has experienced earth-shaking
changes, from being a fishing village to being an international financial centre in the
past 30 years. Companies in Shenzhen have to face the constant changes in the
environment and adapt themselves in order to survive. The influences from foreign
companies and the competition in the special economic zone companies in Shenzhen
are assumed more likely to embrace IS to support their work and familiar with
strategic planning both in business and technologies. Therefore this study targeted
companies located in Shenzhen and believed that they meet the criteria of using IS

for their work and having business and IS strategies to guide their operation.

The case company of this research was established in 1983 and has witnessed and
experienced rapid changes in Shenzhen. The company was a medium size real estate
company specialised in commercial property development. It was a state-owned
enterprise as the government owned 51% of its shares while the private investors
held the rest of 49 present. There are a number of companies partially owned (51%)
by the government emerging after Chinese economic reform and SOE reform in
China. Such companies are different from the SOEs, which are fully owned by the
government, as they are also responsible for other shares from private. The
company was identified as an AAA Capital credit enterprise by banks and
government. It mainly operated in Shenzhen, but started to expand its business in
other cities including Shenyang and Chengdu. It had developed more than 1.5 million
square meters logistics property and warehouses. The company’s total assets
exceeded 3 billion Chinese Yuan, and the net assets were about 1.7 billion Chinese
Yuan. The company aimed to be the leading business logistics enterprise that
provides advanced logistics real estate services and maximum of value to
shareholders, customers and employees in China. The company had two major
development projects. One was an international vehicle industry park (more than
220 thousand square meters) and the other was an international home furnishing
commercial mall (more than 1.5 million square meters). The total investment of the
two projects exceeded 6 billion Chinese Yuan. Besides, the company also had

projects in Chengdu and Shenyang. Regarding the use of information systems the
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company had three main systems that they frequently used: office automation
system, financial system and the system used by the parent’s group. The case

company claimed they had well-formulated business strategy and IS strategy.

The company had five wholly-owned subordinate enterprises. Three were located in
Shenzhen, holding the international vehicle industry park project and the
international home furnishing commercial mall project, as well as being responsible
for estate management. The other two were in charge of the Chengdu and Shenyang
projects. With the rapid economic development and expansion in China the case
company faced a great opportunity to expand their business as well as challenges
that threat their business if they do not adapt to the environment. Such position that
the case company is in is not unique in China, as many companies also face the same
situation. Hence it is argued that the company chosen can be seen as a typical and
representative for this research. Table 3.5 shows a summary of how the case chosen

met the selection criteria.

Table 3.5 A summary of how the case chosen met the selection criteria

Criteria The case company

Typical and representative There are numerous companies in China
facing similar situation (e.g. Chinese
small and medium size SOEs) compared

with the case company.

Rapidly changing environment Shenzhen, China has faced dramatic

changes in the past 30 years.

Contain IS, business strategy and IS | The case company has 3 main systems,
strategy and completed business strategy as well

as IS strategy.

Although the case company was chosen to be typical and representative in terms of
changing environments, there is no absolutely typical and representative case for all
kinds of contexts. This is because the context that each individual case company

faced with could have different outcomes (Bryman, 2008). Therefore, it is essential
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for exploratory case study to clarify the contexts of the case as well (Yin, 2009).

Contextual information of the case company is summarised in a table form below.

Table 3.6 Contextual information of the case company (Chinese small and medium size

SOEs)

Cultural context

Very high acceptance of power distance, particularly in SOEs.

Political context

Compared with Western countries, Chinese government tends
to heavily control the market. SOEs appear to be able to obtain

competitive advantages from their SOE status easily.

Economic context

Amount of GDP of China increased about 7.5% per year
recently. China seems to have a stable economic environment,
but the true is that some markets, such as the real estate

market, can be unpredictable (www.realestate.cei.gov.cn).

Information

systems context

In China, information systems developments are far behind
comparing with Western countries. There is a lack of IS

professionals in Chinese human resource as well.

Environmental

background

There is a dramatic change in the past 30 years in China.
Shenzhen as the first and the most successful special economic
zone which has developed significantly from a fishing village to
an international financial centre. As a result, companies in

Shenzhen are face rapidly changes.

Industry context

(property sector)

In the last 30 year, property sector in China has experienced
dramatically changes (not only increased rapidly, but also
decayed). Also, property sector is heavily controlled by the

government in China, which makes it more unpredictable.

3.5 Data collection and data analysis
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3.5.1 Data collection methods

According to Yin (2009), there are six sources of evidence (documentation,
interviews, archival records, direct observations, participant observation, and
physical artefacts) for case studies. Each source is associated with an array of data or
evidence. In this study, documentation and interview are employed to collect
needed data. In order to face the contextual complexity of the cases, a rich set of
data should be created by employing the following sources of case study information:

documentation and interviews (Myers, 1997; Yin 2009).

3.5.1.1 Documentation

Documentation is one of the most common sources used in case studies. The most
essential use of documents in case studies is to corroborate and support evidence
from other sources (Yin, 2009). According to Hodder (1994), alternative documents
can also reduce the bias of research from other sources. In this study, various written
documents will be collected and consulted, such as annual reports, internal
confidential reports, presentations, official website, electronic order forms and so on.
Yin (2009) claims documentation in case studies is stable (can be reviewed
repeatedly); unobtrusive (not created as a result of the case study); exact (contains
exact names, references, and details of an event); and involves broad coverage (long
span of time, many events, and many settings). In this research, documentation is
only an assisting method, helping to develop knowledge of the background to the

study and make up.

Table 3.7 List of documents provided by the case company

Document tittle Description of document Date of the document

Official website Website that shows brief | Accessed in March 2014
information about the case

company
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Annual reports comprehensive report on a | For 2012 and for 2013
company's activities
throughout the preceding

year

Strategic plan reports Report of defining strategy | For 2014 and for 2013-
2016

Strategic plan Meeting | As an additional remarks | Oct 2013
presentation for strategic plan reports in

PPT slides format

Table 3.7 shows the various documents that were collected from the case company.
The official website was the first document that the researcher was interested in. It
provides brief information about the case company and some specific information
that could potentially answer the research questions, such as IS personnel
recruitment. Annual reports for recent years (2012 and 2013) also provided
information this study needs. For example, information about changing
environments in that period can be found in the annual reports. The strategic plan
reports for current environment (2014, and 2013-2016) were collected as well. These
provided information about business strategy and IS strategy. Presentations slides of
strategic planning meeting in Oct 2013 were also collected, in order to reinforce and
supplement the strategic plan reports. These documents brought together

information that can help to answer the research questions.

3.5.1.2 Interviews

This case study also applies a qualitative method — interviews — as its main data
collection method. The reason for applying interview as the data collection method
is that the use of interviews is consistent with the interpretive nature of this research
(Creswell, 1994; Creswell, 2007). Interpretivists believe knowledge is socially
constructed (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991), which can be developed in interactions

between the interviewer and the interviewee (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Furthermore,
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the use of interviews can provide a voice to individuals, allowing them to freely
present their knowledge in their own words (Kvale, 2006), and the way to

understand actors’ opinions (Clarke & Dawson, 1999).

Interviews also tend to be a significant technique in data collection in social science
research. Bryman (2012) asserts that interviewing is one of the most important
sources of case study information because the interviewees can provide essential
insights, and also provide shortcuts to prior history and detailed information which

helps you to identify and evaluate other sources of evidence.

Interviews are a very broad concept and widely used in different types of research.
Both quantitative and qualitative research employs interviews as data collection
techniques. Interviews in quantitative research tend to be used to test hypotheses,
while qualitative interviews focus on greater generality in the formulation of initial
research ideas and interviewees’ own perspectives, rather than maximizing the
reliability and validity of measurement of key concepts (Bryman, 2008). Moreover,
qualitative interviews seem to be more flexible and follow the interviewees’ replies
to obtain the information needed. Also, it can gain deeper, richer and more detailed

data.

According to the degree of structure and standardisation, there are three types of
interview in social research: structured interviews, semi-structured interviews, and
unstructured interviews (Saunders et al., 2007). The structured interview is
commonly used in quantitative research, which has predetermined questions with
fixed wording, usually in a pre-set order, while unstructured interviews only have a
general area of interest and concern, but let the conversation develop without the
restriction from predetermined questions (Patton, 2005). The semi-structured

interview is the middle choice between these two extreme interview methods.

This study employs semi-structured interviews, since it provides both the flexibility
and structure for the interview. This type of interview has a list of questions of fairly
specific topics to be covered, often referred to as an interview guide, but the
interviewee has a great deal of leeway in how to reply (Bryman, 2008). There is no

strict schedule in this type of interview. Questions can be ignored or added during
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the interview, according to the reactions of interviewees. However, by and large,
most of the questions will be asked and a similar wording will be used from one
interview to another. The reason for using semi-structured interview here is that it
provides flexibility and enables the interviewees to give richer information and data
for this study (Rapley, 2004). Also, this type of interview can avoid misleading
questions and potentially leading responses from their own perspectives (Silverman,
2006). In addition, semi-structured interviews also suit the research questions of this

study under investigation (exploratory research) (Matthews & Ross, 2010).

This approach adopted a purposive sampling method to select the interviewees.
Maxwell (1997, p. 87) define purposive sampling as a sampling method in which
“particular settings, persons, or events are deliberately selected for the important
information they can provide that cannot be gotten as well from other choices”. It is
clear that certain units or cases are selected according to specific purposes rather
than randomly in purposive sampling. Teddlie and Yu (2006) suggest that purposive
sampling can obtain most information about a specific phenomenon with selecting a
small number of particular cases. Thus, the research can increase the possibility of
gaining sufficient information and data for the study by employing purposive
sampling. Also, Marshall (1996) claims that snowball sampling (also known as chain
sampling) as a type of purposive sampling can allow research subject (e.g.
interviewees) to suggest other candidates who may potentially provide valuable and
useful data. This can also help the researcher to select interviewees. The main
criterion to select interviewees was who had the experience of strategic alignment
and participating in any activities relevant to the research questions. People who
were involved in strategic alignment process at strategic level,
organisational/operational level and individual level could be the potential
interviewees. The president and deputy general manager of the company were
interviewed to attempt to obtain strategic level data. The managers of all
departments and two sub-companies were targeted as interviewees to gain
organisational/operational level data. Some junior employees who were suggested
by the managers were also interviewed in this research to gain individual level data.

As a result, a total of 27 valuable interviews were conducted (2 of top level
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management, 12 of middle level management and 13 junior employees). Table 3.8

shows the general information of the interviews.

Table 3.8 General information of the interview participants in the case study

Position Department Number of | Total time
interviewees interviewed
hours
Top management | Operation team 2 1.75
(president and
deputy general
manager)
Middle-level Investment, 12 (the managers | 8.5
managers (including | planning,  project, | of each
2 managers of sub- | operating, sales, | department and 2
companies) risk, cost, financial, | sub-companies)
human resource,
general office (IS
and IT), sub-
companies
Junior staff Investment, 13 (junior staff of | 6.5
planning, project, | each department
operating, sales, | and secretary of
risk, cost, financial, | the president)
human resource,
general office (IS
and IT), sub-
companies
Total number All departments are | 27 16.75

included
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The researcher used an audio-recorder to record all interviews, which were
transcribed into text in Chinese, then translated into English for data analysis.
According to Miles and Huberman (1994), in the process of transcribing audio
records into text, there may be missing meanings which does not transcribe into the
text, due to the lack of adequate knowledge and skills. To minimise this problem, the
researcher has asked others (a Chinese PhD student and supervisor) to check the
transcript to see if there were any missing meanings. Besides, rather than word-by-
word transcription, meaning-led transcription can also reduce the potential errors
and missed meanings (Esposito, 2001; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Thus, the
researcher adopted meaning-led transcription in the final format of transcript

(English) for data analysis to prevent misleading and misunderstanding.

3.5.1.3 Triangulation

However, there could be bias in interviews which significantly influences the
reliability and validity of the research, so it is necessary for researchers to overcome
this problem. Bias, which is considered to be a danger in using a qualitative research
approach, can be solved by using data triangulation (Seale, 1999). Bryman (2008, p.
379) states that “triangulation entails using more than one method or source of data
in the study of social phenomena”. To do this, 30 different types of interviewees
(business managers, IS managers, IS users from different departments) were
interviewed from different departments to enhance the data sources. People from
different positions (both business and IT executives or staff) of the selected company
can provide different levels of understanding of strategic alignment and IS. Also, the
data collected from the interviews will be checked with other people who are in the
same academic field, in order to reduce the bias from personal emotions and
opinions, and make sure they make sense in relation to the aims and questions of
this research. Furthermore, the documentation methods could, to some extent, help
to reduce bias as well. Each type and source of data has its own strengths and
weaknesses (Bryman, 2008; Patton, 2005). Using a combination of data collection

methods and data sources provides the effectiveness of triangulation. In this
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research, interviews can help to gain essential data, while documentation can avoid

omissions and bias from the interviews.

3.5.2 Data analysis

The collected data will be analysed in order to connect the research object to the
outcomes. To do this, interpretations of such data with continuous considerations of
the research questions are used. Throughout the evaluation and analysis process,
research questions can be answered (Yin, 2009). The case study design, with its use
of multiple data collection sources and analysis techniques, offers researchers the
possibility to triangulate data, which can enhance the reliability and validity of the
research (Yin, 2009). The tactics and methods used in data analysis processes help
researchers to gain reliable and valid outcomes from the initial impressions of the
data. Creswell (2007, p. 148) states that most qualitative data analysis involve
“preparing and organising the data, then reducing the data into themes through a
process of coding and condensing the codes, and finally representing the data in
figures, tables, or a discussion”. Case studies design often provides different kinds of
data which can expose or create more comprehensive insights. This also can avoid
inaccurate data analysis by looking at conflicting data from different sources (Yin,
2009). Researchers analyse data to answer the research questions. Data are
classified, organised, and recombined to address the research objectives. Also, cross-
checks of facts and discrepancies in accounts are conducted (Bryman, 2008). This
part presents a common qualitative analysis method — Thematic analysis — which is

employed in this research.

3.5.2.1 Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis is one of the most frequently used analytical methods in
gualitative research. Walliman (2006) asserts that it can be thought of as the
foundational method for qualitative analysis. Bryman (2012, p. 717) defines thematic

analysis as “a term used in connection with the analysis of qualitative data to refer to

123



the extraction of key themes in one’s data.” Themes here refer to patterns from the
data which are associated to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Thematic analysis includes identifications, analyses and reports of themes via careful
reading and re-reading of the data (Boyatzis, 1998; Rice and Ezzy, 1999). This is to
say that thematic analysis combines and integrates components or fragments from

data, which are often meaningless when viewed alone (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis can be distinct, depending
on different research approaches. In the deductive approach, thematic analysis is
driven by previous theories, or hypotheses, while in the inductive approach it is
driven by collected data. For deductive thematic analysis, the previous theories or
hypotheses are able to be used to interpret the collected data. This, to a large extent,
can prevent missing potentially important aspects (Boyatzis, 1998), as all the vital
themes have been involved in the hypotheses in the deductive approach. On the
other hand, inductive thematic analysis sometimes might not have captured some
significant aspects of the situation under study, due to the theoretical inductive
process (Sarker et al., 2006). Inductive thematic analysis tends to ignore the themes
that previous research might have found to be relevant, just focusing on coding data,
without considering previous existing coding frames (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Therefore, the findings and new theory come from the collected data, and analysis is

mainly driven by the research questions.

This research adopts the deductive research approach, so that a deductive thematic
analysis should be employed. However, in order to avoid the possibility of missing
essential aspects of the research, the new materials emerging from the data, which
is not discussed in the current literature (e.g. organisational resource as an internal
factor affecting strategic alignment process) are also considered, in order to drive
the analysis with the data in this research. By doing this, relevant themes can emerge

directly from the data; meanwhile themes from previous theories can be included.

This research adopted Creswell’s (2007, p. 185-190) six main steps in qualitative

thematic analysis:
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Step one is organising and preparing the data for analysis. In this step, the interview
conversations are transcribed. The transcription notes are organised and arranged in
specific, order depending on the sources of information. In this research, interviews
have been recorded using audio recorder, and all interviews were fully transcribed.
The interviews were conducted in Chinese therefore the interview transcriptions
were in Chinese, and the data was coded using Chinese transcripts. The transcription

notes were translated into English from Chinese for further analysis.

Step two is reading through all the data. This step aims to gain an overview of the
collecting data and also to consider its overall meaning, which provides a general
sense of the data. The researcher read and re-read the transcripts many times, in
order to gain a good understanding of the interview data prior to the coding stage.
Based on the overall understanding of a mixed of data top-down and bottom-up
coding approach was taken for this research. That is to say, although the codes
identified from the data (bottom-up) the main categories or themes (e.g. external

and internal environment) were guided by the research framework.

Step three is starting detailed analysis with a coding process. Rossman and Rallis
(1998, p.171) define coding as a process to manage the data into certain “chunks” or
“segments” of text before giving meaning to information. Charmaz (1983, pp. 111,
112) states that coding is “the process of categorising and sorting data”, and the
codes are used to review, synthesise and categorise implicit and explicit ideas from
the data. Thus, coding provides the connection between conceptualisation and data
(Bryman & Burgess, 1994). According to Saldafia (2009), there are many types of
coding, such as open coding and axial coding in grounded theory. In thematic
analysis, a theme is an outcome of coding. In this research the coding process was
repeated number of times in order to (a) ensure the consistency in the coding
scheme, (b) avoid missing any useful information, (c) avoid misreading the
information, and (d) avoid miscoding the data. In order to avoid over interpreting the
data the researcher asked others (e.g. supervisor) to check if the meanings has been
changed or over interpreted. This could to some extents reduce the biases from the
researcher. A coding scheme for this study was developed by the research, which

can be found in the appendix.
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Step four is applying the coding process to generate themes for analysis. A
description of setting or people, categories and patterns can be themes. In thematic
analysis, this step is to identify the themes during the coding process, to develop
them into a theoretical model. There were some codes in this research which were
able to be categorised in many different themes. After discussed with supervisor, the
researcher attempted to categorise the codes in many ways. Categories were

confirmed in a more appropriate way after several attempts.

Step five is advancing representation of the themes in the qualitative narrative.
Usually, a narrative passage is used to convey the findings of the analysis (Creswell,
2007, p. 189). This research followed the principle and presented the analysis using
as narrative passages. In so doing the contextual influences can be better described
and their effects on the process can be understood holistically. This is particularly
important as one of the research objectives is to highlights the influences of

contextual factors on the alignment process and outcome of the process.

Step six is interpreting the meaning of the themes. Lincoln and Guba (2005) suggest
that it can be asked as a question “What were the lessons learned?” to interpret the
meaning of the themes. The lessons here could be the meanings derived from an

integration of the findings and previous theories.

Bryman (2012, p. 579) recommends a general framework (a matrix based method for
ordering and synthesising data) for assisting a thematic analysis of qualitative data.
The framework is to “constructs an index of central themes and subthemes, which
are then represented in a matrix that closely resembles an SPSS spreadsheet with its

display of cases and variables”. This could help in organising the analytical process.

3.6 Research Ethics

Ethics refers to the appropriateness of a behaviour in relation to the right of those
who become the subject of your work, or are affected by it (Saunders et al. 2007).

This appropriateness or acceptability of the behaviour of researchers will be affected
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by broader social norms of behaviour (Wells, 1994; Zikmund, 2000). Ethical issues
will be considered throughout the period of the research and the need to remain
sensitive to the impact of the study on the people involved in this research who will

be affected by the results is considered to be paramount (Saunders et al. 2007).

According to Neuman and Wiegand (2000), there are many types of ethical issue we
need to consider, such as physical harm, psychological abuse, legal jeopardy and
privacy. In this research, we might need to consider the privacy of participants,

confidential information, and informed consent from the participant.

This research follows the University of Sheffield research ethics procedure and is
approved by the Ethics Committee. The following shows the steps taken to ensure
integrity of research ethics of this study. First of all, it is critical to provide
information to all potential participants. Therefore, information sheets were given to
potential participants with the invitation e-mail. These information sheets were
designed to introduce the study and inform potential participants of their rights.
Participation in this research was entirely voluntary. If the participants decided not
to take part in the study, they could easily contact the researcher through the
contact information provided within the invitation e-mail. They were asked to give
an ethical consent in the interview as well. Participants could withdraw at any stage
of this research project, without giving any reason. According to the aims of the
research, the interview was designed to ask participants to provide their own
comments, ideas, and personal feelings according to their experiences. No personal
detail and confidential data were asked. Additionally, the participants were assured
that the data collected would be kept in secure places and in an anonymous format.
Also, the supervisor’s contact detail was provided in case participants had any
complaints regarding any improper treatment. Participant could also access the

results of the study, if they required them.
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Chapter 4 - Data analysis of the case study

This chapter presents a case study conducted in a Chinese real estate company
located in Shenzhen. This company has faced dramatic changes in the past 20 years.
30 interviews were conducted, and 27 valuable interviews were considered as data
resource to be analysed, in order to answer the research questions. Although the
company was not that successful in strategic use of IS, the path and attempts to

develop IS are of value to this research.

This chapter presents the internal environments of the case company by exploring
organisational structure, organisational culture, organisational resource, and IS
infrastructure. Then, the external environment of the company is presented. The
external environmental influences on the company are explored by looking at the
impacts on business and impacts on IS separately. Finally, we present the dynamic
strategic alignment. The factors affecting dynamic strategic alignment, the three
levels of strategic alignment, and the process of dynamic strategic alignment are

presented.

4.1 Internal environment

This section presents the internal environment within the case company in the
following parts (organisational structure, organisational culture, organisational
resource and IS infrastructure). The internal environment can provide not only the
background of the case company but also the internal environmental factors
affecting strategic alignment. In order to explore and illustrate such internal

environments, the elements of each internal environment are presented as well.
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4.1.1 Organisational structure

The case company is a part of a state-owned real estate group. The parent group had
51% shares, which means that it had some control over the case company. In other
words, the decisions made in the case company were, to an extent, constrained by
its parent group’s business scope and strategy. For example, the president of the
case company claimed that they had to consider the parent’s group’s overall
business strategy first when they formulated theirs. The case company itself owned

five sub-companies and had overall control over these five companies.

The organisational structure of the case company was hierarchical (See Figure 4.1).
The general shareholders’ meeting had the highest authority in this company. Yet it
was only responsible for the most important decisions and appointing the board of
directors, which was delegated and appointed by the general shareholders’ meeting.
It was responsible for governing the organization by establishing company policies
and objectives. Also it had rights to select, appoint, support and review the
performance of the operation team (leaders). The board of supervisors and the
government committee were two specific auditing bodies assigned by the
government, as the government (parent group) had 51% share of the company. They
were both responsible for supervising and auditing the company. The board of
supervisors was more about the supervision of business performance, while the
government committee concerned more about the government policy to ensure
whether the company is under control by the government. The operation team of
the company had decision-making powers and ran the business on a daily basis. In
other words, the rights to make business decisions was centralised and held by the
operation team, a small group of people. As pointed out by the director of the

general office:

“The strategy is developed and drafted by the strategy planning group who are
appointed by the operation team (the main members were the managers of the
departments and the operation team), and conformed and approved by the
operation team... The adoption of IS also needs to be approved by the operation

team.”
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Though the leaders of the case company had the power to make final decisions for
strategy and IS issues, it is not to say that the issues were not discussed in the
company prior to the decisions being made. It is stated in their official website that
the company encouraged employees airing views. The president of the company also

stated that:

“When we draft a strategy we would first discuss it in the company so that we can
gather views from different parts of the company. The manager of each department
would have a meeting to discuss the strategy first and then have another meeting
organised by the operation team to express and discuss their views about the

strategy. The strategy will then be proposed to and confirmed by the Board Meeting.”

Although the company claimed that it would not want to ignore the views of its
employees, the opinions and ideas of junior staff were frequently overlooked and
the decisions making mainly relied on leaders’ subjective judgment. A manager of

the sub-company highlighted this issue:

“Whenever we receive market information we report it to the leaders. The problem
is that not all the leaders would listen to you. Beside, some leaders (managers) reach
their position due to their ‘guanxi’ (social network) instead of their capability, so that
the decisions they made may be dreadful. This could affect the company a lot,

especially in this unpredictable environment.”

It is interesting to note that the company’s decision making was not only constrained
by its parent company’s business scope and strategy but also by government
regulation, to an extent, since it was a state owned company. The manager of the
cost management department claimed that they needed to report the cost
information and data to the relevant department of the government for the
supervision, so that the government could approve the company taking some

important actions, such as purchasing a sub-company.
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Figure 4.1 Organisational structure of the case company

The hierarchical structure leads to bureaucracy in the company, and lower level
employees had limited decision-making capacity to respond to the changing
environments and situations. The bureaucracy meant that any requests and changes
would have to go through a long review and approval process before a decision was

made. For example, the manager of the risk management department claimed that:

“There are many approval processes and approval authorities in the company, and
you have to gain all of the approvals to do your jobs. These might potentially affect

the reaction speed of the company.”
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Furthermore, there were a number of auditing and supervisions in the company,
which produced plenty of unnecessarily slow examining and approval procedures. A

junior staff member of the cost management department stated that:

“There are many layers and stages of supervision and auditing in the company. The
management call this risk management. However, most of the procedures of
supervisions and auditing are very trivial yet complex. | think they just make our jobs

harder.”

The bureaucracy made information flow slow in the company and had a negative
impact on the company’s IS development and adoption, as the initiation of any IS
development and adoption had to go through a long review and approval
procedures. The manager of the operations department complained that they had
requested a new system for their work before but the request could not be
approved for various auditing reasons. Employees’ were also affected daily by the
bureaucracy, as people had spend much time on preparing information in different
format, in order to report to different levels of the hierarchy in the company, rather

on their ‘real work’.

The interviewees considered that the leader’s management style was essential to
the company. In this hierarchical structure, a good leader is critical to the company.

The secretary of the president pointed out that:

“The new president is our company’s most valuable asset, as he brings about a huge
amount of social resources, and he has very good commands of management skills.
If he leave the company, it is hard to say if we can survive in the market. As is known

to all the employees, his capability is very impressive.”

There were mixed views among the interviewees as to whether the company should
invest in its information systems, given that it was not a ‘big’ company, despite in
reality the company having more than 3 billion RMB assets and more than 100
employees. The interviewees believed that giving its current size, the company did
not need to rely on information systems for business operation. Some even believed

that they did not need to use computers for their work at all. Nevertheless, many

132



interviewees agreed that the company needed to upgrade its current information
systems as they were ‘poor’. Some pointed out new systems should be implemented
for the growing business. This view was highlighted by the manager of operation

department.

“When the company expands, the current systems may be no longer suitable
because the systems were designed for the small size business. New systems need to
be adopted, and old systems need to be upgraded, particularly when we have a

number of sub-companies now.”

The interviewee suggested that the change of organisational size could be a factor
affecting dynamic strategic alignment. He believed that small-sized organisations are
likely to rely less on IS, and some organisations might even not need any computer-
based IS for business operations. Therefore, the company overlooked the
importance of strategic alignment before its expansion. Nevertheless, the company
was developing rapidly in the past few years, and the request for IS was increasingly

intensive.

4.1.2 Organisational culture

The organizational culture of the company was described as an honest, creative and
friendly culture on their office website. They considered honesty to be the basis of a
company, creativity to be significant for development, and friendliness to be the key
to success. The interviewees highlighted the friendly culture in particular. They
claimed that team-working was enhanced by friendly relationship between leaders,
between leaders and employees, as well as between employees. The official website
also claimed that they had a friendly organisational culture. An interviewee, who

used to work for a foreign company, pointed out that:

“Compared with the foreign company | worked for before, the organizational culture
of this company is much more friendly, and relationship between colleagues is better.

In the foreign company, we saw each other as competitor which led to less
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communication between employees. Besides, the staff turnover rate is low in this

company”

According to this quote, the friendly culture, to some extent, kept the staff turnover
rate low, and gave rise to better communication between employees. However, this
might prevent IS development. According to the interviewees, people prefer face-to-
face communication to a computer-based communication system. The same
interviewee who used to work for a foreign company said that he often chose not to

use the computer to communicate if he could talk to others face-to-face.

Many interviewees agreed that the organizational culture of the company was open
and that the communication between people, especially with the top level, was good.

For example, the assistant of the manager of the sub-company stated that:

“The leaders claim that they want us to keep communicating with them and provide
valuable opinions and ideas for the companies. | think it is good for the company.”
The interviewee who used to work for a foreign company also pointed out that this
friendly and open culture may contribute to the fact that people were less motivated
in the case company compared with those who worked in the foreign company. He

stated that:

“In a foreign company, you have to try your best to compete with others in order to
survive. Such competitive culture makes the company more competitive in the
market. In contrast, the working life in this company is easy and comfortable which
may explain why employees are less motivated and inefficient the way in which they

work.”

4.1.3 Organizational resource

Being partially owned by the government meant that the case company had inherent
advantages which private companies did not have. For example, the case company

was able to act upon the information that private companies did not have access and
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gain competitive advantage as a result. The manager of the marketing department

stated that:

“As a state-owned company, our company can potentially gain more information
from the government. Moreover, we have better relationship with government
compared with private companies. That means that we can receive important

political information quicker, which is very essential to the company’s competition. ”

The company also had an advantage over capital, in terms of being able to have
access to bigger loans from the banks, as well as having its own land. The former is
due to its state-owned status, as it guarantees the capacity to repay the loan and
indicates low credit risk; and the latter is due to the fact that most land in China is
owned by the government. In China organisations and individuals can only have
leaseholds while the freehold is owned by the government. This system means that
the case company had an inherent advantage of owing its own land resource
(freehold) that the private companies do not have or have difficulties obtaining. As

stated by the manager of the sub-company:

“Our company has its own lands which is very valuable to the business. In China, it is
very difficult for businesses to have their own lands due to the national land policy.
This is particularly true in the city like Shenzhen [where the case company is located].
This could be a significant advantage, since our main competitors need to rent our

property. This gives us huge competitive advantage.”

An interviewee pointed out that the social resources and networks that the

president of the company had, gave the company a competitive advantage too.

“The president of the company has a lot of social resource and “guanxi” that helped
our business. This could be one of the most important reasons for the success of the

company.”

The case company was aware of the inherent advantages that they had and

recognised that their current success was largely due to these advantages.
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4.1.4 IS infrastructure

There were 3 computer-based information systems in the company: office
automation (OA) system, Jindie financial system, and an information system hosted
in the parent group. An OA system was adopted in 2007 and used by all staff. The
system had limited functionalities, such as email, document transfer, and some
simple approval procedures (e.g. asking for taking leave). The Jindie financial system
was used only by the financial department. All 3 interviewees from the financial
department claimed that the financial system was good and they could not work
without the system. The information system hosted in the parent group was an
integrated system that had many features. For example, it contained a knowledge
sharing system, a human resource management system, and business operational
systems. However, the use of this system was low in the case company, partly
because the parent group imposed restrictions on the access, partly because of users’

resistance. The secretary of the president stated that

“The knowledge sharing system in the parent group was very helpful for my job, but
only the leaders in this company have the authority to use it. | can only access to the
system by using president’s account and password. | think it is better to allow more

people to use the knowledge sharing system.”

The manager of the investment department who used to work in the operations

department also claimed that:

“When | was in the operation department, | asked to access the parent group’s
business operation system. However, we could not use most of its functionality, as it
was developed for the parent group, and the parent group did not want to share
their information with us. However the parent group expected us to use the system

to key in the data for them. That made us refusing to use it.”

The computer-based systems within the case company were outdated, compared to

their competitors. An IT staff member pointed out:

“The OA system was adopted in 2007, and it was the first system used in our

company. At that time, the company had no project and only had a warehouse to
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rent. Besides, there were much less staff compared to now. The system fitted the
company very well at that time. But, there are 2 or 3 projects which are developing

now, and the OA system is still almost the same as the one we used in 2007.”

From this quote, it is clear that the system was adopted in 2007 and the IT staff were
happy with it, since the company was small. It seems that the company did not need
a strong system to operate and manage in 2007. However, the company had
developed rapidly in the previously 3 years, since they had a new president who was
very ambitious. This led to the fact that the IS could not catch up with the

development of the company.

“Compared with our sister companies [other sub-companies which are at the same
level as the case company in the group] and other real estate companies, we are far
behind in terms of IS development. According to the scale of our company we should
have better information systems. The systems that we have only have financial,
document, human resource and communication functionality. What we need is an
information system that covers all business operations in the company” (The director

of general office).

The manager of the risk management department reinforced the view and said that
“the foreign company that | worked at before had a powerful system because almost
all your work tasks are supported and can be done by the system. In this company, |

use only OA system for email and document sending.”

The hardware and the network resources is another important issues in IS
infrastructure. The hardware of the case company was generally acceptable,
according to the users. According to the IT staff, the company had its own server,
and there was no problem with the server so far. The company still used a Win XP
system at the time the interview took place. The main reason for not upgrading to a
more current version of Windows operational system was the lack of budget. An IT
staff member claimed that they would only replace the computers or operations
system when they cannot be repaired, since they did not have much budget. Some
interviewees, such as the manager of planning department and a staff member of

the financial department complained that the computers they used were slow and
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they would like more memory space to store their documents. Other interviewees,

however, were satisfied with what they had.

Besides, the computer network appeared to meet the basic requirements of file
sharing and information transference. The company had Internet access, which
allowed the employees to connect to external networks in the office and access to
the systems via internet and use the system to communicate with others when they

are not in the office. The network was also secured by Firewall and security software.

In addition, users and IT staff were regarded as a part of the company’s IS
infrastructure. Users and IT staff’s IT skills and knowledge affected the value of IS
and IS capability. Some interviewees believed that most system users in the
company lacked computer knowledge and skills to effectively use a well-functional
information system. Also, most interviewees agreed that the IT staff were one of the
weakest part of the IS infrastructure, as only 3 people were working in the IT

department and none had enough professional knowledge of IT or MIS.

4.2 External environment

External environments can influence the business as well as the strategic alignment.
In this section the influence of external environments on business and IS (both

strategically and use) will be discussed separately.

4.2.1 External environmental factors for business

According to most interviewees, the business strategy and operation were subject to
the external influences. Political and economic factors are the two external
environmental ones which affected the business most in this case study. Also,

technology had impacts on their business.
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4.2.1.1 Political environment

The political environment has significant effects on business operations in China,
being a context within which policy makers draft and implement the policies as the
Chinese economy and businesses are heavily regulated by central as well as by local
government, changes in political environment, and hence policies which would have
direct impact on businesses. Changes in policies are also the results of economic
development in the country. The Chinese government constantly adjusts its policies
and regulations in order to ensure its economic development. The case study
company might feel the direct impact of policy changes most, being a state owned

company. The secretary who was in charge of drafting the strategy stated that:

“The property development industry is tightly connected with the government policy,
which can have huge impact on our strategy formulation. Therefore, government
policy is a significant part which needs to be analysed and researched well in the

strategy.”

It is reported in their annual report that the government introduced a positive policy
in 2008 that treated the logistic industry as the national strategic industry. In 2010, a
set of preferential policies was published for the industry which meant that the
company could benefit from the preferential policies. On the other hand, since the
government also tried to suppress and control the overheated property market in
the past few years the company also faced the possibility of being affected by
suppression. Nevertheless, thus far government’s suppressing and controlling
policies seemed to focus on the residential properties mainly, rather than on

commercial properties.

Government policy influenced the company differently in different departments as
well. For instance, the HR Department was affected by policies such as the minimum
wage, maximum working-hours, and holiday policy, while the Financial Department

was influenced by policies such as monetary and tax policy.

External bureaucracy that is imposed on company’s business operation is considered

to be significant. External bureaucracy here refers to a system for controlling or
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managing a country which is operated by a large number of officials employed to
follow rules carefully (Niskanen, 1974). Many interviewees claimed that they needed
to deal with and satisfy the requests of many and different government agencies all

the time. The manager of the risk management department stated that:

“There are many supervisions and auditing in the company not only from the parent
group, but also from the government agencies... For example, we need to report to
the construction department of the municipal government for all of our projects. The

procedure of these auditing and supervisions is bureaucratic.”

One interviewee also mentioned that the diplomacy of the country also affected the
company. He claimed that, because of the tension between China and Japan, many
Japanese companies who had business relationships with the company withdrew
their investment in China, which might significantly affect their plans and the

strategy.

4.2.1.2 Economic evironment

Ward and Peppard (2002) assert that economic environments can impact on
strategic planning in terms of economic resources, levels of income, and distribution
of income and wealth. In this case, most of the managers and the leaders agreed
that the national economic situation was particularly essential to the company and
its strategy. The secretary of the president confirmed that there was a chapter in the
strategy that was dedicated to the analysis of the economic environment. The

manger of a sub-company also stated that:

“The trend and the circumstance of the national economy, including the specific
region economy where we are, have huge impact on our strategy formulation.
Therefore, when we formulate the strategy, we will analyse how the economy of our
country develop. It is very important to match your strategy with the economic

environments.”
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China was still developing very quickly (approximately 7.5% GDP increase per year at
the time of writing), even when the whole world’s economic situation was not very
optimistic. According to the website of the State Information Centre of China
(www.realestate.cei.gov.cn), the amount of investment in commercial real estate in
China increased rapidly till 2012. In the next two years the investment slowed down
and even started to decrease in some cities. The director of general office claimed

that:

“We were quite worried about whether our strategy is too optimistic, since the

industry is facing a bottleneck of development.”

The economic environment is constantly changing and the changes cannot always be
foreseen, especially in a developing country like China. The director of the general

office suggested that:

“We cannot predict what will happen in the next 10 years, as the environment is
hugely uncertain and changes so fast. We can only predict and plan for the next 3 or
5 years. In order to adapt to the rapidly changing environment and face the market

in the future we established a group responsible for strategy amendment.”

In China, the economic environments just change rapidly and unpredictably. This
leads to the fact that Chinese companies have to change their business strategy
constantly in order to adapt the environments. IS, accordingly, has to change, in
order to align with the changing business strategy. The problem is that it is expensive

to change IS constantly.

The interviewees frequently mentioned market and competitor two factors during
the interviews and stressed that they affected the company in many ways. The

following section examines these two factors respectively.

A. Market factors
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The market trend in the commercial property sector was considered to be significant
by many, in the sense of the company’s strategic planning. For example, the general

office director claimed that:

“The prediction of market trend is essential to the strategy planning. We predicted
the market optimistically in our strategy. If the market changes to be depressed, it
will negatively affect the industry. As a result, the strategy we formulated will be

significantly influenced.”

The market in commercial property in China was analysed in the strategic planning
report 2014 of the company. The growth rate of the gross of the industry is similar to
the GDP increasing speed of China from 2002 to 2012. However, due to government
policy and the global economic conditions, the development of the industry was
affected, and slowed down in the previous two years. Nevertheless, the company
was optimistic about the future, because they had found potential business
opportunities in some specific markets in China (e.g. antique market in Chengdu).
Besides, an in-depth research report on the Chinese commercial logistics property
sector and investment strategy for 2013-2017 by the Qianzhan Institution suggests
that the sector will benefit from the increasing domestic demand in China and will
have great development potential. The report recommended businesses invest in

the sector.

A number of interviewees claimed that market uncertainty would lead to anxiety,
which in turn may affect the company’s strategy and performance, such as the

general office director, who said:

“The uncertainty of the market or the depression of the market could lead to anxiety

that might affect the strategic planning”

Also, the interviewees suggested that the case company focused on a specialized
market (e.g. Commercial real estate of logistics zone, home building materials,
vehicles). This could also affect strategy formulation (both business and IS). In

particular, the manager of project management department stressed that:

142



“Our company is not a traditional business company. Unlike manufacturing
companies, we focus on commercial real estate. We focus on specialized market. For
example, we have logistics zone, home building materials mall, vehicles commercial
centre. So when we are formulating strategy, we have to consider that. ...... Our
industry and the specialized market are more likely to be less relying on IS and IT

than the normal business company like manufacturing companies or IT companies.”

The home building materials and furniture industry and the vehicles industry were
the main markets that the company concerned. According to the company’s
strategic planning report 2014, the specialized markets they focused on were
growing between 2007 and 2012. The gross amount of value of home building
materials and the furniture industry had a 166% increase from 210.6 billion RMB in
2007 to 560 billion RMB in 2012 in China. But in the most recent two years, the
growth slowed obviously. On the other hand, the gross of vehicles industry had more
rapid growth in this period (about 218% increase from 2081.2 billion RMB in 2007 to
6610.7 billion RMB in 2012).

Besides, consumer resource is also an analysing target for the strategy, as

exemplified by deputy general manager of the company:

“Another factor is the recipient of your service, the consumers. That is to say, if you
want to implement your strategy successfully, you will need to understand your
target, which means your clients. You will need enough consumer resource to entry
a new market. In other words, you need to research the potential consumer

resources. This is extremely vital to the implementation of the strategy.”

In addition, the relevant industries, including suppliers and buyers, need to be

considered. For instance, the manager of a sub-company stated that:

“We rent this vehicle commercial centre to the car dealers. If the market of car is
depressed for some reasons like vehicle license plate restriction, the car dealers may
no longer gain profits. This can lead to the some of the car dealers terminating the
contract with us. As a result, we lose the rent. Therefore, it is also essential to

consider our buyer’s market when planning strategy.”
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B. Competitors

Although the company has inherent competitive advantages, they still need to
consider who their competitors are when making a strategic plan. The president of

the company believed that:

“In any industry, the competitor is one of the most important issues that need to be
concerned in the strategy. The best situation is that you do not have any competitor,
but this is impossible nowadays. Therefore, you need to find out your own

advantage. This is extremely vital for implementing the strategy.”

The weakness of the competitors was another issue that the company needed to

think about. The president of the company stated that:

“When you choose your industry and markets where you want to entry, you need to
look at the potential competitors’ weakness. When you planned to entry the market,
the weakness and less amount of the potential competitors can help you to success

more easily.”

4.2.1.3 Technology

When a new technology emerges in an industry, it can be seen as a possibility for
revolution, since all the new technologies can potentially change the industry
dramatically. More specifically, IT has significantly changed the management and the
way people doing their business. In this company, some interviewees did mention
the new technology affecting their business and work. For instance, the manager of

cost management department claimed that:

“I don’t know if you have heart about the constructive model. It is normally made of
iron or wood. However, when the technology of using aluminium to build the model

has been introduced, we all applied the new model, because it is much more

144



beautiful than the traditional one. Even it has its own disadvantage: it is harder to

III

modify the aluminium mode

The manager of the planning department, who was mainly in charge of layout design,
claimed that the emergence of the smart phone and tablet changed his way of
working. He used to have to work with computers. With the new technology, he
could work with his smart phone anywhere and anytime. The appearance of
powerful layout design software could also change the way they work significantly as

well.

However, some interviewees claimed that the company did not rely on the new
technology, as the industry determined the way they did their own business, and in
the real estate industry, technology and IT is not that important compared to the

other industries.

4.2.2 External environmental factors for IS

The previous section discussed the external environment factors affecting business.
As we focus on strategy alignment, this section presents the external environment

factors affecting IS in the company.

Most of the interviewees agreed that the IS of the company was not good and the
company was trying to develop IS. Many interviewees only used the office automatic
system for their works. Most asserted that the office assistance system was not
affected much by the external environment in terms of use. However, the users of
the financial system and the business operation system from the parent group
claimed that such systems were affected by environmental changes. A financial

accountant of the company stated that:

“When the government changes the policy, or the banks change their loan rate, the
formula to calculate in the financial systems needs to be changed as well. If they

change too frequently, it is difficult and annoying for us to change the systems.”
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These changes did directly affect the IS use, but only slightly. Changes as such,

however, do not have impact on IS strategy.

The price of IT equipment impacted on the quality and value of IS. The IT staff of the

company suggested that:

“One of my responsibilities is to purchase IT equipment of the company such as
computers, hardware, printers and so on. The cost of the IT equipment is considered
for sure. If it is too expansive, we may give up the idea of buying it. This could affect

the quality of the IS as well.”

The IT staff explained that the current situation was that the IS was expensive and IS
development probably needed new IT equipment (e.g. new server). Since the
company seemed to regard IS not as its priority, they preferred to spend the money
on business expansion. However, if the price of IT equipment decreased, the

company may consider upgrading the IS.

Also, if the competitors had huge business advantages because of use of IS, the
company would consider following their competitors. The manager of the operations

management department stated that:

“Sometimes, the competitors might adopt some kind of systems that lead to huge
advantages, and then you have to follow them to adopt the same systems or similar

one in order to survive in the sector.”

This was a common tactic. However, although many competitors had better systems,
they did not gain huge competitive advantages over the case company because of
such improved systems. This might result in the top management perceiving that the

IS was not that important for the company.

Some employees of the company not only used internal information systems but
also external systems, such as government systems. In most cases, different systems
have different ways to present and record information. As a result, the external

systems, which the company must use, but has no control over can affect the users’
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needs for the new systems. The manager of the planning and engineering

department claimed that:

“The construction department of the government has a system that needs us to
provide information and data for the government to run statistical analysis. We also
need to provide such information and data to our parent group. However, the
government and the parent group have different requests and forms for that. This
gives rise to the duplication of work. | was wondering if they could integrate the

systems (the company’s system and the government’s system) together.”

The company needed to change its own IS to fit such external systems (government’s
systems and parent group’s systems). For example, if the parent group changes its
system into another brand system, then the company may need to change its

systems to the same brand as well, in order to avoid incompatibility problems.

Younger interviewees of the case tend to agree that IS needs to be significantly
developed. They believed in the importance of information in today’s business. A

financial department staff stated that:
“Today is ‘information era’ that we should swim with the tide of information era.”

There is no doubt that the information era brings about a better way for companies
to do their business. It might also affect the perception of IS/IT. The question is,
which one is the best for the company, and how to develop it to fit the company’s

needs.

4.3 Dynamic strategic alignment

Besides the internal environments and external environments, there are other
factors affecting dynamic strategic alignment. In this section, the organizational
agility and IT flexibility, as dynamic strategic alighment factors, are presented.
According to the framework we developed in Chapter 3, there are 3 levels of

dynamic strategic alignment process, and analysis of these levels of alighment in the
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case company is presented. Finally, the dynamic strategic alignment process of the

case company is explored.

4.3.1 Organizational agility

Organizational agility can be an essential factor affecting dynamic strategic
alignment, according to the literature review (i.e. Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011).
According to the interviewees, the organizational agility was not bad, due to the
frequent market research carried out, regular meetings, accessing relevant
information from the government in advance, and the capability of the leaders. The
president claimed that the company was able to detect environmental changes and
potential business opportunities, and they had done quite well in the previous few
years. The main reason for this is that they spend plenty of energy and time on
market research, which helped them to predict the market trends and discover the
potential new markets. The deputy general manager of the company reinforced the
idea that the company held a large number of meetings to discuss environmental
changes and the corresponding countermeasures. This shows that the company paid
a lot of attention to changing environments and attempted to respond to such

changes effectively in time.

The secretary of the president claimed that whether the decision makers are
sensitive to the market and market changes makes a difference to organisational
agility. He stated that “even when you have enough information, you still need
analysis skills and techniques to analyse and judge the information. Our president

III

has very strong sense of “smell” of the market.” All these help to enhance the

organisational agility of the company.

However, the manager of the sub-company considered that organizational agility

was affected by the number of decision makers. He pointed out that:

“Compared with normal private-owned enterprises which only has one or two
decision makers, our company has a number of leaders (the operation team) who

have decision-making power. Normally, they have to discuss every decision in
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meetings. Only after the meetings of discussion, approvals of the decisions can be
made. And such meetings tend to take serval times to make the final decisions. That

might slow down the company’s reaction to the environmental changes.”

4.3.2 IT flexibility

IT flexibility is a company’s capability to respond to various IT demands from a
dynamic competitive environment (Tian et al., 2010). It can be constituted by the
adaptability and scalability of IT hardware, software, networks, the human
component, and other elements of the existing IT infrastructure. IT flexibility tends
to help companies survive in rapidly changing environments. According to the
interview data, the case company had poor IT flexibility, particularly in the human
components of IT infrastructure. Most interviewees agreed that the most urgent
problem of IT flexibility was a lack of IS professionals. The manager of the HR

department claimed that:

“As far as | am concerned, IT flexibility is very essential. The most important thing for
our company right now is to recruit an IS manager, as we do not have any IS

professionals.”

Some interviewees mentioned that the systems should be able to be upgraded and

integrated within the parent group’s systems. IT staff pointed out that:

“When we choose systems, we have to consider whether it can be upgraded and
expanded. What’s more, we have to select the Jindie (brand) systems as the parent
company requires us to use the same brand as of their systems, so that they can be

integrated easily in the future.”

Furthermore, as pointed out in Section 4.3.1, both political and economic
environments are unpredictable, so that the company needs a more flexible system
that can be adapted easily, according to environmental changes. But the company
was weak in IT flexibility. Some asserted that there could be more flexibility for the

company to adopt new systems or replace the existing ones with a more well-
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developed system. The manager of a sub-company who had worked in the IS group

before the transfer stated that:

“It is not a bad thing to have an undeveloped IS, because at least we can easily
abandon the old system that is worth little and adopt a new one. It would be a hard
decision to be made if you had an expensive system that is not fit for its job, because

you cannot just abandon it.”

4.3.3 Three levels of strategic alignment

According to the framework we developed in Chapter 3, there are three levels of
strategic alignment, which are the strategic level, the organisational/operational
level, and the individual level. The following parts present the situation of strategic

alignment in the case company at these three levels.

4.3.3.1 Strategic level of alignment

In this research, we explore the strategic alignment in a holistic way (multilevel co-
evolutionary perspective) (Benbya and McKelvey, 2006). Strategic level,
organisational/operational level, and individual levels of strategic alignment are
presented and explored respectively. This part examines and analyses the strategic

level of alignment.

Since the new president arrived, the case company had been trying to expand and
develop its own business. It is clear that they changed their conservative business
strategy into an ambitious one. These changes tended to affect the IS dramatically.
The case company had been developing and expanding at an incredible speed in the
previous 3 years. These changes also affected the needs of IS and strategic alignment

at the strategic level. The manager of the operations department stated that:

“As our company is developing very fast recently, the OA system is not enough for

our works, especially when we have more and more sub-companies. We definitely
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need a new business system for managing the sub-companies. When the Shenyang
projects begin in the next year, we will not be able to do our works without a new

business system.”

According to the annual company report of 2013 and the strategic plan for 2014,
there was a significant increase (42%) of revenue in 2013. There were also 5 projects
in process in different cities, including Chengdu and Shenyang. It is clear that the
company was developing and expanding in an incredible speed. The IT staff of the

company reinforced this:

“We are doing our sale manually, | mean using excel, when most competitors have
their own sale systems. It is OK for that, as the amount is not that big. However the
growing number of projects which are being developed means that more and more
sale work needs to be done. We urgently need a sale system for the future, as we

need time build up and adapt such system.”

The quotes and reports show the company’s expansion and how the business
changes affected IS needs. However, the systems were not changed or upgraded
much to align with the business development. This suggests that that the alignment
situation changed from aligned to misaligned at the individual level, where the

system would soon no longer be able to support individual work.

Before the president arrived, the case company had a conservative business strategy.
The previous leaders did not make any ambitious moves, just renting out their
property without planning for the future or seeking potential opportunities. The
current president claimed that the first thing he did when he took over was to
formulate a strategy. He established a strategy planning group to formulate and

implement the strategy. As mentioned by the general office director of the company:

“We have a special group named strategic planning group. The group leader is the
president of the company, and the assistant leader is the general manager of the
company. The group members are the leaders and managers of each department.

This group also has a specific staff for specific works. For example, the group has a
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strategy managing commissioner who is responsible for connecting between the

groups and departments and sub-companies...”

In most companies, strategy is formulated by top management. This case company
also had a high-level group which was responsible for strategy formulation.
According to the quote, the strategic planning group also had decent communication
with departments and sub-companies. This is to say the company had considered the
link between strategic and operational levels. However, they did not consider the
link to the individual level sufficiently. Hence, the needs and opinions of staff were
not accounted for much in the strategy formulation. That could be one of the
reasons for misalignment at the individual level and the barriers to strategy

implementation which emerged.

The president pointed out that how they formulated the intended strategy:

“First of all, we analyse our company’s capability by using analysis approaches like
five forces model and SWOT analysis approach. After we fully analyse our own
advantages and disadvantages, we will analyse the environmental issues such as
resources, policy and so on. And then, we decide the direction of our development.
When we finish the draft of strategy, it will be discussed in meetings. The middle
level managers will report it to us after the meetings, and the leaders group will

discuss and confirm it. At last, the strategy will be approved by the meeting of board.”

This quote also determines that the strategy formulation lacked the opinions of
bottom level employees. Moreover, there were many kinds of meetings for strategy
formulation, which shows the bureaucracy of the strategy formulation processes.
This could, to some extent, have affected the speed of strategy formulation. When
the situation changes quickly, this can become a problem. In spite of this, according
to the director of general office, the strategy formulation was quite decent, as it had

been considered comprehensively.

The fact is that the strategy, in term of this business, succeeded. The annual reports
illustrate that the business strategy was fulfilled very well. Also, the strategy was also

amended in the preceding three years. For instance, the target markets expanded
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from the local market to other places (Chengdu and Shenyang). However, IS strategy

was not that successful in this company.

In their strategy, the IS was treated as a tool to support the business. For example,

the general office director claimed that:

“As far as | concerned, the request of IS in our company is not that urgent, as it is just
an assistant tool for internal control. In another words, it is not necessary for us to
develop IS immediately. Instead we need to focus on the business strategy and

amend it first...”

Indeed, the strategic plan for 2014 only had a limited length for the IS strategy. Only
seeing IS playing a supporting role for business led to ignorance regarding the
importance of IS strategy in business. More specifically, the manager of operations
department suggested that IS could be the tool to operate the business. He stated

that:

“If we adopt a new business operation system, it will be very helpful for us to do our
daily works such as renting, sales, stores, customer services and so on. The bad news

is that we don’t have it yet, and | wish we can have it as soon as possible.”

The IS needs of the operations department were not reflected in the company’s
2014 strategic plan. This is to say, the IS strategy of the company did not consider
the business needs for IS needs. Although the strategic planning group might not
have considered information systems and the strategy to be critical to their business
operation, most middle level and more junior employees found using information
systems enhanced their productivity and indeed some could not work without the

systems. The manager of the cost management department reinforced this:

“Systems can enhance the efficiency of our works. They can also reduce the mistakes

we might make, if it has checking functions...”
A financial staff member stated that:

“The financial system is very vital to my job. | can’t even work without it. It is so

effective and efficient.”
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All three financial staff members who were interviewed agreed that the financial
system they were using was very good and helped their work significantly.
Nevertheless, one can argue that most financial systems and software packages are
very standard and well developed so that it is not surprising that the staff in the

finance department found the system met their needs.

Besides, it is clear from the interviews that IS was also intended to provide accurate
information to support decision making. For example, the secretary of president
claimed that information from the knowledge sharing system of the parent company

could help the president to make more appropriate decisions.

The president of the company also asserted that the IS could be designed as the tool

to operate business strategy:

“IS can be seen as a method to implement business strategy": this is to say that the
strategy is very wide and rich in content. If we do not have IS as a tool to help
implementing strategy including strategy amendment, the information will be
inaccurate and delayed which could lead to failed decision making. Therefore, if we
have a better IS, it can provide timely and accurate information to the decision
makers. This is extremely significant for strategic planning and amendment. That’s

why IS should be indispensable tool for organizational management.”

However, the fact is that the existing IS did not reach the criteria of most intended
plans and still only had a very basic function that could not fully support the
implementation of business strategy. The strategy mainly was implemented without
helps and support from IS. There could be many reasons for this, as discussed in the

following chapter.

IS strategy aligning with business strategy

According to Chan & Reich, 2007, strategic alignment refers to the degree to which IS

strategy connects with business strategy. The president of the company suggested
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that IS strategy was a part of business strategy, so that he drafted the IS strategy

within the business strategy, as a chapter:

“The IS strategy is a part of business strategy. Business strategy is the core part of
the management of the whole company. To manage and implement the business
strategy, we need a standardized way in which should be the MIS. Through the IS

strategy and IS, we can implement our strategy efficiently and effectively.”
The director of the general office also supported this point of view:

“The systems should be planned to support the (business) strategy and the
management. IS should be a supporting management tool. What we focus on is the

specific assignments and the implementation and achievement of our strategy.”

In their 2014 strategic plan IS development was planned in the internal management
section within the strategy. They also concentrated on the development of many
management level systems and some operational level systems without a strategic
level system. For example, they planned to adopt a customer information system, a
project management system, a sales and marketing management system and a cost

control system.

IS strategy aligning with business structure (processes)

In Henderson and Venkatraman’s (1993) strategic alignment model, the IS strategy
aligns with the organisational infrastructure and processes. In this case, some
interviewees claimed that the business value chain of the company was stable
relatively, so that the IS should not have been affected by the environmental
changes much. This was highlighted by the manager of the project management

department:

“In this industry, the business value chain is static, which means the business
processes do not frequently change. Therefore, when we had a good system, it

should be stable without too many changes and influences from the environments.”
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The problem is that it is difficult for the company to develop a perfect system for the
business process. The president mentioned that one of barriers to developing IS was
that it was very hard to design an IS to completely fit the business structure of the
company. The business structure here could refer to the business processes. The
president also claimed that they attempted to standardise the business processes
and their management processes via the IS and IT. Also, the 2013-16 strategic plan
shows that the IS aims to improve the standardised level of project development,
planning, cost control, operation management, sales management processes and
mechanism. This is to say that the IS strategy aimed to align with the business

structure. However, the fact is that the IS strategy failed in implementation.

4.3.3.2 Organisational level of alignment

The organisational level aligns the IT and business departments by communication
and information sharing (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006). In the case company, most
interviewees were happy with the communication between the IS/IT department

and the business departments. The IT staff of the company stated that:

“The employees from each department will report their needs regarding IS and IT to

us. They will also ask for help when they have technical problems.”

However, a small number of interviewees held different opinions, as stated by the

manager of the cost management department:

“l think we have some problems with the communication between departments.
This could be caused by the knowledge difference. For example, the IS staff may not
understand what we truly need, as he has no specialized knowledge of cost

management.”

Overall, most interviewees were happy with the communication between the IS and
business departments. It is difficult for IS/IT staff to acquire all knowledge, even if
there was a perfect knowledge sharing system. To express the user’s needs clearly

seems to be more important.
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Information sharing is another essential issue that should be highlighted. More
information sharing can not only help the management of the business, but also
improve internal control and decision making as well. This was pointed out by the

manager of the investment and development department:

“The information sharing is not enough | think. When | need the information about
the market, | need to ask many people to provide me with what | need. If we can
easily get information from different departments | definitely can do my job much

better.”

The 2013 annual report also showed that the company failed to establish a database
in the OA system that enabled information about financial, official files, human
resource, investment, project management, cost control, sales and marketing, risk
management, and customer management to be shared within the company. On the
other hand, the secretary of president mentioned that there was a knowledge
sharing system from the parent group’s system, but only the operations team of the
company could access it, meaning that departments could not share their
information and knowledge through it. Instead, they gained information via

paperwork, which takes more time, and tends to be more inconvenient.

Many interviewees asserted that information sharing would have been better if the
company had a better IS. It appears that better strategic alignment and information

sharing leads to better IS.

In addition, some interviewees, such as the manager of the cost management
department, strongly wished to have an integrated system in the company, which
could enhance both communication and information sharing. The president also
suggested that the company needed an “all-in-one” system which should contain
management, decision support and operations. Such systems contain different
functional areas and focus on management level and operational level systems. For
example, the sales department strongly needed an order processing system to deal
with the upcoming sale for the new estate. Other departments, such as cost
management, operations and finance, might need information from sales. If the

company had an integrated system for departments to share information, the
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organisational level alignment would be easier to achieve. Moreover, an integrated
system can also help the company to develop a comprehensive strategic level system

for the leaders to consolidate data.

The needs of each department for IS were different. The sales department wanted a
customer information system and an order processing system. These systems not
only would help their sales work, but would also be likely to improve customer
service and price fixing. The operations management department strongly needed a
management information system that could consolidate data and information from
different departments. The manager of investment and development department
suggested that the existing OA system should be upgraded in order to encourage
people to work via IS. The risk management department did not have pressing needs
on IS. The manager just suggested adding some functions regarding business
processes to the existing OA system. The planning and designing department wanted
a system that could approve and audit online, as the decision makers tended to be
on business trips frequently. The human resource department were using the parent
group’s new HR system. The manager had some complaints about the system, as
most functions needed permission to use, but they did not have the permission. All
they could use were the personnel and payroll records. The cost management
department needed functional systems that could enhance their daily work
efficiency. The project management department wanted the existing system to
provide more information, such as government policy changes. Finally, the finance
department was generally happy with the existing systems. It is clear that
departments focused more on operational level systems, and the company did not

satisfy the need of departments for IS.

The importance of IS in the company can be shown in the size of the IS department
and the IT/IS staff’s participation in business meetings. In terms of size, there were
only 3 people in the IS department (group), and the IT staff never participated in
business meetings, though they did know of some aspects of the business in the
company. Besides, it seems that the IS department did not do much in the company.
For example, the cost control department developed and bought their own systems

and software without help from the IS department. The fact is that the company
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invested very limited resources in IS department in terms of the organisational size,
perhaps due to the IS strategy role in the company. If the role of IS strategy changes,

the role of the IS department is likely to change as well.

4.3.3.3 Individual level of alignment

As discussed before, the individual level focuses on the link between users’ needs
and the systems. This part presents an analysis of collected data about the individual
level of alignment. In the interviews, many interviewees proposed their requests and
needs for the IS, which were the functionality of IS, databases, teleworking, data and
information storing, and specialized information. It is clear that most of the
company’s systems did not satisfy the employees’ needs. The manager of the

operations department claimed that:

“The systems we using are very poor. We need a more functional system to help our
works. To be honest, the OA system we used is pretty worthless. It only has e-mail
function and some simple approval process function, like asking for leave and

claiming fee.”

This quote shows that the user was not satisfied and the IS did not meet the needs.
Many interviewees also complained that the system was old and they wanted it to
be upgraded. This resulted from the fact that the company did not align IS strategy
with business strategy, and the operational level alignment was not that good. It is

important for the company to pay attention to the significance of IS strategy.

However, some the interviewees were satisfied with the systems they were using.
Most were junior staff and employees in the financial department. The financial
system was highly appreciated by the users. For example, the manager of the

financial department state that:

“The system is extremely helpful. Without it, | cannot work at all. The best thing is

that | can use it when | am not in the office. That means | can bring my works home
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to finish them, or you can still work when you are in a business trip. That is really

nice for me.”

The financial system did meet the users’ needs. As regards the junior staff, they
might not have known what they really needed, and the Chinese culture (power
distance) might also result in them only doing what the managers asked of them
without thinking what they might need for their work. For example, junior staff
member in the financial department, who had only been with the company for half
year, stated that he knew very little about the company, and just did what the

manager told him to do.

Another thing highlighted in the interviews is the operability of IS. Almost all
interviewees agreed that the systems must be easy to use. The president of the

company pointed out that:

“The IS must be designed to be easy to use. If the IS has too much complex
functionality, people will just reject to use it, especially the elder employees.
Specialized systems involving specialized knowledge are used by the specific staff

who might need to be trained a bit.”

The company had a number of elder employees who resisted using new technology.
If the system had been made more user-friendly, such employees may have been

willing to use it.

The role of IS from the interviewees’ perspectives was also important for alignment.
Most interviewees treated IS as a tool to enhance their working efficiency. Only the
president of the company treated it as a strategic level. The employees did not pay

much attention to the development of IS and strategic alignment.

According to the manager of the project management department, besides the users’
needs, the users’ quality was also the key point of individual level of alignment. He

stated that:

“The most important thing is not the IS. It is the quality and capability of the users. If

all the employees of this company were very bad, no matter how good the IS is or
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how the IS matches the business, the systems would be worthless, as the users could
not use it properly. What we need is a number of persons of outstanding ability to
lead the rest people to make use of the systems. Unfortunately we don’t have IS

professionals.”

The quality of IS users’ can be enhanced by training. It was believed in this case that

it was most important for the company to develop IS to meet users’ needs.

4.3.3.4 Relationship between the three levels

From the interviews, the strategic level was clearly understood to be well-connected
with the organizational level, as many managers of different departments suggested
that they frequently contacted the leaders, and provided suggestions regarding IS to
them. On the other hand, the junior staff tended to keep silent, even when they had
opportunities and rights to provide their own thoughts, probably due to the national
culture of China (power distance). As a result, the leaders might not have known the
opinions and needs from the junior employees. Thus, the connection between
organisational/operational and individual levels was affected, causing misalignment

at the individual level.

4.3.4 Strategic alignment process
4.3.4.1 Intended strategic alignment

In the strategic planning report of 2013-2016, IS development was one of the
important objectives. The company planned to establish an integrated system that
included all areas of the company, such as finance, file management, human
resources, investment, planning, project management, cost control and analysis,
sales and marketing, and risk management. It was planned to start in 2013 and be
built before 2014. The system would have involved daily and routine work, and
periodic management, such as decision support. The director of the general office

stated that:
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“We are using a tandem type information system. This type of design could
potentially lead to the information flows pausing due to one employee’s mistake. We
have planned to build a system which is designed to connect more pieces together,

according to the management structure of the company.”

It is clear that the company attempted to align their IS with their business. They were
aware of the importance of IS and planned to build a suitable system for the
business. They assumed the system was necessary and fit the company. However,
when the researcher visited the company, no such intended integrated system was
developed or established. The following section presents the challenges, unexpected
changes and new opportunities within the process of implementation of intended

strategic alighment.

4.3.4.2 Challenges, imposed changes and new opportunities

Challenges

When the company attempted to implement their IS strategy, they found that there
were some unexpected challenges preventing the implementation, which gave rise

to the misalignment between IS and business.

One of the challenges was technology and the design of IS, which needed to match
the requirements of the business. However, it is not easy to purchase a suitable off-

the-shelf system for a company. The president of the company stated that:

“The technology and design of the systems should be appropriate for our own needs.
As a unique company, the systems must be customized. We cannot find an existing
off-shelf package which fits our company well. Therefore, we definitely need a fully
customized design system. However, to achieve this, we need technical supports,

which we don’t have right now.”

This would have been a challenge, even if the company had a perfect alighnment at
strategic level. There was no suitable off-shelf package for the company on the

market and it would cost too much for them to develop their own. The president
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also mentioned that they did not have enough knowledge of IS and information
management, as the existing IS personnel of the company were not professional
enough. He had no one to consult for the design or development of IS. Therefore, it
was very difficult for them to design and build a customized system. This is

presented in detail below.

The second challenge was the lack of IS professionals. The president of the company

highlighted that:

“One of the most important reasons for our poor IS is that the company cannot
recruit IS managing professionals for the strategic alignment and strategic planning
of IS, especially who has the knowledge of the real estate aspect. If we want to

achieve strategic alignment and develop our IS, IS professionals are requested.”

A reason for the lack of IS professionals in the company could be the general
attitudes towards IS there. For example the company did not treat IS and IS strategy
as a success factor for business and therefore was less willing to invest in IS. Another
challenge relevant to IS professionals is the security concerns among staff. The lack
of IS knowledge from IS professionals led to the perception that “the Internet is
dangerous” to the company. The manager of the sub-company asserted that the
Internet was full of dangers. He believed if some hacker stole the president’s account
name and passwords, the consequences would be serious. This security concern

prevented the management from adopting the systems.

Although the company might have been aware of its lack of IS professionals, it was
not easy for the company to recruit new staff, especially IS professionals. According

to a HR staff:

“There are some rules and regulations for state owned enterprise to recruit
employees. These rules and regulations restrict the recruitment of the company.
What’s more, there are very limited IS professionals who has experience and has real
estate knowledge. That’s why it is difficult to recruit IS professionals. In addition, our
company has not a well-known reputation. | think we should develop our website to

advertising ourselves for recruitment.”
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From the quote we can see that three are three main points. The first one is that the
company had restrictions on recruitment. The second is the specific IS professionals
resource they needed (real estate knowledge or experience) was limited. Indeed,
there are few IS management professionals in China. Most IS professionals join larger
enterprises or IT companies. An article from www.cnii.com.cn (China information
industry) published in 2011 claimed that, with the rapid development of IS and IT in
China, the lack of IS personnel had emerged in most industries. The article
recommended that organisations should establish a mechanism for training IS

professionals.

The third issue raised above is that the company lacked attraction for recruitment.
Indeed, all these are similar with the IS professionals challenge. The manager of
human resource department claimed that if the company paid more attention and
invested more, then the recruitment problem could be easily solved. The key was
still the role of IS and IS strategy in the company, which were significantly affected by
the perception of IS. It is clear from the interviews that most people in the company
asserted that the IS was not that important, and most held an old school perspective
on IS and IS strategy. It is apparent that people in the company perceived IS as no
more than just a tool to support their work, instead of being considered at a more

strategic level. For example, the general office director claimed that:

“It can be risky to invest too much in IS, as it is only an assistant method for
management. Since it is only a tool to support our work, we should not invest too

much resources and energy in it.”

The manager of project management reinforced this:

“In my opinion, the experience is more important than IS.”

23 of the 27 interviewees were not concerned about IS, as they focused more on
their own duties and work. They did not see IS as a key factor to success in strategic
level. They believed that there was not much value in spending too much on IS or IT.

What is more, they considered that there were many things which might be more
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essential than IS, such as ‘experience’ and ‘business structure’. That means that they

only considered IS as no more than a tool for their works.

Only the president of the company, among all the interviewees, considered IS at a
strategic level, but he still appeared to pay insufficient attention to it. Some
interviewees, such as the manager of the sales department, supposed that the
leaders did not treat IS as an important issue, since they had asked for the systems
they needed, but the leaders had declined the requests. Most interviewees tended
to accept what the boss wanted them to do, instead of thinking about what they
could do. Therefore, when the employees used a weak system, they might think IS
was not that important. In the case company, IS seemed to be just a weak tool
adopted by the leaders for the regular staff. The bad experience of using IS may have

caused most employees to believe that IS was not particularly important.

Some interviewees, such as the manager of the risk management department,
suggested that they did not need IS as much as other companies from different
industries, such as the manufacturing industry, as the industry (real estate) of the

company relied less on IT and had more static business processes.

The perception of IS led to not only not appreciating IS, but also user resistance. If
the company does not treat IS as an important issue, the users probably will not use
IS for some purposes. For instance, some elder leaders refused to use IS, because of
the resistance to using new technology. This led to the fact that the staff needed to
report something twice via the system as well as the paper documents. This also
gives rise to resistance to using IS from staff members. Furthermore, the staff and IS
users may not match the IS in terms of their skills and capability. This is to say, the
systems were too difficult for some employees to use, which also produced
resistance. For example, the staff of a sub-company claimed that a system used was
bad at design, since there were too many buttons in the interface that he did not
recognize. Also, the manager of the project management department asserted that
the company had just begun to develop their own IS. This could be a factor of
resistance to using IS, involving a lack experience of IS management, and the users

may not adapt to the changes. Additionally, many interviewees complained about
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the company IS or the systems of the parent company, since such systems did not
match their needs or even just made their work complicated, particularly when they
were required to input data. Therefore, a good design of the IS is essential. To satisfy

the users’ needs constantly can keep the strategic alignment at the individual level.

The next challenge could be resource management risk. IS development needs
investment, which leads to resource management risks. It seems that IS could be a

cost centre in the company. The general office director pointed out that:

“The company refuse to invest too much money, energy and time in IS, as it can be a

risk. We try to invest and upgrade the systems every 3 years to reduce the risk.”

This means the company wanted to develop IS gradually, and not to invest too much
resource in an unpredictable project which made no direct contribution to profit and
may fail in the future. When a company invests, it wants the maximum value from
the investment. The business of the case company developed rapidly. A growing
number of sub-companies were owned by the company. This resulted in the
potential change needs to be made in the management structure. The company was
afraid of the waste of investment in IS, when it did not have a mature and formed
management structure for the rapid business expansion. Moreover, there was no
obvious intensive competition for the company. As a result, they did not need IS

much as a competition advantage.

Also, the company’s priority is not IS development, so they would not spend too
much on it. The president of the company suggested that the budget for IS
development was limited. The restriction was determined by the parent company
and the state-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission. Therefore,
they could not buy expensive systems. This was one of the main reasons why the
company did not develop the IS. But they claimed that the budget would increase

very soon, due to emergent needs. IS investment is always treated as a cost centre.

Furthermore, the slow return of investment of IS could be another reason that they
thought IS investment could be a risk. Some interviewees, such as the general office

director and the manager of the HR department, asserted that after the investment
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of IS, it might need a long period for the new IS to show its effects. It is possible that
when its effects appear, the system has already been out of date or misaligned with
business, due to the rapidly changing environment. The leaders probably wanted
more direct and rapid effects on investment, so that they did not spend much effort

on IS and strategic alignment.

The next challenge identified in the analysis of the interviews is organizational
change risk. People tended to be afraid of such changes. They thought change could
risk the previous success of the company. This is similar to path dependency, which is
identified in the literature review. As mentioned before, path dependency means
that the set of decisions one faces for any given circumstance is limited by the
decisions one has made in the past, even though past circumstances may no longer
be relevant (Baker et al., 2011). For instance, the general office director stated that
one of the challenges to strategic alignment was that the developments and changes
of IS can change the old management mode which they were familiar with. Such
changes might affect the management and performance of the company. It is clear
that he was afraid of changing the organization, which might have affected past

success, without considering that the environment had completely changed.

In summary, most challenges were probably caused by the poor role of IS and IS
strategy in the company. If the company had realized the significance of IS and let IS

strategy play a more important role, many challenges could have been overcome.

Unexpected changes

Unexpected changes also affected the intended strategic alignment. As we
mentioned before, the company was experiencing dramatic changes within the
company. The first one is changes of personnel. Besides the president, the director
of the general office, who was in charge of IS, was new to the company as well. The

IT staff stated that:

“The director of general office just took his post for a short time. Compared with his

predecessor, he arranged fewer discussion meetings for IS department.”
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This might affect the strategic alighment processes significantly. It seems that the
new director was less concerned about IS and IS development. Moreover, the IT staff
also claimed that a member of IS personnel transferred to the sub-company recently,
although he was not very professional in IS issues. This gives rise to more serious
problems regarding the lack of IS personnel. Such changes of personnel could, to

some extent, negatively impact the strategic alignment process.

The president also claimed that the resources could be a significant factor affecting
strategic alignment. As the core competitive advantage of the company identified by
the president was resources, changes in resources could be essential. He also
pointed out that the management mode was one of their most important resources,

which had developed well in the recent years.

Besides the internal changes, some external changes also affected the strategic
alignment process. For example, the parent group had begun to expand its own IS to
the company since 2013. That means the company had to use the parent group’s
system, and the intended system that they wanted to build had to be able to

integrate with the parent group’s system. The IT staff stated that:

“The system we used is provided by a small company. The compatibility of the
system is not that good. The parent group now provides its own system to us, and
our own system must be able to share information with the parent group’s one.
Therefore, we have to change the IS provider to the one the parent group used in

the future which is much more expensive.”

The parent group’s decision significantly impacted on the intended strategic
alignment. The functions of the parent group’s system were very limited for the
company due to the authority, they mainly just input information. Furthermore, it
enhanced the cost for the company to build their own IS, and restricted the design as

well.

Also, the new government policy affected the strategic alignment process of the
company. According to their strategic report for 2014, it can be seen that they had

been aware that one of the government’s new policy was information construction,
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which meant the government would support the IS development of the company.
This made the company pay more attention on and make more efforts in IS
development. In addition, the president suggested that the government’s latest 5
years plan supported the industry (commercial real estate), so the company had
expanded at an incredible speed. The rapid development of business with barely

developed IS led to misalignment.

The rapid development of the economy in China also helped the company in its
business, but very little in IS development. The cost of IS was still very high. The
company spent more resources on business rather than on IS development. Besides,
the company had no threatening competitors, so they did not think they strongly

needed a better IS to gain competitive advantages.

New opportunities

The business opportunities also affected the intended strategic alignment. The
president claimed that, in the previous two years, they had done some research and
found that there were opportunities to enter some new markets which had very
limited competitors, or the competitors were weak. Therefore, they decided to
expand their business by purchasing companies within such markets. By May of 2014,
there were a total five sub-companies under the case company, and there would be
more in the future. What’s more, in order to manage the sub-companies, a growing
number of employees were recruited. This gave rise to strong needs for
management systems, such as a new HR system. However, the intended IS strategy
did not predict this rapid expansion, so that there was no plan to build up data
connection with the sub-companies and deal with the increasing number of

employees. The manager of one sub-company claimed that:

“They (the case company) just asked us for information and data, and we send them
by email or other software like QQ. We have our own system and | would like our
system connect with the OA system, so that they can check the information and data

on the system.”
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This also produced organisational level issues of strategic alignment. The manager of
human resource department complained that their work was harder when the
number of sub-companies increased, as they had an increasingly large number of
new employees to deal with, and the data were not systemic, and not easy to
retrieve. The intended IS strategy did not consider these opportunities and changes.
Most sub-companies were bought out by the company, and they had their own
systems. There was no collection between the systems. The company had to
consider whether to integrate all the systems of sub-companies with its own one, or
just build unitive system which can support the business of all sub-companies, when
the company has more and more sub-companies. Otherwise the company could

have massive management issues.

All these influenced the intended strategic alignment and the implementation of IS
strategy. As a result, the integrated system they planned to build was abandoned.
That means the IS strategy failed, which produced some negative impacts

(misalignment) on the company, as described below.

4.3.4.3 Unrealised strategic alignment

The intended strategic alignment failed due to the challenges, unexpected changes
and new opportunities presented above. As a result, the company was still using
their old system that could not match the current environment, business operation
and management. Therefore, a number of misalignments in the case company
emerged. One of the biggest issues was misalighnment at the operational level. The
expansion of company brought about increasing assignments, giving rise to growing
operational needs of IS. For example, many interviewees claimed that the existing
systems lacked functions. Most suggested that the IS should have an independent
plate for their own departments. These plates should have specialized aspects for
their work. Also, they wanted a new system to be adopted as soon as possible, as
they needed it to deal with the increasing amount of work. Some departments
desperately needed a functional system for their work. For instance, the sale

department wanted an order processing system to deal with the upcoming sale of

170



the completed real estate projects. However, since the company failed to build the
intended integrated system they planned, such departments did not gain what they

needed.

The operational level of alignment was not achieved, and the users’ needs were not
satisfied, to a degree. For example, three interviewees (the manager of risk
department, a staff of finance department and the manager of cost control
department) wanted the OA system to have more memory space for storing the

documents and files.

Also, 7 interviewees complained about the parent company’s systems. The parent
company demanded the case company use the new systems in the last year, which
was unexpected when formulating IS strategy. The users in the case company
needed to input the data to such systems, but they could not gain any information,
due to the authority (only for the managers of the parent company). Furthermore,
the systems seemed to be useless, as people from the parent company did not use it.
As a result, they had to report the same information that had been input in the

system to the parent company in another ways (e.g. excel printed paper or email).

In addition, the manager of the risk management department asserted that some
systems might have too much information, which was useless, leading to information
excess. This could give rise to burdens for IS users. It was better to only input the
critical data and information into the systems, which could also reduce the workload
of the users. It is clear that the parent company’s systems did not align with the
management policy. This shows the lack of integration between the case company’s
system and the parent company’s systems. Maybe if they has successfully built the
intended integrated system, there might have been fewer problems. Since it would
be easy for the parent company to gain information from the intended integrated
system, and even connect the two systems. Therefore, there was management level

misalignment, which should have been given more attention from decision makers.
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4.3.4.4 Amendment

When environments change, the intended strategic alignment might not be able to
be implemented or realized as planned. Therefore, the strategy needs to be
amended constantly to maintain the strategic alignment. Johnson and Scholes (2002)
call this amendment “emergent strategy”. As stated by the assistant general

manager of the company:

“When the environments changes, we will review the strategy to see if it is
appropriate for the new circumstance. Every month, we have a general meeting to
discuss the strategy amendment. Every year, around October, we have a specific

meeting for strategy amendment and summation.”

It is clear from the interviews that most strategy amendment contained very limited
IS strategy amendment, probably due to the role of IS strategy in the company.
Nevertheless, they did make some amendments to the IS strategy. The director of

general office stated that:

“Some managers have suggested the company to adopt some functional IS in the
meetings. These systems have been examined and investigated to see if it is
necessary by leaders... Such systems were also planned to establish in our strategy.
However, there are some problems with the implementation such as budget and
lack of IS professionals... Personally, | think our company does not mightily need IS
for management level... In the last strategy amendment meeting, we have decided to
build some emergent functional systems before 2014 for the business such as sales

system and business operation system.”

The company failed to establish an integrated system, so that they attempted to
adopt some operational level systems to deal with the emergent needs of the

business. They temporarily gave up the management level systems.

Also, the company started to solve some problems that they did not expect in their

intended strategic alignment. For example, the case company was aware that the IS
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infrastructure could be an important development process of IS development. The
company started recruit information system engineers and other IS professionals on
their official website. However, according to the IT staff’s statements, the company

did not spend much on the IS facility:

“The computers and printers will be replaced only when they don’t work anymore...
The software and systems used in the company are upgraded constantly, but when
the upgrade charges, the process become difficult as | need to reports to many
people and waiting for their approvals. Therefore, | hardly upgrade any software
which charges for a lot. The good thing is the main system — OA system we used can

be upgraded for free.”

The president had realised the importance of IS infrastructure. He claimed that the
company would spend more on IS, in terms of hardware, software and human

resources in the future.

The strategic alighment is not only about IS, but also about the business. The
company considered that the environments were one of the most important factors
affecting their business. In order to obtain environmental information, the company
conducts marketing research frequently. The manager of the sales and marketing

department stated that:

“We often do some marketing research to keep our information of the business

environments up to date. This is one part of our strategy.”

It is clear that environmental changes sometimes are not that obvious. Therefore,
marketing research can, to a large extent, help the company to detect and predict
these changes, which can lead to business opportunities or business changes which
affect the business strategy. Therefore, the emergent strategic alignment also needs
such environmental information to support it, as the assistant general manager

stated:

“We want our systems to be fit with our business. So it is important for us to clarify

how our business goes.”
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4.3.4.5 Summary of the process

The intended strategic alighnment the company considered was based on the
situation in 2012 and knowledge of the leaders and managers of the company. They
planned to build an integrated system to support their management, business
strategy and business operation. However, when they attempted to implement the
intended strategic alignment, they found plenty of challenges, unexpected changes
and new opportunities, which affected the implementation. Therefore, they gave up
building the intended integrated system, and kept using the legacy system. The old
system was adopted at 2007, which could not deal with the environment in 2014,
and could not meet the needs, especially the operational needs, of the company.

Therefore, strategic alignment was unrealised.

When the company faced unrealised strategic alignment, it attempted to amend the
intended strategic alighment into a new intended strategic alignment. For example,
they realised the low quality of the IS infrastructure, and began to enhance it by
recruiting IS professionals. They also planned to adopt some functional operational
level systems first, instead of building an integrated system directly. This does seem
to be more suitable for their situation and environment. Such new strategic plans
could be the new intended strategic alignment, and they were attempting to
implement this new intended strategic alignment. So they started a new cycle of the
dynamic strategic alignment process. They might have realised and successfully
implemented the new intended strategic alignment at this point, but this was
definitely not their final version of strategic alignment, as this new intended strategic
alignment tended to be an emergent strategic alignment which could solve the
emergent problems they faced. Therefore, another intended strategic alignment
would be formulated and a new dynamic strategic alignment process cycle would be
started. Even when the company had a perfect strategic alignment already, they
need a new intended strategic alignment when the environments change. Therefore,

the dynamic strategic alignment process will kept circling, as a dynamic process.
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Generally, the company noticed that the intended strategic alignment and intended
IS strategic failed, due to some challenges, unexpected changes and new
opportunities. The results are the failure to adopt the intended integrated system,
and misalignment. The company faced a number of issues because of this
misalignment. In order to overcome such issues, the company amended their IS
strategy (e.g. building some operational level systems first, instead of building the
integrated system). Furthermore, the company began to solve some of the
unexpected barriers, such as enhancing the IS infrastructure. The company also
focused on the potential business changes that might affect the strategic alignment.
This could be the emergent strategic alignment of the company when the intended

strategic alignment went to unrealised strategic alignment.
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Chapter 5 - Discussion

This chapter discusses the results and findings of the case study. In other words, it
relates the analysis to the existing literature. The sustainability of strategic alignment
in rapidly changing environments is reviewed here. Also, some factors and
phenomena regarding dynamic strategic alignment in the case study are discussed.
Through the discussion, we attempt to answer the research question of the thesis:
‘How can organisations adapt their strategic planning of IS and sustain strategic
alignment in order to respond to the dynamic and competitive environment?’ There

are three sub-questions which can help us to answer the main research question:

1 What are the (both internal and external) environmental factors that can influence

strategic alignment process and how do they affect the strategic alignment process?

2 What constitute a process of sustainable strategic alignment and why is it

important to the performance of an organisation in a dynamic environment?
3 How can organisations achieve sustainable strategic alignment?

First, a framework revision is provided. The following discussions are organised
according to this revised framework. In order to discuss the findings systemically,
they are concluded and synthesised according to the research questions in tables
and figures in each subsequent discussion. Next, we relate the findings to the
existing literature by comparing the similarities and differences, as well as indicating
their relation to the filling in of the ‘gap’ identified in Chapter 1. Therefore, this
chapter is structured as follows: Framework revisions; environmental factors;
sustained strategic alignment; and the factors affecting sustainable strategic
alignment. Each section contains the conclusion and synthesis of the findings
through tables and figures which also explores some important relationship between
findings. Each section also consists of a discussion of the relationship of the findings
to the existing literature. Finally, a summary is given to summarise the findings and

its link to the existing literature, from an overall view.
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5.1 Framework revisions

In the light of the analysis in the previous chapter the theoretical framework
developed in Chapter 3 was reviewed and revised. This section presents and

discusses the revised framework.
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Figure 5.2 Revised framework of process-based strategic alignment model

From Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2, we can see some differences between the original
framework developed in Chapter 3 and the revised version. First, Unrealised
strategic alignment is incorporated into the revised framework (Figure 5.2). This
component takes into account the situation where intended strategic alignment
cannot be carried out and hence realised for various reasons. In this case study, we
have seen that the company had made an attempt to sustain alignment between
business and IS strategy but for various organisational reasons (e.g. management
needs) and business considerations (e.g. business expansion) the alignment strategy
was not implemented and subsequently abandoned. Nevertheless, the case
company later amended the IS strategy and continued making attempts to align
business and IS the strategies. This process of alignment is indicated by the arrow
that links unrealised strategic alignment to intended strategic alignment. From the
findings as well as the literature we have learned that sustaining strategic alignment
requires on-going and substantial efforts from organisations especially in rapidly
changing environment where alignment can become misalignment quickly (Baker et

al., 2010). In this sense, the realised strategic alignment can become unrealised at
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some point when alignment conditions change. This is indicated by the arrow from
realised strategic alignment to unrealised strategic alignment. Section 5.2.1 will

discuss this sustainable strategic alignment process in details.

The Challenges is a new component in the revised framework. The challenges
identified in the existing literature are mostly applied to strategic alignment from a
static perspective (e.g. Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993; Chan et al., 1997; Luftman,
1996) and they are not always applicable from a process or dynamic view. The data
analysis suggests that the presence of the challenges can seriously influence the
alignment process and the implementation of the strategy. Therefore in order to
understand the outcomes of the alignment (unrealised or realised) one needs to
recognise these challenges and how they impact the process. Section 5.3.1 will
discusses this component and its relation to sustainable strategic alignment process

in more details.

5.2 Environmental factors

5.2.1 Internal environment

There are three sub-themes (organisational structure, organisational culture and
organisational resource) to the internal environment theme, which were identified in
the analysis process. Table 5.1 summaries the three categories of internal
environmental factors. The findings of the study reflect that the internal
environments seem to have significant impacts on strategic alignment and strategic
planning of IS. The existing literature focuses on the influence of organisational
structure and organisational culture on strategic alignment, while the results of the
case study also highlight the impacts of organisational resources, besides

organisational structure and organisational culture.

Table 5.1 Summary of internal environment factors

Internal environment Definition/Circumsta | Influenced by Influences on strategic
nce of the case alignment process
company

Organisational Hierarchical “an organisational Chinese culture, SOE | Direct influences: lead
form based on the status, to less communication
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structure

structure concepts of division organisational size (organisational/operati
of labour, onal level), being less
specialisation, and flexible and dynamic in
unity of command” changing environments
(Miles, 1978, p. 131) (organisational/operati
onal level);
Indirect influences:
enhanced bureaucracy,
centralised IS
governance, puts
emphasis on leaders,
leads to hierarchical
culture
Bureaucracy The nature of power | Hierarchical Direct influences: leads

and authority,
exhibited as rules
and procedures
(Weber, 1964)

structure, China’s
context, SOE status,
parent group, heavy
government
regulations, leader’s
management style

to strong resistance and
slow reaction to
changes
(organisational/operati
onal level and individual
level);

Indirect influences:
enhances the power of
leader, leads to
centralised IS
governance, leads to
hierarchical culture

IS governance Centralised Hierarchical Direct influences: being

centralised organizational structure, inflexible to adjusting to
reporting bureaucracy, parent | environmental change
arrangements for IS group, leader’s (organisational/operati
management management style onal level), overlooking
(Brown & Renwick, user’s needs (individual
1996) level)

Leader’s How leader manages | Hierarchical Direct influences:

Management the company and his | structure, treating IS as tool to

style capacity bureaucracy, parent | support business and

group

strategy (strategic level)

Indirect influences:
centralises IS
governance, enhances
bureaucracy,
encourages friendly
culture, social resource
(guanxi)

Organizational
size

Increasing in size,
mainly focusing on
the number of

Market expansion,
leader’s
management style

Direct influences:
increase the needs for
IS

employees (organisational/operati
onal level)
Indirect influences:
hierarchical structure
Organisational Friendly culture Relationship Chinese culture, SOE | Direct influences: better

culture

(laid back
culture)

between employees
in the case company
appeared to be

status (less
competition),
leader’s

communication with
colleagues and low
turnover rate
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harmonic

management style

(organisational/operati
onal level), lead to less
motivation to work,
lead to users feeling
unnecessary to use IS
(individual level)

Hierarchy culture

According to Twati
and Gammack’s
study (2006),
organisational
culture of the case
company should
belong to a
hierarchical culture

Hierarchical
structure,
bureaucracy

Direct influences: IS as a
tool for stability and
control (strategic level)

Organisational General Organisational Direct influences: less
culture organisational structure reliance on IS/IT for
culture information (strategic
level)
Organisational Information Better or early SOE status Direct influences: less
resource resource government rely on IS/IT for
information information (strategic
accessibility level)
Capital resource Land resources and SOE status Direct influences: leads

loan credits

to huge competitive
advantages and less
needs for IS in
competition (strategic
level);

Indirect influences:
leads to less IS
resources, leads to
friendly culture, as less
competition

Social resource

Guanxi, one of the
key resources for
doing business in
China (Ambler et al.,
2008)

Chinese culture,
leader’s network

Direct influences:
business growth
depends on social
resources rather than
use of IS (strategic level)

IS resources

IS infrastructure (IS
personnel,
hardware, software,
network, etc.)

Leader’s
management style,
Capital resources

Direct influences: lack
of IS resource leads to
misalignment in
strategic level
organisational/operatio
nal level, easy to change
(organisational/operati
onal level)

Table 5.1 shows the internal environment factors (organisational structure,

organisational culture and organisational resource) and the elements of each factor,
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as well as presenting what influenced them and their influences on strategic
alignment process in the case company. The remainder of this section will discuss

these factors in turn.

5.2.1.1 Organisational structure

Organisational structure, according to the findings obtained in the previous analysis,
appears to be the most important factor to the strategic alignment process in the
internal environment. Five aspects of organisational structure played a role in the
case company, thus: hierarchical arrangements, bureaucracy, decision making
process, leadership and organisational size. Direct and indirect influences of such

elements on the strategic alignment process are discussed and explored.

The hierarchical structure of the company appeared to affect the strategic alignment
process of the case company significantly. According to the literature (Pearlson &
Saunders, 2009; Mullins, 2002; Hicks, 1993; Lee, 2011), hierarchical structure is
argued to rely less on IS in terms of communication than other types of
organisational structure do (e.g. flat organisational structure, Matrix organisational
structure and Networked organisational structure). In this case study, internal
communication was focused on the vertical (e.g top-down) rather than horizontal
direction. For example, communications between the management and the
subordinates were emphasised, while there was very little connection between
managers of departments. As a results, the communication and knowledge sharing
between IS department and business departments was limited. This is to say that the
organisational/operational level alignment with IS was affected by the hierarchical
arrangement, due to the unsatisfied coordination and communication between
business managers and IS planners (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006). However, due to the
hierarchical structure, communication at the case company seemed to be simplistic,
so that they tended to rely less on the IS for communication in their business
processes. This could be one of the reasons why the company could achieve current

success without strong IS support.
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Also, the individual level of strategic alignment was impacted on by the hierarchical
structure. The hierarchical arrangement tended to lead to the staff accepting the
arrangements (Miles, 1978). Indeed, the IS users in the case company were likely to
accept what IS they were given, instead of actively requesting what they needed. As

a result, the IS in the case company did not meet the needs of most users.

Hierarchical structure tends to work for standardised processes, which seem to be
slow to react to new opportunities and changes, as they need to change the
processes according to the environmental changes first (Kotter, 2011). Mullins (2002)
asserts that a hierarchical structure can be inflexible and less dynamic for changing
environments, so that it can potentially inhibit transformations. This study shows
similar results to the literature. For example, the director of general office and the
president claimed that the priority was to establish new business and management
processes for the current business of the company, rather than the IS. It seemed that
standardised progress was very important to the business of the case company due
to the hierarchical structure, but the processes transformed slowly when the
situation changed. This significantly affected the strategic alignment process in the
organisational/operational level, since the IS development can be significantly
affected by the inhibited transformations of business processes caused by the

inflexibility of hierarchical structure, leading to operational misalignment.

Hierarchical structure also influenced strategic alighment indirectly by affecting
other factors in this case. Firstly, hierarchical structure design determines plenty of
internal regulations and procedures which lead to bureaucracy (Tirole, 1986).
Secondly, a hierarchical structure was also a reason for centralised IS governance in
the case company, as the decision-making power is highly centralised in a
hierarchical structure (Miles, 1978). Thirdly, a hierarchical structure design puts
more emphasis on leaders. This means that a leader’s personal management style
can affect the company more significantly with a hierarchical structure design than
another design (Vecchio et al., 2010). Finally, a hierarchical structure, according to
Twati and Gammack (2006), usually leads to a hierarchical organisational culture.

These factors can all impact on the strategic alignment process.
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Bureaucracy is another structural factor affecting strategic alignment process. The
results of this research suggest that bureaucracy influences dynamic strategic
alignment process. The employees of the case company needed to do plenty of
reporting work. It was observed that the hierarchical structure imposed many
unnecessary procedures in the company, which could lead to bureaucracy.
Bureaucracy tends to be common in organisations with hierarchical structures in
China, because of the culture and politics (Lin & Germain, 2003). What’s more, the
case company was partially owned by the government, which means that there were
more bureaucratic regulations and procedures in the case company than in private
companies. For example, there was a government committee which was responsible
for supervising the company. That means there were a huge number of bureaucratic
procedures and reporting requirements. Besides, this company was also part of a
group, and so faced more layers and restrictions imposed by the parent company.
Furthermore, the sector of the case company was heavily regulated by the
government, so that it also faced more regulations and external government systems,
as mentioned in the previous chapter. All of these gave rise to significant
bureaucracy within the company. There are still other factors leading to bureaucracy

in the company, such as the leader’s management style, which will be discussed later.

In the literature, bureaucracy is variously evaluated and discussed. Mintzberg (1979)
asserts bureaucracy can potentially produce negative impacts on planning and
implementation, while John and Martin (1984) suggest that it may have positive
influences on performance. Byrt (1973) also summarise both positive and negative
impacts of bureaucracy. Professionalism of management is one of the positive
impacts which have been shown in the case study. According to the experience of
this company, bureaucracy seems to benefit the business of the company. According
to the president, bureaucracy (business and management regulations and
procedures) tended to be one of the competitive advantages, as it helped to convey
priorities and values. In China, business organisations prefer centralised decision
making and bureaucratic procedures, which appears to be better for doing business
in China (Lin & Germain, 2003). Ambler et al. (2008) also support this argument by

pointing out how important the regulations and procedures are there. The literature
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also tends to agree that bureaucracy is suitable for managing larger companies with
complex administrative requirements (Byrt, 1973; Mintzberg, 1979; Ritzer, 2000;
Stazyk & Goerde, 2011), which is the case with this company. The president also
claimed that procedures and regulations could, to some extent, avoid personal
mistakes. This statement is similar to Linstead et al.’s (2009), who thought that

bureaucracy can, to some extent, reduce personal influence.

On the other hand, a strong resistance to change could be the most important
dysfunctionality of bureaucracy, which affects the dynamic strategic alignment
process (Byrt, 1973). In dynamic strategic alignment processes, such regulations and
procedures can produce inadequate interactions and undesired conformity (Linstead
et al., 2009). For example, in this study, when the sale department wanted to buy a
sale system for a new project, they needed to submit their request to different
authorities for approval (e.g. the operation team, the cost management department
and the risk management department), and gain approval from them layer by layer.
Only until they had gained approval from all could they go ahead and purchase the
system. This not only took a long period, but also generated unnecessary work for
the employees. Often, the request could be rejected by the operation team without
giving a clear and detailed reason. As a result, people tended to resist asking for
these changes (e.g. asking for a new IS). Even when the request was accepted, the
fussy regulations and procedures had already led to slow reaction to the dynamic

contexts, which is a problem in rapidly changing environments.

Moreover, the findings have also shown that the company was afraid of
organisational changes. They claimed that the regulations and procedures were the
key to the management, and they might be negatively affected by the potential new
IS which could significantly affect the procedures. This confirms that bureaucracy
could potentially produce resistance to change. These findings are consistent with
the existing literature (Byrt, 1973; Zusman & Turner, 2005). Therefore, the strategic
alignment  process was  significantly  affected, particularly at the
organisational/operational and individual level, as the business changed dramatically
while the organisation and the people resisted changing. This could be one reason

for the failure of IS development in the past few years.
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Bureaucracy in the case company also had indirect influences on the strategic
alignment process, by affecting other factors which impacted on the strategic
alignment process. First of all, Clegg (2008) suggests that bureaucracy can potentially
enhance the power and importance of the leaders. And then the IS governance was
also affected by the bureaucracy, as this often slowed down the decision making in
the case company regarding IS, due to slow information flow, as well as the long
review and approval procedures; it also led to centralised IS governance. Last but not
least, bureaucracy tends to lead to a hierarchical culture, since this usually focuses
on control and stability (Twati & Gammack, 2006), which bureaucracy could bring

about (Linstead, et al., 2009).

Centralised IS governance is another structural factor which affects the strategic
alignment process. As mentioned before, the hierarchical structure gave rise to the
centralisation of decision-making power in the case company. As a result, IS
governance is also highly centralised. In the case company, the business
departments had little power and responsibilities regarding IS. For example, some
departments, such as the operations department, had attempted to request systems
development, but they did not have any right to the management of IS and IT, so
their requests had to be approved by the operation team. The literature tends to
agree that it is better that the management of the use of IS and IT functions is
decentralised to some business units, as this could, to some extent, enhance the
competitive advantages in unstable industry environments (Allen & Boynton, 1991;
Brown & Magill, 1994; Brown, 1997). This means the strategic alignment process of
the case company might potentially be affected by centralised IS governance. The
business units’ need for IS to respond to environmental changes can be ignored by

centralised decision makers.

Moreover, centralised IS governance can also lead to overlooking users’ needs. In
this case study, the parent group forced the case company to use its IS without seek
feedback from the users. A large number of junior staff who had used this system
complained about it, and claimed that there was no official way to tell the parent
group about their needs. This significantly influenced the company’s IS and its

development. Therefore, centralised IS governance can also potentially result in
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ignorance in respect of junior staff’s needs, leading to misalignment between IS and
the business at the individual level. Van Grembergen (2007) supports this argument
by pointing out that centralised IS governance have less ability to cater for users’

needs.

The leader’s management style was significant to the strategic alignment process of
the case company as well. McGregor (1960) considered that most people tend to
have an inherent dislike of work, so that they need to be coerced to perform in order
to achieve organisational goals. Leaders can control and direct them. In China,
leaders are likely to be essential to an organisation because of the culture (Chan &
Lee, 2008). Also, a hierarchical structure relies more on the leader, as they have
more decision-making power. In this case, there was an obvious improvement in
terms of business after the company got a new president who was much more
ambitious than his predecessor. The president had absolute power in the company,

so that his management style was likely to be even more important.

Thus, if a leader does not pay attention to IS or thinks that it is not important, the
company will probably not develop its IS (Luftman et al., 2004). Indeed, the president
of the company, who had absolute decision making power on IS and IT, treated IS as
tool to support business and strategy. As we mentioned in literature review chapter,
IS has already been considered as more than a tool (Ward & Peppard, 2002),
therefore the IS strategy they formulated might be not able to make use of the IS in
the company. That means it is important that the leaders can access the relevant IS
knowledge at the strategic level. Armstrong and Sambamurthy (1999) assert that the
leaders who have decision-making power over IT need both business and IT
knowledge in order to develop IT and make use of it within a company. Faraj and
Smbamurthy (2006) also suggest that leaders have vital impacts on IS development
projects, in terms of IS expertise. In the case company, no one had a good command
of IS knowledge, including the president, who had the final decision-making power
on IS, and the director of general office, who was responsible for IS. As a result, the
strategic alighnment process was affected at the strategic level, which means the IS
strategy they formulated might not align with the business strategy very well. For

example, due to the lack of IS knowledge, the company strategically planned to build
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a very complex integrated systems in a short period of time with only a limited

foundation.

The leader’s management style also impacted on other factors in the case company,
indirectly influencing the strategic alignment process. Firstly, this, to some extent,
led to centralised IS governance, as the operation team rejected decentralising IS
governance to business units, when they had the power to enforce IS governance on
business units. Secondly, the leader’s management style enhanced the bureaucracy
within the company. The president asserted the rules and procedures of the
management in the company, including the auditing and approving procedures, was
one of the competitive advantages which enhanced the internal bureaucracy. Thirdly,
Linstead et al. (2009) suggest that leaders can exert huge impacts on organisational
culture. For example, in the case company, the president claimed he attempted to
avoid personal decision-making mistakes by frequently meeting with managers and
welcoming staff to provide their opinions and ideas, which could be one of the
reasons for the friendly culture of the company. In addition, the secretary of the
president claimed that one of the reasons for the recent success of the company was

the social resource (guanxi) of the president. This is discussed further later part.

Organisation size is another factor affecting the strategic alignment process in this
case company. Ein-Dor and Segev (1978) suggest that larger organisations tend to
need IS and are likely to succeed in management IS than smaller organisations.
Indeed, the case company had over 100 employees, and the president claimed that it
was a midsize commercial real estate company. In the previous few years, the
company had purchased two sub-companies and employed some new staff because
of market expansion, leading to a significant increase in the number of employees.
That increased the needs for IS, particularly in human resources (Levy & Powell,
2000). For instance, the HR department complained about work overload because of
the increasing number of employees, and wanted a new system to help their work.
The sales department and operational management department also wanted
functional sales and operational management systems to help them with their
growing workload. Laudon and Laudon (2009) suggest that such operational level

systems can effectively assist the routine work and transactions of organisations,
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particularly in larger size organisations. Therefore, the organisational/operational

level of the strategic alignment process was affected by organisational size.

In fact, some scholars, such as Mintzberg (1979), consider that organisational size
can influence organisational structures. For example, small start-up companies tend
to have simple structures, while larger companies are likely to have more
bureaucratic ones. The case company was a midsize company. Although it had
developed and expanded rapidly over recent years and had increased numbers of
sub-companies, the company was still far from a large company, compared to other
large real estate companies, which may lead to the need to change the

organisational structure.

5.2.1.2 Organisational culture

The company claimed that they had a friendly organisational culture, which meant
every employee was allowed to participate in the management. The president and
the deputy general manager also claimed that they were willing and pleased to hear
opinions and suggestions from any staff member. An employee who used to work in
a foreign company confirmed the friendly organisational culture of the company. He
suggested this brought about better communication compared with the company he
used to work for. Besides, the relationships between employees were better. That,
to some extent, led to a low turnover rate, while many other companies in China had
frequent changes of personnel. Better communication brought from the
organisational culture seems help the dynamic strategic alighment process at the
organisational/operational level, while a low turnover rate provides a more stable

internal environment.

However, the friendly culture also led to the staff thinking that it was unnecessary to
use IS for communication or that it was better to communicate with others face to
face, even though there were more efficient ways, such as IS. This could possibly
affect the individual level of strategic alignment process. Also, a friendly culture, to

some extent, affected the competition between employees within the company.
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That meant the staff may have had less motivation and lower productivity. Kostera
and Wicha (1996) conducted a study about how organisational culture affected SOEs
in Poland. Their study suggests that the organisational culture of Polish SOEs was
strongly affected by communism, leading to friendly and harmonic relationships, due
to a lack of ‘self’ consideration. However, that led to a bad competitive position
during the transition to a market economy. Although there were many contextual
differences between this study and Kostera and Wicha’s (1996), both suggest that
this kind of relaxed culture leads to difficulties in implementation. Therefore, a
friendly culture can also affect the dynamic strategic alignment process, in terms of

implementation, when the changes occur.

Moreover, this case company had a hierarchy organisational culture as well. As
mentioned in Chapter 2, we have adopted Cooper’s (1994) four quadrants of
organisational culture (Clan, Adhocracy, Hierarchy and Market) to explore the
relationship between organisational culture and IS. In this case study, organisational
culture of the case company, to some extent, was affected by the organisational
structure. The hierarchical structure leads to serious power distance between the
employees and managers. Such power distance could subsequently influence
employees’ participation in decision making in the company (Hofstede, 1980). This
was observed in the case company, where junior staff had not participated much in
management and strategic planning of IS. A consequence is that the junior staff paid
little attention to other things but their work, and a range of internal monitoring and
controlling methods existed in the case company. Thus, it is clear that the
organisational culture of the case company had a hierarchical culture which focused
on stability and control, with little participation of junior staff in management
(Cooper, 1994). Twati and Gammack’s (2006) research suggests that the hierarchy
culture would probably affect the adoption of IS because its key values can be
significantly achieved by IS application. The president considered IS to be a key tool
to manage and implement the business strategy for stability and control, which
implies that hierarchical cultures need, to some extent, to influence the IS strategy

formulation. This means the findings support the literature. Therefore, the
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hierarchical culture of the case company had some impact on the strategic alignment

process in strategic level.

In addition, the organisational culture could potentially be a barrier to the strategic
alignment process at the organisational/operational level. Laudon and Laudon (2009)
suggest that an organisational culture can be a restraint on change, particularly
technological change. IS development can significantly threaten the current
organisational culture by standardising fundamental assumptions about
communication and the way they work. This is to say that the organisational culture
of this case company needed to be changed or adjusted while the company
implemented a new system (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). Culture tends to change
slowly (Hofstede, 1980), so that there was probably delay when implementing a new

system in the case company.

5.2.1.3 Organisational resources

Amit and Schoemaker (1993) define resource as “stocks of available factors that are
owned or controlled by the firm.” In the IS field, the critical resources for strategic
alignment are the knowledge and skills residing in employees (Peppard & Ward,
2002). The resource does not create value itself. The organisation’s ability is the key
to utilising and mobilising such resource (Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000). The results of
this study show that organisational resources can also influence the strategic
alignment process. It seems that when a company have more other resources that
help it to gain competitive advantage, the less strategic use of IS is considered. The
case company attempted to make use of every resource they had to gain
competitive advantages, and the company did succeed with little IS support. In the IS
field, there is limited literature considering how organisational resources can
negatively affect the strategic alignment process. The following section presents and
discusses how organisational resources affect the strategic alignment process in the
case company, and compares this with some relevant studies from the existing

literature.
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The case company had some core resources which helped them to gain competitive
advantages. The main resources the company had were Information resources and
capital resources. Barney (1991) suggests that information resources are one of the
key firm resources to sustain competitive advantage. Compared to private
companies, the case company, which was partially owned by the government (51%
shares), was able to access important information from the government, such as
policy changes, even data like macro-economic analysis, more easily and quickly.
Also, the president appeared to be able to gain valuable information from his social
networks. This means that the case company relied less on IS/IT to gain information
for business. Indeed, they never planned IS to gain environmental information, as
they believed that they already had enough information from other means.
Therefore, the information resources could affect the strategic alignment process at

the strategic level.

Also, the company had inherent capital resources that other companies did not have.
According to Barney (1991), the organisational capital resource is the basis which
strategically enables organisations to implement strategy, obtaining competitive
advantages. In China, land ownership belongs to the government according to its
land policy. The company, as a state-owned company, had its own land. This could
be a huge advantage, as its main competitors needed to rent the land, even the land
of the case company, to do their business. Besides, the company can gain bigger
loans, because this guarantees the capacity to repay the loan through the support of
the government. This was the main reason for the company dominating the market
with very little IS support. However, these capital resources appeared to be not
increasable (the government would not give the case company more land or loan
guarantees). Therefore, when the company expanded to a larger market, such
inherent capital resources would not, by themselves, be able to keep the company in

a dominant competitive position in the larger market.

Capital resources appeared to lead to less IS resources in the case company. The
company considered capital resources were their core competitive advantage, while
IS resources were considered as a non-essential supporting tool. It is common that

they focused more on the capital resources which helped them more in business,
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and overlooked IS resources which could not bring direct profits. The capital
resources also produced some impacts on the friendly organisational culture. The
resources led to competitive advantages. Such advantages prevented the case
company from struggling for survival. This could be one of the reasons for the
friendly culture of the company, as companies with less competition are likely to

have more time to consider humanistic concerns.

Another resource that the interviewees often mentioned was the social resource
(“guanxi”). In China, it is widely believed that it is essential that you have
personalised networks to help your business. The president of the company
appeared to have a large amount of friends in the business field. Such friends
provide not only business opportunities, but also information and advice. Park and
Lou (2001) pointed out the significant impact of “guanxi” on enterprise performance
in China. Gu et al. (2008) also consider “guanxi” as a source of competitive advantage
for doing business there. This social resource led to business growth in the past few
years, while IS only contributed in a limited way. That also reduced the significance

of IS to the company, affecting the strategic level of the strategic alignment process.

Due to these advantages, brought by organisational resources, the company did not
face real competition. Thus, it was not necessary for them to spend too much in
developing IS to gain competitive advantages. That significantly affected the
strategic planning of IS and the strategic level of strategic alignment process. This

issue is barely discussed in the existing literature.

The literature suggests that there is a positive relationship between IS resources and
IS capabilities (Ravichandran et al., 2005). In this study, the case company had very
limited IS resources in the context of strategic alignment process, which significantly
affected the IS capabilities of the company and the strategic alignment process. For
example, the IS infrastructure of the company, in terms of hardware, software and IS
personnel, was frequently said to be incapable of supporting the business. They also
lacked specialised IS knowledge and skills. Ravichandran et al. (2005) assert that IS
human capital (skills and specificity) can help developing IS functional capabilities at

the strategic level. A lack of IS resources leads to misalignment at the strategic and
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organisational/operational levels. Indeed, the findings of this study show that the
quality of all these IS resources can affect the quality and implementation of IS
strategy. Nevertheless, it is found in this research that low quality of IS resources can
be more easily replaced or changed, compared to high quality ones. Sabherwal et al.
(2001) suggest that, when the environment changes, the previous successful IS could
potentially prevent the organisation from evolving their IS and IS strategy, leading to
misalignment. On the contrary, if the previous IS was not successful and had little

value, the organisation can easily replace it or change it without hesitation.

Kearns and Lederer (2000) conducted a study regarding the effect of strategic
alignment on the use of IS resources for competitive advantage. They conducted a
survey which used 107 matched pairs of IS executives and business executives. The
results suggest that IS resources could significant contribute competitive advantages
when the organisation achieves strategic alignment, and that IS resources are the
key to success. In this study, the case company had achieved current success without
much IS resource. The main reason for the difference between the results of this
study and Kearns and Lederer’s (2000) is that the Chinese contexts are very different
from the Western contexts. In Western countries, it is difficult for organisations to
gain huge capital resources for competitive advantages. Even if some organisations
may have these, they are restricted by antimonopoly laws. Therefore, IS resources
are essential for competitive advantages in the Western countries. In contrast, the
case company was in a unique context which allowed it to gain huge capital
resources, leading to inherent competitive advantage. Therefore, they relied less on

IS resources to gain competitive advantages.

5.2.2 External environment

External environment is another important factor significantly affecting the strategic
alignment process, according to the findings of this study. External environment
tends to change faster than organisations (internal environment) (Laudon & Laudon,
2009). There is much literature about environmental issues affecting strategic

planning of IS and strategic alignment in a static sense, but little focus on change and
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dynamic strategic alignment process. Linstead et al. (2009) trace the modern
environmental movement from 1962 to 2006 in the West, but they do not connect
such movement to the strategic alignment process. Ward and Peppard (2002) assert
that environmental changes have significant impacts on strategic planning of IS. The
case company existed in a complex and rapidly changing environment. Indeed, the
case company had realised the importance of the environmental factors affecting
business. They attempted to analyse some external environmental factors in their
strategic planning report. The president also claimed that they had done some PEST
analyses and paid much attention to external environmental changes which affected
the business. When the business was affected, changes were made. When the
business changed, the IS and strategic alignment could be significantly influenced.
However, they seemed to pay less attention to the external environmental influence
on strategic alignment and IS. Also, the company focused on politics and the
economy, as they believed these two environmental factors affected their business
most. Indeed, technology and national culture can also be issues that affect strategic
alignment process of the case company. Table 5.2 displays the influence of these

factors on strategic alignment process, and what influenced these factors in general.

Table 5.2 External environmental factors

External environment

Circumstance of the
case company

Influenced by

Influences on strategic
alignment process

Politics The government | China’s circumstances, | Direct influences:
heavily controls the | Economy regulations and
industry of the case policies influence
company, and business (strategic
changes policies level), political issues
frequently. influence business

(strategic level),
regulations and
policies influence IS
(organisational/operati
onal level)

Indirect influences:
affect economy

Economy | Market There are some new | Politics Direct influences:

business
opportunities for the

business opportunities
lead to business
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when the company
continues expanding
into a bigger market,
there will be some
real competitors.

case company in expansion (strategic
other markets. level)
Indirect influences:
market overheating
affects government
policy
Competitor | There is no strong | SOE advantage Direct influences:
competitor in their weaker  competitors
market. However, lead to less need for IS

(strategic level,
organisational/operati
onal level), strong
potential competitors
may lead to need for IS
(strategic level,
organisational/operati
onal level)

Technology

The case company did

not consider
technology as an
important thing in

strategic level.

Knowledge, attitude

Direct influences:
technology gives
convenience for work
(organisational/operati

onal level, individual
level)
Indirect influences:

IS/IT that the company
did not have could
benefit its competitors

National Culture

China’s national
culture has great
power distance

acceptability.

China’s circumstances

Indirect influences:
Chinese culture leads
to hierarchy

(hierarchical structure),
enhances bureaucracy,
affects organizational
culture, enhances the
significance of social
resources (Guanxi)

5.2.2.1 Politics

Merali (2012) asserts that, the political context has become increasingly vital for

strategic planning of IS due to rapid globalisation. In China, the government appears

to play a more controlling role in the markets than Western countries. As a result,

the political factors are more likely to be essential to commercial and business

organisations in China (Brgdsgaard, 2012). For the case company, the political factors

appeared to be even more important, since its industry (real estate industry) was
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heavily interfered with by the government. For example, in the previous few years,
the government appeared to attempt to control the over-heating of the industry,
which significantly affected the business strategy they had made. What is more, the
case company was partially owned by the government (51% shares), so that it might
be affected more by the direct impact of government policy. Furthermore, as a state-
owned company, the case company needed to deal with and satisfy the requests of
many different government agencies all the time, such as State-owned Assets
Supervision and Administration Commission, which are governmental commission
agencies responsible for managing and supervising state-owned enterprises. In
addition, the case company could be impacted on by some political issues. For
instance, the tension between China and Japan in recent years had directly affected
their Japanese business partners’ investing confidence. All of these regulations,
policies and political issues dramatically influenced the business of the case company.
These findings are consistent with the literature, which suggests business is affected
by politics environments (Baron & Hall, 2003; Greening & Gray, 1994), and the case
company was affected even more significantly due to the Chinese context. Therefore,
the company had to seriously consider it in their business strategy, which meant the

strategic level of the strategic alignment process was affected by politics.

Such political factors did significantly affect the business of the case company.
Indeed, regulations and policies from the government also affected the IS directly.
For example, the financial system and parent group’s business system were
significantly affected by government policy changes. The price of IT facilities and
competitors’ IS/IT advantages were also issues that they considered much in the
strategic planning of IS. Also, the government tried to encourage Chinese companies
to develop their IS by giving some supporting preferential policies. The company had
been aware of this policy and put it into their strategic report. However, the results
show that the company paid little attention to this policy. Such influences mainly
affected the organisational/operational level of the strategic alighment process.
Singh (2002) also mentions that global politics produced huge positive impacts on IT,

which is consistent with this finding.
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Politics also impacts on the economy which is also one of the external environmental
factors in this case. According to Peng and Nunes (2007), economic changes are
significantly associated with politics in China. For example, in 1978 Deng Xiaoping
attempted to complete the transition of the Chinese economic system from a
centrally planned economy to a market economy, leading to a dramatic explosion in
the Chinese economy. More recently, there has been a trend of the Chinese
government to try to slow down economic growth (from over 10% increase per year
to about 7.5% per year), in order to focus more on other issues, such as

environmental protection.

5.2.2.2 Economy

The economy also significantly influenced the business of the case company. In the
previous few years, the economic circumstance of the world has tended to be
unstable and unpredictable. In China, the situation seemed to be slightly optimistic
in comparison, but still an obvious slowdown occurred in economic growth, as
shown above. This affected the ambitious business strategy they developed earlier.
The economy of China generally seemed to increase steadily over a long period of
time. From the data given by the World Bank (2013), we can see that the growth of
GDP of China was rapid but stable, even during the worldwide economic crisis.
However, that is not to say that the economic environment in China was
competitively predictable. For example, the stock market was extremely hot in 2007
and suddenly dropped to the bottom without obvious signs. The director of the
general office of the case company also confirmed that they could not predict the
economic environment for the long-term, particularly in their industry. That, to some
extent, led to the fact that they needed to amend their strategy frequently, which

affected the strategic alignment process at the strategic level.

In detail, the markets and competitors were two key factors affecting the business of
the company in the economic environment. The commercial property market faced
mixed circumstances. Generally, the company was optimistic about the future

market and attempted to continue their ambitious strategy with a slight amendment.
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The main change of the previous few years involved the company attempting to
enter new markets in different cities. The president believed that these new markets
could be huge opportunities for business. The fact is that the case company had
bought two sub-companies in the new market. Porter (1985) asserts that if a
company can enter a new market with competitive advantage, the company will

succeed.

The market also affected the government’s policy in China. The case company was
located in Shenzhen, which is a special economic zone in China. The real estate
market in Shenzhen had become saturated, and even overheated. As a result, the
government introduced some policies to control this in Shenzhen, which could be a

reason for the case company seeking new markets.

Also, the company paid much attention to competitors and potential competitors.
However, the fact is that, according to the interview data, there was not much
competition that the case company needed to face, due to the fact that the company
made use of their competitive advantages (organisational resources) to gain a
dominate market position. This gave rise to the fact that they did not need a good IS
to gain competitive advantages. Therefore, the strategic alignment process was less
concerned at the strategic and organisational/operational levels. However, as we
mentioned before, the case company expanded its business to new markets, in
which they did not have such competitive advantages from organisational resources.
This means they faced new competition which might need IS in order to gain
competitive advantages. This could be the reason why there was a strong need for IS

in the findings.

Indeed, the economic factors had complex relationships to the political factors. For
instance, as mentioned above, the tension between China and Japan had negative
impacts on the economy of both countries. Government policy towards the markets
also significantly affected the economic situation. Similarly, the economic crisis
forced the government to formulate some emergent policies, while overheating and

inflation of particular markets led to governmental intervention and suppression.
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This complicated relationship between external environment factors to some extent

led to uncertainty regarding the external environment.

5.2.2.3 Technology

In addition, some interviewees mentioned the technological influence on the
company, but the impact was quite small. Most employees did not consider
technology as an important environmental factor which could affect their business
much. However, the fact is that the technological improvement of IT and IS has
dramatically changed the way people do business. Fortune (1988) suggests that
sometimes companies may even shape their business strategy and structure to fit
new technology, particularly information technology. The main reason why the
company considered technology little, they asserted, was that their industry tended
to rely less on technology than other industries. Moreover, they had little knowledge
of IT/IS and how technology could contribute to their business. They only thought
technology made work convenient. For example, the manager of the planning
department claimed that the technology helped him to achieve distance working.
The literature showed that technology, particularly information technology, and its
strategic use, is the key to achieving business success (e.g. Ward & Peppard, 2002;
Melville et al., 2004; Brynjolfsson & Hitt, 2000). As discussed before, the case
company had inherent competitive advantages, leading to little need for technology

to gain more competitive advantages.

However, the technology, particularly information technology, benefited potential
competitors of the case company. One of the staff who used to work in a private
company stated that the IS and IT used in the private company were much better
than in the case company, and they significantly enhanced working efficiency.
Although such companies with better technology were not then direct competitors
for the case company, when the company continued to expand, they had to face
such potential competitors with huge advantages in technology, particularly

information technology.
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5.2.2.4 National culture

Last but not least, the national culture a key element that affected this case
significantly. According to Hofstede’s (2001) theory of culture, the acceptability of
power distance could dramatically impact on the management of an enterprise in
terms of style of management and organisational structure. In China, the
acceptability of power distance seems to be quit high (Hofstede, 2001). It is very
common that the power distribution is unequal within organisations in China.
Hierarchy widely exists, even in the case company, who claimed they had a friendly
organisational culture. The junior staff in the case company tended to only do what
the manager asked them to do without asking or presenting their opinions and ideas,
even though the leaders and managers of the company were willing to listen to them.
This could potentially affect individual levels of strategic alignment, as the needs of

main IS users (junior staff) were easily ignored.

Also, the Chinese culture enhanced the bureaucracy within the case company. Wong
(2001) suggests that Chinese culture appreciates bureaucracy in organisations,
especially large organisations, as the Chinese tend to accept power distance and not
accept uncertainty. Bureaucracy can, to some extent, reduce uncertainty. Indeed,
there were a small number of employees in the case company who complained
about the bureaucracy. Most people just accepted it, and some believed that

bureaucracy was good for the company.

In addition, the organisational culture of the company was significantly affected by
Chinese culture. Hofstede (2001) considers that organisational culture is strongly
related to national culture. Smith et al. (1996) conducted an analysis regarding
national cultures’ influence on organisations across 43 nations. It determined that
the national culture influences the values of organisational employees, which are
applied to everyday organisational problems. In the Chinese contexts, the hierarchy
culture is strongly supported by the Chinese culture. What is more, in China, social
resources appear to be more important to business than in Western countries,

because of the national culture difference (Tsang, 1998). Gold and Guthrie (2002)
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also support this argument by pointing out that “Guanxi lies at the heart of China's

social order”.

In general, literature suggests that strategic alignment can be easily affected by
cultural issues, due to globalisation (Cumps et al., 2009; Jarvenpaa & Ives, 1994).

Thus, it is necessary to consider cultural contexts further.
5.2.3 Summary

Three elements in internal environment have been identified which affected the
strategic alignment process in the case company: organisational structure,
organisational culture and organisational resources. The first two are widely
discussed in the current literature, and the findings confirm the literature. The
organisational resource is barely mentioned as an internal environment factor
affecting strategic alignment, but this factor could be one of the main reasons why
the case company could achieve current success without strategic alignment and
proper IS support, in its special context. Nevertheless, the company started to face
many problems and issues that affected its business, due to misalignment and poor

IS when it was expanding.

The external environment also affected the company in terms of both business and
IS. Politics, economy, technology and culture were four main factors identified in the
case company. PEST analysis is widely employed in both literature and practices, but
the case focused more on political and economic factors, due to its own
circumstances. There is little dynamic strategic alignment literature which discusses
national culture, but the findings show that national culture could, to some extent,

affect the strategic alignment process.

The literature shows that the external environment seems to change faster than the
internal environment (e.g. Laudon & Laudon, 2009). However, this is not to say the
internal environment should be less important than the external environment to the
strategic alignment process in the changing context. From the case, we can see that
internal changes, such as a change of president, produced huge impacts on both the

business and the IS. On the other hand, the external environments also influenced
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strategic alignment process at all three levels, but the external environment seemed
to change more frequently. Therefore, it is very important for companies to be
concerned with the impacts of both internal and external environmental changes on
the strategic alignment process. Internal changes produce dramatic impacts on

strategic alignment process, while external environments change more frequently.

5.3 Sustainable strategic alignment

In order to answer the second research sub-question, “What constitute a process of
sustainable strategic alignment and why is it important to the performance of an
organisation in a dynamic environment?”, this section discusses the process of
sustainable strategic alignment and the effects of sustained strategic alignment on

the case company’s performance.

5.3.1 Process of sustainable strategic alignment

The framework in Chapter 3 was developed based on the existing sustainable
strategic alignment literature. The case in this research shows some failures of
attempting to sustain strategic alignment, which the current literature has barely
mentioned. The reality is that most companies are likely to face the failures of
realising their intended strategic alighnment. As a result, the original framework is
revised by adding an unrealised strategic alignment stage in the process of
sustainable strategic alignment. This section presents the revised version of the

framework focusing on the process of sustainable strategic alignment.

A large number of frameworks have been developed in order to identify and
describe strategic alignment (e.g. Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993; Luftman et al.,
1996; Maes, 1999; Goedvolk et al., 1999). Most such frameworks share a view that
strategic alignment is static. However, the fact is that the elements of strategic
alignment, such as business strategy, always keep changing with the environments.
As a result, misalignment can occur, leading to loss of competitive advantage for

organisations (Chan & Reich, 2007). To overcome this limitation, the literature
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suggests that strategic alignment should be treated as a process rather than a static
status (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; Baker et al., 2009; Baker et al., 2011; Vessey &
Ward, 2013). By doing this, strategic alignment is able to process with the changing
environments, so that sustainable strategic alignment can occur (Vessey & Ward,
2013). Some scholars have developed some frameworks to identify and examine
what constitutes a sustainable strategic alignment process (e.g. Baker et al., 2009;
Chen et al., 2008). This study also develops a framework for dynamic strategic
alignment processes (see Chapter 3.2). Based on the findings of this study, the
framework can be revised in terms of the process stages. Figure 5.3 shows the
revised version of strategic alignment process focusing on stages of strategic

alignment. The following part explains and discusses this strategic alignment process

in detail.
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Figure 5.3 Stages of dynamic strategic alignment process

The intended strategic alignment is the stage where strategic alignment is planned
and discussed. It is suggested that intended strategic alignment always occurs when
organisations lack it (Hirschheim & Sabherwal, 2001; Chen et al., 2008). Hirschheim

and Sabherwal (2001) assert that intended strategic alignment sometimes fails due
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to the lack of a thorough analysis of the implemented strategic alignment and
organisational changes. Based on the findings of this study, the intended strategic
alignment can be difficult to realise in practice due to environmental changes and
unexpected challenges (discussed in following sections) within organisations. Also,
the intended strategic alignment can be unrealisable, due to a lack of strategic level
strategic alignment. For instance, as mentioned before, the case company planned
to build an integrated system that was unrealisable, due to misalignment at the

strategic level.

After the intended strategic alighment stage, the strategic alignment process occurs
by implementing IS strategy. This study finds that the strategic alignment process is
significantly affected by environmental factors. For example, when the case
company started to implement the intended integrated system, they found that it
could not adapt to the change of external information systems (e.g. the parent
group’s systems and the government systems). As a result, the implementation of
the planned integrated system was affected. Also, the results of this study show that
the strategic alignment process (implementation) is affected by unexpected
challenges. For instance, the lack of IS professionals in the case company resulted in
a lack of IS knowledge, IS management and IS capability. Therefore, the
implementation of the planned integrated system was significantly affected, leading
to the abandonment of the planned integrated system. Because of such impacts on
strategic alignment process, intended strategic alignment may not be realised,

leading to unrealised strategic alignment.

When organisations overcome such challenges and adapt to environmental changes,
intended strategic alignment tends to be realised as realised strategic alignment.
However, this may only last for a short period (Jarvenpaa & Ives, 1993). Chen et al.
(2008) suggest that strategic alignment is a “moving target” so that realised strategic
alignment can turn to unrealised strategic alignment (misalignment) due to ongoing
environmental changes. This study shows similar results to the literature. For
example, the OA system of the case company was satisfied at the beginning when it
was adopted. However, when the business kept expanding, the OA system was

widely complained about, and it was believed that the OA system did not support
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the business. Thus, strategic alignment can easily become unrealised due to

environmental changes.

When organisations have unrealised strategic alignment, business performance is
significantly affected (Chan et al., 1997). In this study, even though the case company
had inherent competitive advantages, which meant that they relied less on strategic
alignment to support the business, the case company suffered from the effects of
misalignment, as discussed in the following section. When organisations are at low
implemented strategic alignment, another new intended strategic alignment stage
begins (Chen et al., 2008). The case company also attempted to amend the strategy
to start a new intended strategic alignment. Some operational level systems were
planned to be adopted, first to deal with the urgent needs of the business, instead of

building up an integrated system with a heavy management level function.

In general, the case company formulated an intended IS strategy which planned to
develop an integrated system to support its business. This is the intended strategic
alignment stage. Then, it moved to the strategic alignment process stage. The IS
strategy began to implement, and the intended integrated system was initiated.
However, the changing environments issue and unexpected challenges mentioned
before prevented the intended strategic alignment from being realised. Therefore,
the intended integrated system was abandoned, and the business moved to an
unrealised strategic alignment stage. The case company attempted to amend the IS
strategy to achieve strategic alignment again by planning some operational level
systems for urgent need, instead of developing an integrated system focusing on
management level systems. As a result, the process returned to the intended

strategic alignment stage, where a new IS strategy was established.

Therefore, the cycle of dynamic strategic alignment process keeps running
repeatedly, as strategic alignment is a “moving target” (Chen et al.,, 2008).
Organisations need to pursue or maintain strategic alignment continuously (Diaz,
2011). It is agreed that strategic alignment needs to keep moving with the changing

environment, in order to achieve sustained strategic alignment.
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5.3.2 Effects of sustained strategic alignment

In the framework, the effects of sustainable strategic alignment shown are
presented on three levels (business level, organisational/operational level, individual
level). This section discusses the findings from the case company about the effects of

sustainable strategic alignment, linking with existing literature on such three levels.

As we mentioned is Chapter 2, it is widely believed that strategic alignment benefits
organisational performance, when the alignment is sustainable (e.g Chan & Reich,
2007; Luftman et al., 2005; Vessey & Ward, 2013). Misalignments occur when the
organisations fail to adjust their alignment patterns to adapt to both external and
internal environmental changes (Chan & Reich, 2007). In this case, the case company
had achieved strategic alignment once, when it had stable business (i.e. mainly
renting its property). After the new ambitious president and the new operations
team took office, the business of the company expanded rapidly. However, the IS of
the company was barely developed. That is to say that the strategic alignment did
not continue. This produced some negative effects on the case company in terms of
business performance and IT capacity building. Table 5.3 displays the effects of
sustained strategic alignment of this case company at the strategic,
organisational/operational and individual levels. Both effects of alignment and
effects of misalignment are discussed, with references to the literature, in the

following part.

Table 5.3 Effects of sustained strategic alignment

Strategic alignment process Effects of alignment Effects of misalignment

Strategic level IS planned as a tool to | Misalignment between IS
support business and | strategy and business leads
business strategy to failure of IS strategy

implementation

Organisational/operational Communication -> current | Lack of operational
level systems working well functionalities (IS support to
business), lack of

information sharing between
departments, useless parent
group systems for the
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company (increasing works
but not supporting the

business)
Individual level Financial system satisfying | Ignorance of users’ needs
users’ needs leading to user’s resistance

and IS implementation
failure, ease of IS affecting IS
implementation, user quality
affecting value of IS

5.3.2.1 Effects of sustained strategic alignment at the strategic level

Strategies tend to continually change (Mintzberg, 1994; Johnson & Scholes, 2002).
When business strategy changes, IS strategy needs to change in parallel (Benbya &
Mckelvey, 2006). Segars and Grover (1999) and Chakravarthy (1987) found that,
when the IS strategy is aligned with business, the organisations tend to have high
levels of rationality and adaptability. In this case, the company did formulate an IS
strategy in 2012 that planned an integrated system to adapt to business changes
(expansion), and the system was also planned to support the business strategy.
However, they only treated IS as a tool to support daily operations and management,
without considering other benefits brought by an IS strategy. The literature does
agree that IS strategy supports business strategy (e.g. Duhan el al., 2001; Hatten and
Hatten, 1997; Brady et al., 1992; Hidding, 2001), but this is not to say IS cannot be
more than that. Beside supporting business strategy, many scholars suggest that IS
strategy can also enhance the IS function (e.g. Tai et al., 2000; Henderson &
Venkatraman, 1999; Bajjaly, 1998; Bacon, 1991), share views of the IS role (Tai et al.,
2000; Bajjaly, 1998; Ward, 1987; Ragu-Nathan et al., 2004), make use of information
resources (Abdul-Gader, 1997; Brown, 2004; Phillip, 2007; Peppard & Ward, 1999,
2004), and increase performance (Ward & Peppard, 2002; Pearlson & Saunders,
2009; Broadbent & Weill, 1997; Chan et al., 1997). The case company seemed to

overlook the significance of IS and IS strategy, which led to misalignment.

It is found that in this study that misalignment at the strategic level tends to lead to
implementation failure. Although the company had formulated an IS strategy in 2012

which aimed to support the business operation and business strategy, it failed to

208




implement. According to the findings, the company planned to build a complex
integrated system in less than one year without external help (IS outsourcing). It
appeared that they lacked experience and knowledge, leading to over optimistic
expectations. Besides, the integrated system they planned was unrealisable for the
organisation situation. For example, the case company urgently needed some
operational level systems, such as a sale order processing system, but the IS strategy
focused on management level systems (e.g. the cost control and analysis system, the
project management system and the risk management system). As a result, the
planned integrated system failed to be implemented. Heeks (2002) introduces
“design-actuality gaps” (mismatch between IS design and local user actuality) to
explain some IS planning failures in developing countries. He asserts that if the IS
design does not match the organisation context, the IS will fail to implement. Braa
and Hedberg (2002) support this by investigating health information systems in
South Africa, where they found out that these high cost systems partially failed to
implement on a widespread basis, because the design did not match the countries
context. Hence, the findings of Braa and Hedberg (2002) are also consistent with the
results of this study. In addition, Yusuf et al. (2004) conducted a case study of
successful ERP implementation in Rolls-Royce. They found that Rolls-Royce tried to
avoid some possible failures and risks that ERP might bring within the organisation
(design-actuality gap) when planning ERP, which helped them implement the ERP.
This means the success of IS implementation needs strategic alignment at a strategic

level.

5.3.2.2 Effects of sustained strategic alignment at the organisational /operational

level

As discussed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, the organisational/operational level focuses
on aligning the IS and business departments. According to Benya and McKelvey
(2006), this level of strategic alignment significantly affects whether IS strategy and
underlying IS architecture helps to achieve business objectives. Hence, the business

can be negatively affected if there is misalignment at this level. IS planners and
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business managers need to coordinate and communicate with each other in order to
achieve sustained strategic alignment (Tan & Gallupe, 2006). In this case study, the
communication between IS department and business departments appeared to be
satisfactory, based on the findings. This helped the staff in the business domain to
effectively use IS for their work. Therefore, the current IS they were using appeared

to work well in the company.

However, the organisational/operational level of strategic alignment is not only
about the communication between IS department and business departments. Benya
and McKelvey (2006) also stated that shared understanding and knowledge sharing
are also essential to sustained strategic alignment. If IS planners and business
executives do not constantly communicate with each other to share their knowledge
and understandings, misalignment may occur (Benya & McKelvey, 2006). This can be
observed in this case study. The IS department played a limited role in the case
company, and IT staff never joined in business meetings. Business executives lacked
IS knowledge and did not participate in IS strategy formulation. This led to ignorance
of the potential contributions of IS to business. As a result, the case company tend to
overlook the IS and IS development. When the interviews took place, the IS they
were using (OA system, financial system and the parent company’s system) had only
very basic functionalities. They could not satisfy the business and management
needs of the case company. The hardware and network resources also lagged behind
the competitors. The IS personnel of the company was one of the weakest parts of
the IS infrastructure, as only 3 people were working in the IS department and all of
them lacked professional knowledge of IT or MIS, while the company had over 100
employees and 5 sub-companies. The IS and IS infrastructure of the company had
barely been developed in the previous few years, while the business was expanding
rapidly. All these effects can be caused by misalignment at the
organisational/operational level. When the environment and the business changed,
IS did not develop to align with the new business strategy, as the business domain
had a lack of IS knowledge, overlooking the significance of IS (Kearns & Sabherwal,

2007).
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The misalignment at the organisational/operational level can cause negative effects
and even barriers to business development (Bergeron et al., 2004). For example, in
this study, the IS of the company lacked operational functionalities (e.g. sale ordering
processing function, employee recordkeeping function, business daily operation
function). Before the new president came, the company had very limited business
(mainly renting its properties). The systems of the company were only designed to
help communication and some simple procedures without operational
functionalities. But when the companies expanded rapidly in terms of business, the
systems still had no operational functionalities. Some business departments, such as
the sales department and operation department, had realised that the old way they
worked did not afford the increasing amount of jobs. Consequently, their business
started to be affected. Moreover, the IS lacked information sharing between
business departments. Some middle level managers, such as the manager of the cost
management department, stated that they needed more information sharing
between business departments within the IS. As mentioned before, the
communication and information sharing between business departments was not
very good, due to the hierarchical structure (focusing on top-down and down-top
communication). The business changes led to the increasing information needs of
business  departments, but due to the misalignment at the
organisational/operational level, the IS was overlooked and not developed at all
(Jenkin & Chan, 2006; Chan & Reich, 2007; Benya & McKelvey, 2006). Furthermore,
misalignment also gave rise to unnecessary work in the company. Some employees
were forced to use the parent group’s systems, which only increased their workload
without any contribution to the business of the company. For example, the manager
of the human resources department claimed that the new HR system from the
parent group was useless and only increased their workload. They did not even have
a way to complain about this to the IS planners and executives from the parent
group. This shows a great misalignment; the IS planners and executives lacked
enough relevant knowledge about business strategy, producing unnecessary work
without contribution to business. Galliers (1987, 1988) conducted empirical studies

to prove that the inclusion of the CIO as part of the business management team can
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ensure the business is well supported by the IS management function. This result is

consistent with the findings of this study.

The analysis of this case study shows that all of these effects of misalignment at the
organisational/operational level appear to affect the business directly, particularly
the operation of business. Benya and McKelvey (2006) also allege that this level is

important as it links the strategic level to the individual level.

5.3.2.3 Effects of sustained strategic alignment in individual level

It is widely believed that the effect of IS infrastructure is significantly affected by
whether individual users’ needs and requirements are satisfied (Lamb & Kling, 2003;
Benya & McKelvey, 2006). However, users’ needs often change continually, as they
often find new ways of doing things and come up with new things to do with the IS
(Jiang et al., 2006). Benya and McKelvey (2006) believe that if IS cannot adapt to the
changes of users’ needs or coevolve with users’ needs, the frustration, dissatisfaction
and even resistance of users to IS can significantly affect the expected benefit from
IS. In this case, the financial system successfully satisfied individual users’ needs. The
staff of the financial department claimed that the financial system was very helpful
to their work, and their needs rarely changed, since what they did every day in the
financial department barely changed. As a result, the financial system was always

effective.

However, when misalignment at the individual level occurs, the other systems, such
as the OA system and the parent group’s systems in the company did not meet the
needs of the users. For example, some employees required more functionality, such
as procedures approval, but the IS failed to coevolve with users’ needs.
Consequently, the users’ perception of IS were affected, leading to resistance to IS.
User resistance to IS tends to prevent the implementation of IS. This result is
consistent with the findings from Kim and Kankanhalli’s (2009) research on user
resistance to information systems implementation, which suggests that if the IS

satisfies user’s needs and the user feels confident in using the IS, user resistance can
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reduce significantly. The literature suggests that user resistance is a key reason for IS
implementation failure (Agarwal, 2000; Beaudry & Pinsonneault, 2005; Hirschheim &
Newman, 1988; Joshi, 2005). Also, this study finds that ease of use could be a key to
IS implementation. For example, some older employees preferred to work with
paper instead of using IS, due to the operability of the latter. Dennis et al. (1992)
determined that ease of use is an essential determinant of user acceptance of IT. In
addition, the results of this study also find that user capability and quality can
influence the value of IS, affecting strategic alignment at the individual level.
Similarly, Huang and Hu (2007) suggest that it is necessary and important for key
personnel in organisations to be trained and learn key skills and to have knowledge

about the IS, in order to achieve sustained strategic alignment.

Summary

In general, the literature suggests that strategic alignment can achieve competitive
advantage and enhance business performance (Chan et al., 1997; Kearns & Lederer,
2003; Chan et al., 2006; Luftam et al., 2005). However, when organisations fail to
achieve strategic alignment, IS can possibly produce negative effects on a business
(Kearns & Lederer, 2000; Baker et al., 2011). In this case study, the company started
to face a number of problems when the business expanded rapidly without IS
development. Such problems the business were mainly caused by misalignment
between IS and the business. As a result, business development was impeded. For
example, the new projects they were conducting at the time of writing had increased
the amount of work significantly. Without IS support, some new projects were

possibly affected.

5.4 Factors affecting sustainable dynamic strategic alignment

In order to answer the third research sub-question, “How can organisations achieve

sustainable strategic alignment?”, two subsidiary questions were introduced in
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Chapter 1, thus: “What can be the challenges for sustaining strategic alignment in
rapidly changing environments, and why?”; “What are the critical success factors
affecting sustainable strategic alignment”. To answer such questions, this section
presents the challenges for effective planning and implementing of IS, and critical
success factors affecting sustainable strategic alignment in rapidly changing

environments.

5.4.1 The challenges for dynamic strategic alignment

According to dynamic capabilities perspective, companies should have dynamic
capabilities in order to sustain strategic alignment and dual with the changing
environments. One of such dynamic capabilities can be the ability to overcome
challenges when companies attempt to sustain their strategic alignment in dynamic
context. The existing literature discusses little about this, while this research
identifies four possible challenges for sustainable strategic alignment. This section
discusses and explores these four challenges including: Attitude to IT/IS, Risk

management, Lack of IS professionals and Lack of IS outsourcing options.

The previous chapter has presented the challenges, imposed changes and new
opportunities affecting strategic alignment and IS development. This section
synthesises them into four categories as follows: attitude to IT/IS, risk management,
out sourcing, and IS professionals. Table 5.4 summarises such challenges for dynamic

strategic alignment.

Table 5.4 Summary of challenges for dynamic strategic alignment from findings

Challenges Examples How to challenge dynamic
strategic alignment process

Attitude to IT/IS As tool, not priority and | Direct influences: Leading to
important, role of IS User  resistance, lack of
management support

(management endorsement)

Indirect influences: IS
professionals issues, risk
management
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Risk management Cost control, change resistance Direct influences: Risk of
investment (resource
management risk), slow effects
of IS (performance risk), risk of
organisational changes (path
dependency)

Indirect influences: lack of IS
professionals, attitude to IT/IS

Lack of IS | IS personnel, recruitment | Direct influences: lack of IS
professionals difficulty, safety of IS knowledge, lack of IS
management, lack of IS
infrastructure capability

Indirect influences: risk
management, lack of IS
outsourcing

Lack of IS outsourcing | No suitable off-the-shelf system | Direct influences: IS
options development failure
Indirect influences: risk
management

5.4.1.1 Attitude to IT/IS (IS perception)

In the existing IS literature, attitudes to IT/IS are always associated with user
resistance and IT adoption/acceptance (e.g. Hirschheim & Newman, 1988; Cheung et
al., 2002; Venkatesh, et al., 2003; Riemenschneider et al., 2003; Schepers & Wetzels,
2007). In this study, most people in the company seemed to treat IS as only a tool
which helped their daily work, while IS has already been seen to be one of the most
important factors to success in business and management in the academic field
(Pearlson & Saunders, 2009; Chan et al., 1997; Ward & Peppard, 2002). Most users
believed that IS were not that important to their work, or even that it made their
work harder. Some pointed out that they did not need IS as much as companies in
other industries, as the industry of the company tended to rely less on IT and IS. This
led to user resistance. Similarly, Schepers and Wetzels (2007) found that the user’s

attitude and behavioural towards IT had a significant influence on user resistance
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and IT acceptance. Besides, Lau et al. (2000) suggest that attitudes to IT play the

most significant role in user resistance and IT acceptance.

Some scholars, such as Spender (1989) and Kampas (2003), also consider that
attitude and perception to IS of key personnel can significantly impact on managerial
judgement and management endorsement of IS. In this case, the president was the
only one among the interviewees who considered IS at a strategic level. However, he
did not consider IS development as their priority, although he recognised that they
had strong needs for it. He asserted that the IS should support the business at the
strategic level, and the IS strategy should be a part of business strategy. This means
the IS, to some extent, continued to be a tool that supports the business strategy in
the case company. As a result, the IS did not gain managerial support, leading to IS
development failure. Kampas (2003) asserts that cultural bias and the mind-set
regarding IS at the management level could block value creation. This can lead to IS
implementation failure. Also, a lack of managerial support and management
endorsement for IS in the case company also resulted in a negative effect on
individual attitudes towards using it. Many interviewees supposed the president did
not pay much attention to IS, due to his policy. This gave rise to the managers and
employees considering IS to be a less vital issue. Leonard-Barton and Deschamps
(1988) generated similar findings, namely that perceived management support can

produce a significantly positive effect on attitudes towards using new technology.

The existing literature on attitudes to IT/IS emphasises IT acceptance (e.g.
Hirschheim & Newman, 1988; Cheung et al., 2002; Venkatesh, et al., 2003). Some
literature also finds that attitudes to IT/IS can affect IS implementation (e.g. Kim &
Kankanhalli, 2009; Joshi, 1991). In this study, besides IT acceptance and IS
implementation, some other challenges to the dynamic strategic alignment process
were influenced by attitudes to IT/IS. Similar to the results of DeLone and McLean
(1992), the findings of this study suggest that the direct influence of negative
attitudes to IT/IS on dynamic strategic alignment are the weak role played by IS,
leading to a lack of IS professionals. Also, the attitude to IT/IS led to low investment

in IS, as they thought there were risks that the IS might not have the outcomes they
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wanted. Similarly, Boehm (1991) also found that managers may identify software as

high-risk elements because of negative perception regarding technology.

5.4.1.2 Risk management

Risk management is a term widely used in the business and management field. Risk,
according to Chapman and Ward (1996), refers to the possibility of losing value with
uncertainty. Companies tend to attempt to minimise such a probability and control
the impact of possible unfortunate events. Normally, they would avoid spending too
much on the things that they are not good at or familiar with, to avoid the probable
negative outcomes (Arrow, 1970; Sherer, 1992). In this study, the management of
the case company intended to reduce risk by not investing in IS. This led to the fact
that there were not sufficient funds invested in IS. According to Dey et al. (2007), this
can result in IS failure. As a result, the planned integrated systems failed to be
developed in the case company. There is plenty of IS literature suggesting that
misalignment occurs when organisations do not invest enough in IS (Finne, 2000;

Maguire, 2002; Kwak & Stoddard, 2004).

There is a common perception in practice that IT is a cost centre needing a huge sum
of investment (Mukhopadhyay et al., 1995). It is clear that IS is not likely to bring
about direct profit. It tends to provide capital management, the foundations for
doing business, productivity, as well as strategic opportunities and advantages in the
long-term (Laudon & Laudon, 2009). This leads to the fact that, sometimes, it is hard
for the IS to match expectations (Kim et al., 2005; Sherer & Alter, 2004). Sherer and
Alter (2004) suggest that the outcomes of IS can be totally different from what the
users want. According to Abdel-Hamid et al. (1999), a lack of budget, time, and
proper test can give rise to unsatisfied performance of IT projects. All of these can
lead to the perception that IT and IS can be a cost centre without expected business
value. In this case, the case company held a similar perception that IS cost too much
without satisfying business value. Hence, they did not spend sufficient funds and
time in IS development. Furthermore, the company appeared to concentrate more

on the direct effects and profits than the indirect long-term outcomes. As a result,
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the case company preferred abandoning the previous IS project, as they considered
that the IS was not worth investing that much in. All of these aspects led to barriers

to achieving and sustaining strategic alignment.

Besides, risks also can emerge due to organisational changes (Hollnagel, 2012).
Cartwright and Cooper (1992) assert that people appear to feel anxious when work
routines and work spaces change. Kohlrieser (2006) also suggest that people resist
the pain of the changes. Therefore, the change of organisation can produce a
negative impact on the individuals. Besides, organisational changes might also have
negative effects on organisations, such as the risk of loss of business performance
(Hollnagel, 2012). And the development and adoption of IS can bring huge changes
to organisations (Keen, 1981; Avgerou, 2001; Ward & Peppard, 2002). This means
organisations might resist adopting new IS or developing IS. In this study, the
company, to some extent, was also afraid of the organisational changes brought
about by IS. Due to the previous business success of the case company, the company
appeared to reject any significant changes of its business and management mode.
They asserted that new IS would change their management and business, which they
were familiar with, which could possibly affect the performance of the company.
Therefore, they asserted there was a high risk that organisational changes caused by
IS might affect their successful mode of business and management. Indeed, the
environment keeps changing, and the past successful path (without IS support) could
lead them to failure. Sabherwal et al. (2001) and Baker et al. (2011) find that the
previous successful path may prevent the organisation from evolving their IS and IS

strategy, leading to misalignment. This is consistent with the results of this study.

Risk management in general can be a reason for IS project abandonment in the case
company, because IS was treated as a risk. Also, risk management can be a reason
for other challenges for the dynamic strategic alignment process. Similar to the
results of Wallace et al. (2004), this study finds that, due to the resource
management risk, the company spent limited resources on IS development, including
IS professionals. Performance risk and organisational change risk, to a large extent,
negatively affected the key personnel’s (e.g. the president and the director of

general office) attitude and perception to IS. Kwak and Stoddard (2004) suggest that
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misunderstanding of risk management (over perceived risk management perceptions)

can lead to negative perceptions and attitudes to information technology.

5.4.1.3 Lack of IS professionals

Brancheau and Wetherbe (1987) suggest that IS professionals can be one of the
most important issues in IS management. The literature also suggests that IS
employees have become more and more essential to implementation and strategic
use of IS (Keen, 1991; Watson, 1990; Igbaria et al., 1994; Guzman et al., 2004). As
mentioned above, the case company had recognised that they strongly needed IS
professionals for their IS infrastructure. Lack of IS professionals did produce many
negative impacts on the dynamic strategic alignment process and strategic planning
of IS. The literature finds that the quality of IS professionals can be the key for
strategic alignment (Reich & Benbasat, 2000; Burn & Szeto, 2000; Teo & Ang, 1999).

A lack of qualified IS professionals tends to lead to a lack of IS knowledge in
organisations (Kearns & Sabherwal, 2007). Also, a lack of IS knowledge at the top
management level, according to Kearns and Sabherwal (2007), can negatively affect
business managers’ participation in strategic IS planning, leading to misalignment
between IS and business. In this study, the president complained that there were no
qualified IS professionals in the case company who had the relevant knowledge to
help him with the IS outsourcing. Also, due to a lack of IS knowledge, there were
some security concerns about IS among the users. The lack of IS and IT knowledge
and IS professionals resulted in a lack of confidence in IS security, which produced

not only user resistance, but also high risk assumptions.

Moreover, the findings of this study also show that a lack of IS professionals can lead
to a lack of IS management. The president claimed that they did not have qualitied IS
professionals, particularly those who could manage information systems. Sumner
(1999) suggested that it is very vital for organisations to train and re-skill their IS
professionals in IS management when they do not have external consultants.

Pearlson and Saunders (2004) also agree that IS professionals play a key role in
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managing an IS project. When the IS management is affected, strategic alignment

tends to be affected as well (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1992).

The literature also suggests that the IS professionals could be the key to IS
infrastructure capability (Peppard & Ward, 2004; Bharadwaj, 2000; Cepeda-Carrion,
2012). Bharadwaj (2000) considers IS professionals as a “human IT resource” which is
the foundation of IS capability. IS professionals need both technological IT skills and
managerial IT skills to make use of IT infrastructure (Bharadwaj, 2000). In this study,
the case company had very limited IS infrastructure. They claimed that the most
serious problem of IS development for them was a lack of IS professionals. The
president was worried that there were not enough qualified IS personnel to manage
and make use of the planned integrated system, which was one of the main reasons
for the abandonment of the system project. Thus, the strategic alignment process
was significantly affected. Even though they realised the importance of IS

professionals, they could not solve the issue about the lack of IS professionals.

There were some reasons for the lack of IS professionals in the case company. As
mentioned above, attitudes to IT/IS and risk management are two of them. Another
important reason is recruitment difficulties. In China, state-owned companies are
restricted by the government in terms of recruitment, such as limitations on salaries.
As a company partially owned by the government, the case company was also
restricted by such regulations and supervisions. Moreover, there are not many IS
professionals in China, particularly IS professionals who have experience and are
familiar with their industry. It is widely claimed in the literature that there is a
significant lack of IS/IT professionals in Chinese companies (Sun et al., 2009; Chang,
et al., 2008; Westrup & Liu, 2008). For example, He (2007) asserts that the lack of
well-trained IS employees could be one of the challenges when Chinese companies
implement ERP systems. Davison, et al. (2008) also mentioned that there is a lack of
IT professionals in most Chinese companies, which affects IS/IT applications and
business performance. Furthermore, the company seemed to lack attraction for

recruitment.
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The lack of IS professionals also indirectly strangled the strategic alignment process
by leading to other specific barriers which affected the strategic alignment process in
the case company. As mentioned before, a lack of IS professionals can lead to
excessive risk assumptions, giving rise to improper risk management on IS. Besides, a
lack of IS professionals also results in a lack of IS knowledge, which is one of the
reasons why they could not find a suitable off-the-shelf system and abandon IS

outsourcing.

5.4.1.4 Lack of Outsourcing options

Outsourcing refers to services or products provided by third party providers
(Applegate & Montealegre, 1991). According to Dibbern et al. (2004), IS outsourcing
has been a very popular method for organisations to meet their IT needs, since it can
benefit organisations by reducing costs, enabling business focus, catching up with
competitors on IS, enabling leveraging of IS expertise, and increasing flexibility for
dynamic environments (Martinsons, 1993). However, there are also many problems
which emerge when organisations attempt to employ IS outsourcing (Martinsons,
1993; Kremic et al., 2006; Aubert & Patry, 1998). One of the most major problems is
that the outsourcing system cannot support business needs (Grover et al., 1996). In
this case study, the case company had attempted to employ IS outsourcing, but they
did not find a suitable off-the-shelf system to fit the business of the case company.
The president claimed that they needed a fully customised design system, but they
could not find a third party provider to offer an appropriate system for their own
business and management needs. Unsuitable outsourcing and insufficient planning
of outsourcing has proved to be disastrous (Barthélemy & Quélin, 2006). For
example, Martinsons (1993) conducted a study where an American bank employed
an external vendor to turn over its entire IS operation and management. He finds
that the cost did reduce, and the efficiency of information processing did enhance,
but the service level also went down (Martinsons, 1993). The case company

attempted to avoid this problem, so that they gave up IS outsourcing.
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Although the case company had a good reason to abandon IS outsourcing, the
negative influence of a lack of IS outsourcing emerged. Without IS outsourcing, it
was hard for the case company to catch up with competitors in IS development.
Grover et al. (1994) suggest that IS outsourcing can be a response to IS resource gaps.
Loh and Venkatraman (1992) also assert that IS outsourcing can reduce IS
development costs and increase IS performance efficiently and effectively. Van Lier
and Dohmen (2007) find that successful IS outsourcing can support strategic
alignment by conducting a multiple case study. Without IS outsourcing, organisations
may need more effort and investment to achieve strategic alignment. It seemed that
the case company was not willing to spend much resource on IS development, which

failed as a result.

The lack of IS outsourcing also produced some indirect influences on dynamic
strategic alignment process by leading to resource management risks. According to
Barthélemy & Quélin (2006), outsourcing can significantly reduce costs if
organisations want to meet a short-term demand. In this study, the case company
abandoned IS outsourcing, which means that they needed to develop IS on their own
with large financial and time costs. The resource needs increased due to the lack of
outsourcing without extra financial support from management. As a result, resource

management risk increased (Sherer & Alter, 2004; Dey et al., 2007).

5.4.2 Dynamic capability affecting sustainable strategic alignment

According to dynamic capabilities perspectives, IT flexibility and organisational agility
can also be seen as the capabilities to help sustaining strategic alignment in dynamic
contexts. This section discusses how these two capabilities benefit and affect

sustainable strategic alignment in the case company with some relevant literature.

The literature identifies two factors that have a significant impact on sustainable
strategic alignment: organisational agility and IT flexibility (Tallon & Pinsonneault,
2011; Preston & Karahanna, 2009; Croteau & Bergeron, 2009; Tian et al., 2009).

Organisational agility refers to “the ability to detect and respond to opportunities
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and threats with ease, speed, and dexterity, has emerged, next to alignment, as a
key business imperative, facing rapid and unpredictable changes” (Tallon &
Pinsonneault, 2011, p. 464), while IT flexibility refers to “the ability to easily and
readily diffuse or support a wide variety of hardware, software, communications
technologies, data, core applications, skills and competencies, commitments, and
values within the technical physical base and the human component of the existing
IT infrastructure” (Byrd & Turner, 2000, p. 172). The findings of the study confirm the
findings from the literature that organisational agility and IT flexibility are associated
with dynamic strategic alignment. The following paragraphs explore and elaborate

these two factors in details.

It is widely believed in the existing literature that organisational agility has a positive
relationship with strategic alignment (Kearns & Lederer, 2003; Preston & Karahanna,
2009; Reich & Benbasat, 1996; Barki & Pinsonneault, 2005; Lee, 2004; Tallon, 2008),
although some studies considering strategic alignment produce negative impacts on
organisational agility (He & Wong, 2004; Kraatz & Zajac, 2001; Lavie & Rosenkopf,
2006) because strategic alignment is treated as static and too tight. In this thesis,
strategic alignment is seen as a process which is dynamic. Therefore, it is suggested
that organisational agility can benefit sustainable strategic alignment. In this study,
the findings show that the organisational agility could help organisations to identify
the changes that affect strategic alignment. This is similar to the results of Tallon’s
(2008) research. However, Tallon (2008) also finds that strategic alignment can
benefit organisational agility, and the results of this study do not provide evidence to
support this. This is probably due to the fact that the case company had not
developed strategic alignment sufficiently to produce positive influences on

organisational agility.

IT flexibility is very important when you need to change frequently in terms of
dynamic strategic alignment (Luftman & Brier, 1999; Croteau & Bergeron, 2009).
Duncan (1995) suggested that IT infrastructure should be flexible enough to enable
strategic innovation of IS and sustainable alighment with changing business process.
Chung et al. (2003) consider that IT flexibility has positive impacts on strategic

alignment, particularly dynamic strategic alignment in changing environments
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(Croteau & Bergeron, 2009; Croteau et al., 2001). In this study, the results suggest
that a low level of IT flexibility could affect IS development and innovation. For
example, the IT staff claimed that the systems should be flexible enough to be able
to integrate with other systems (e.g. the parent group’s system), but the OA system
they used did not have such flexibility, which affected IS development and strategic
alignment. In addition, Gebauer and Schober (2006) assert that IT flexibility is cost
efficiently deployed to support a business process. This means the cost of change is a
key to IT flexibility. Similarly, the findings of this study also show that the low level of
IS infrastructure, to some extent, means that the organisation can easily abandon
the existing system, as it is worth little. That is to say that it is more flexible and costs

less to change or replace lower level IS infrastructure than an expensive one.

5.5 Summary

In order to answer the research question, this chapter has examined and discussed
the environmental factors affecting the strategic alignment process, the importance
of sustainable strategic alignment, and sustainable dynamic strategic alignment
respectively. Most results of this study confirm the current literature on sustainable
dynamic strategic alignment. This chapter firstly discussed both internal and external
environmental factors affecting strategic alignment process and how external and
internal environments impact on the strategic alignment process differently. Next,
this chapter explains how sustainable strategic alignment process occurs, by
discussing the process of sustaining strategic alignment. Besides this, the effects of
sustainable strategic alignment were examined. In addition, four challenges for
sustainable strategic alignment and two critical success factors (i.e. IT flexibility and
organisational agility) affecting sustainable strategic alignment have been examined

and discussed as well.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion

After discussing the findings of this study in relation to the current literature, this
chapter firstly summarises the key ideas of this study and answers the research
questions. Next, a research contribution section, including contributions to
knowledge, is presented. A section discussing the implications of this study for both
practice and research provides recommendations in these areas. Finally, this chapter

reviews the limitations of this study and gives suggestions for future research.

6.1 Summary

It is widely believed in the literature that strategic planning of IS and strategic
alignment has significant impacts on organisations’ performances (Chan et al., 2006;
Reich & Benbasat, 1996; Sabherwal & Chan, 2001; Pearlson & Saunders, 2009; Chan
et al., 1997). A chronological review of the literature on this topic presented in
Chapter 1 shows that most early strategic alignment and strategic planning of IS
literature was proposed in a relatively static context (e.g. Earl, 1989; Henderson &
Venkatraman, 1993). Researchers started to realise the significance of dynamic
contexts after 2000. Therefore, a growing amount of literature has begun to focus on
sustainable dynamic strategic alignment (e.g. Baker et al., 2011; Benbya & McKelvey,
2006; Vessey & Ward, 2013). This trend highlights the importance of rapidly
changing environments. Hence, it is vital to investigate the influence of changing
environments on strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment, and how strategic
alignment can be sustained in dynamic contexts, which is the aim of this study.
Research objectives and research question were constructed according to the
research aim. Research objectives were set as presented in Chapter 1: to identify
factors which can influence strategic alignment process in complex and dynamic
enterprise environments; to examine the significance of sustainable strategic
alignment in changing environments; to investigate the process of sustainable

strategic alignment in changing and competitive environments. The core research
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guestion is: “How can organisations adapt their strategic planning of IS and sustain
strategic alignment in order to respond to the dynamic and competitive
environment?” A number of sub-questions are developed to better answer this core
research question. The following parts summarise the answers to such research

questions.

1. What are the (both internal and external) environmental factors that can influence

strategic alignment process and how do they affect the strategic alignment process?

a) What are the elements in the environments that have significant effects on the

strategic alignment process?

This study had identified a number of environmental elements that can significantly
influence strategic alignment process. It is widely suggested in the literature that
organisational contexts and business environments are key elements affecting
strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment (e.g. Chen et al.,, 2010; Ward &
Peppard, 2002). Organisational contexts can be considered as the internal
environment, while business environments can be considered as the external

environment in this study.

In the IS literature, organisational structure and organisational culture are frequently
mentioned as internal environments or organisational contexts which affect strategic
planning of IS and strategic alignment (e.g. Laudon & Laudon, 2009; McGrath, 2005).
In this case study, organisational structure (e.g. Hierarchical structure, bureaucracy,
centralised IS governance, leader’s management style and organisational size),
organisational culture (e.g. friendly culture and hierarchy culture) and organisational
resource (e.g. information resource, capital resource, social resource, and IS resource)
are identified as internal environmental factors affecting strategic alignment process.
The findings of this study support the literature, and also show that organisational
resource can be another factor affecting strategic alignment processes in internal

environment.

The IS literature also identifies PEST (politics, economy, social, technology) and

national culture as external environment factors affecting strategic planning of IS
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and strategic alignment (Ward & Peppard, 2002; Merali, 2006; El Sawy et al. 2010;
Ward, 2012). In the case study, politics, economy, technology and national culture
are identified as external environmental factors. The results of this case study
confirm and support the literature, although social factors were not highlighted in

the case.

b) How do they affect the strategic alignment processes?

This research discovered that environmental factors have significant impacts on
strategic alignment in strategic level, organisational/operational level, and individual
level. The literature has already shown some effects of environmental factors on
strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment (e.g. Veiga et al., 2001; Merali, 2006).
Tables 5.1 and 5.2 have shown the influences of such environmental factors on
strategic alignment processes in this study (see column “influences on strategic
alignment process”). For example, organisational structure can affect
communication, flexibility, reaction to changes, and perception of IS and needs for IS,
and influence strategic alignment processes at all three levels. Organisational culture
can also affect the perception of IS, and resistance to change, influencing all three
levels of strategic alignment processes. Organisational resource can potentially
reduce the needs for IS and strategic alignment within the organisations, affecting
strategic alignment processes in strategic level and organisational/operational level.
Politics and economics can significantly influence the business strategy, affecting
strategic alignment processes in strategic level. Technology, particularly information
technology, can produce impacts on strategic alignment processes at the
organisational/operational and individual levels by making work processes more
convenient. National culture can also produce indirect influences on strategic
alignment processes. Such environmental factors can influence each other as well.
Furthermore, they do not influence strategic alignment processes independently.
Most factors affect or enhance other factors. For example, the organisational
structure can determine organisational culture. External environments can also

significantly affect internal environments. For instance, the national culture can
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significantly affect organisational structure and organisational culture (Hofstede,
1980). This is why environmental factors are so important to the strategic alignment

process.

2. What constitute a process of sustainable strategic alignment and why is it

important to the performance of an organisation in a dynamic environment?

a) What is sustainable strategic alignment and what are the processes of

sustainable strategic alignment?

Chapter 2.4 introduced sustainable strategic alignment which should be a continuous
process, and the results of the case study also support this argument. Figure 5.1
illustrated that strategic alighment can be treated as a dynamic process. By doing
this, sustainable strategic alignment can occur. Intended strategic alignment is
established usually when organisations are at a low strategic alignment stage
(unrealised strategic alignment). Next, the intended strategic alignment was
implemented in the strategic alignment process. However, due to environmental
changes and unexpected challenge, the intended strategic alignment failed to
implement the strategic alignment process, so that unrealised strategic alignment
occurred. Only when organisations adapt to environmental changes and overcome
challenges can intended strategic alignment be realised as strategic alignment. But
realised strategic alignment can turn to unrealised strategic alignment due to
continuous environment changes. When unrealised strategic alignment occurs,
organisations attempt to amend their IS strategy, so that a new, intended strategic
alignment is established. This cycle continues because environments keep changing.

Based on this process, strategic alignment can be sustained.

b) How is sustainable strategic alignment different from the conventional

understanding of strategic alignment?
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Chapter 2 introduced the conventional understanding of strategic alignment by
presenting some classical strategic alignment frameworks, such as the Strategic
Alignment Model (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993). Such frameworks are widely
applied and examined (e.g. Goedvolk et al., 1999; Avison et al., 2004; Bleistein, et al.,
2006). However, recently, a growing amount of literature has criticised such
conventional strategic alignment frameworks, as they do not apply to today’s rapidly
changing contexts (e.g. Smaczny, 2001; Chan & Reich, 2007; Baker et al., 2011;
Merali et al., 2012; Vessey & Ward, 2013). Hence, sustainable strategic alignment
has emerged in order to demonstrate the value of strategic alignment in a changing
environment. It has been found in this study that there are three main differences
between sustainable strategic alignment and a conventional understanding of
strategic alignment. The first is that conventional strategic alignment tends to treat
strategic alignment as a static end-state, while sustainable strategic alignment
considers strategic alignment as a dynamic process. This allows strategic alignment
can be sustained in a dynamic context. The second difference is that conventional
strategic alignment is too tight, and so can cause path dependence (resistance to
change), while sustainable strategic alignment is more flexible for changing
environments. The third difference is that conventional strategic alignment lacks
comprehensive theoretical support, while sustainable strategic alignment is built
based on well-established theories (i.e. co-evolution and dynamic capabilities

perspective).

c) What effects does sustainable strategic alignment have on an organisation's

performance?

It is suggested in the current literature that sustainable strategic alignment produces
positive effects on an organisation’s performance (Vessey and Ward, 2013; Baker et
al.,, 2011). This study also found that, when strategic alignment turns to
misalignment, due to dynamic environments, the business performance of the
organisation will be affected. Table 5.3 summarises the effects of strategic alignment

and misalignment at the strategic, organisational/operational and individual levels in
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the case company. If organisations achieve and sustain strategic alighment at the
strategic level, the business strategy of the organisations can be supported by IS
strategy. The failure to sustain strategic alignment at the strategic level can lead to a
failure to implement both IS and business strategies. Strategic alignment at
organisational/operational level can support organisations’ communication and daily
works, as well as aiding the implementation of IS strategy. Misalignment at this level
can lead to failure of IS implementation and negative effects on daily business
operations. Individual levels of strategic alignment can also support IS
implementation, while misalignment at this level can significantly affect IS
implementation and IS capability, leading to low individual performance. Thus, this
research argues that all three levels of strategic alignment or misalignment can
produce significant effects on organisations’ business performance. This is to say, it is

essential for organisations to sustain strategic alignment in dynamic contexts.

3. How can organisations achieve sustainable strategic alignment?

a) What can be the challenges for sustaining strategic alignment in rapidly

changing environments, and why?

A number of researchers have identified some critical success/failure factors
affecting strategic alignment (e.g. Teo & Ang, 1998; Henderson & Venkatraman,
1993). Strategic use of IS, IS management knowledge and top management support
are frequently mentioned as critical factors affecting strategic alignment in the
literature. However, very few consider this issue in a dynamic context. There are four
main challenges to sustaining strategic alignment (effective planning and
implementing of 1S) identified in this case study. These are attitudes to IT/IS, risk

management, lack of IS professionals, and lack of IS outsourcing options.

Attitudes to IT/IS in the case company led to user resistance and a lack of
management support for IS. Also, it enhanced other challenges (i.e. for risk
management and a lack of IS professionals) for strategic alignment. The

management of the case company intended to reduce the risk by not investing in IS,
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because of their negative attitude towards IT/IS and lack of understanding of the
field. This restricted the IS development of the organisation. Besides, the case
company did not want to change their successful mode of business because of IS
development. Due to the negative attitude to IT/IS and risk management (lack of
investment in IS), the case company lacked IS professionals, which led to a lack of IS
knowledge, a lack of IS management, and a lack IS infrastructure capability in the
case company, which significantly affected the dynamic strategic alignment. Due to
this, the case company failed to employ IS outsourcing. Without sufficient IS
knowledge, the case company could not find an off-the-shelf system to fit the
business of the organisation. Thus, they needed to develop their own systems
themselves, which cost much more than IS outsourcing. Due to the previous
challenges, the case company was not willing to invest too much in IS. As a result,
strategic alignment failed to be sustained in the case company. The challenges for
sustained strategic alignment identified in this case study are quite similar to the
critical factors affecting strategic alignment identified in the existing literature,

although the challenges have more technological and practical concerns.

b) What are the critical success factors affecting sustainable strategic alignment?

Besides the environmental factors and unexpected challenges mentioned before,
this study has discovered two more important factors that affect the sustainable
strategic alignment. One is organisational agility, which is significant for sustainable
strategic alignment. It has been suggested in the literature that organisational agility
is the key to sustained strategic alignment in dynamic contexts, as organisational
agility is about how organisations detect and respond to the changing environment
(e.g. Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004), which is confirmed by
the findings of this case study. Tallon and Pinsonneault (2011) also find that
sustained strategic alignment can enhance the organisational agility of organisations.
The other is IT flexibility which significantly influences the organisation’s ability to
sustain strategic alignment in rapidly changing environments. The findings of this

study reveal that the IT flexibility is significantly essential to the dynamic sustainable
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strategic alignment. If IT infrastructure is inflexible, it can be extremely expensive
when organisations attempt to sustain strategic alignment in changing environments
(Croteau & Bergeron, 2009; Croteau et al., 2001; Chung et al., 2003). It is also found
in this study that it is easier for organisations to replace IT infrastructure at a lower
level. If organisations are used to having high level of strategic alignment with
expansive IT infrastructure, it is difficult for the management to decide to replace
such IT infrastructure when environments change. Therefore, IT flexibility is also

important to sustained strategic alignment in dynamic contexts.

6.2 Limitations

The case study is a single case conducted in only one Chinese company, meaning
that the findings of this research are only validated in a unique organisational
context. The findings may need to be confirmed in other contexts in order to check if
the results can explain and be employed in a different context. Future research can
further explore sustainable strategic alignment in changing environments beyond
this boundary (e.g. choosing similar types of organisations or different types of
organisations in different sectors as cases to research), which may find more factors
affecting sustainable strategic alignment, environmental influences on strategic

alignment process, and challenges to sustainable strategic alignment.

Also, this research cannot be generalised to a universal level or develop theory from
the results, due to the exploratory nature of this study which aims to explore and
explain the specific phenomenon in a specific context. However, the findings of this
study are considered to be valid for use in further research aimed at identifying the
construct. Also, it is criticised that single cases offer a poor basis for generalising in
guantitative research methods (e.g. survey), but it is different in qualitative case
study research. This research relies on analytic generalisation rather than statistical
generalisation, which means that the researcher is attempting to generalise a set of
particular results to a border situation in a specific context (Chinese small and

medium size SOEs in this study). In this context, the case company is selected as
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typical, representative and not unique. This can enhance the generalizability of the
research. To re-enforce the generalisation, further research can test the findings of

this research by replicating them in different cases in similar contexts.

Alongside interviews and documentation, which are used as data collecting methods,
participant observation could be used to gain deeper hidden data. DeMunck and
Sobo (1998) assert that participant observation can provide more in-depth insights
and opportunities for viewing unscheduled events. If researchers can attend the
board level meetings to observe how they formulate and amend business strategy
and IS strategy, deeper data may be obtained. However, it was hard for the
researcher to participant in the board level meetings, due to the regulations of the
case company and confidentiality concerns. It is considered that the interviews and
documentation have provided deep and sufficient data. Nevertheless, future
research can attempt to employ participant observation as a data collection method
to gain a more richly detailed description of sustainable strategic alignment in

changing environments.

In addition, one of the criteria for choosing the case company in this research was
rapidly changing environments. The case company did exist in such an environment.
However, it was unexpected that the external environment had less impact on the
case company’s decision making, for various reasons. There may be bias within the
findings because of the SOE status of the case company. Future research should test
the framework and the findings of this study in private companies to see how well
the framework of this research can be applied in other contexts which are affected

significantly by environmental issues.

6.3 Research contributions

6.3.1 Contributions to knowledge

This research has a number of contributions to the existing knowledge. Firstly, a
chronological review of literature on strategic planning of IS from 1970s to 2000s

was made in Chapter 1. This review not only presents a general view of academic
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background regarding the topic, but also identifies the research tendency of this
topic. It is clear that strategic alignment became the main concern in the field after
1990s (e.g. Morton, 1991; Earl, 1993; Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993). Most
assumed a static context, but the reality is that circumstances keep changing
constantly, so there has been a trend, as the literature states, to concentrate on
dynamic issues in strategic alignment (e.g. Hirschheim & Sabherwal, 2001; Baker et
al., 2011; Vessey & Ward, 2013). By doing this, an existing gap in the literature has
been identified. Sustainable strategic alignment in dynamic contexts is discussed in
Chapter 2 to show the significance and existing understanding of sustainable
strategic alignment. The literature review also enhances the understanding about
sustainable strategic alignment by identifying the difference between sustainable
strategic alignment and conventional understanding of strategic alignment in a
comprehensive way. Three differences are identified: process-view, flexibility and
theoretical base. The differences also reflect the improvements and the tendencies
in strategic alignment literature. This provides the significance and characters of the
sustainable strategic alignment for researchers to consider in their studies. In
addition, it also provides a practical idea and guide for establishing methods to

achieve and sustain strategic alignment.

Secondly, this study develops a process-based dynamic strategic alignment
framework which identifies the processes and factors involved in achieving
sustainable strategic alignment in changing environments (see figure 3.1). This
framework is built based on Benbya and McKelvey’s (2006) co-evolutionary IS
alignment framework, which shows the multilevel aspects of strategic alignment in a
co-evolutionary perspective. By adding external environments, internal
environments, two factors affecting sustainable strategic alignment (IT flexibility and
organisational agility), and the stages process cycle, the framework provides a
theoretical lens to understand how sustainable strategic alignment processes occur
and what influences the sustainable strategic alignment process. Our framework also
explores the strategic alignment process at three levels (strategic level,
organisational/operational level and individual level), which can better reflect the

strategic alighnment process holistically. Furthermore, the framework explores the
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interaction between each level and process, which is barely discussed in the existing
literature. In Chapter 5, the stages process cycle is modified (see Figure 5.1).
Unrealised strategic alignment, which is known in the literature as misalignment, is
added as a stage. This not only enhances the framework but also makes it more
flexible in different situations. Thus, it is considered that this framework can be

employed by other researchers in sustainable strategic alighment studies.

Thirdly, this research identifies organisational resources as an internal environmental
factor affecting strategic alignment process. Most literature considers organisational
structure and organisational culture as internal environmental factors that influence
strategic alignment (e.g. Ward & Peppard, 2002; McGrath, 2005; Twati & Gammack’s,
2006). Very few consider organisational resources as an internal environmental
factor. Some have mentioned IS/IT resources, information resources (e.g. Kearns &
Lederer, 2000) or even IT human resource (Kearns & Sabherwal, 2007), but little
concern has been shown in relation to other organisational resources, such as capital.
This research suggests that organisation resources which can provide huge
competitive advantages can significantly affect strategic IS planning because
organisations with such organisational resources may rely less on IS and strategic
alignment to help gaining competitive advantages. Therefore, organisational
resources can potentially prevent IS innovation and IS adoption. In addition, this case
company was in a different context. Normal private companies in relatively open
markets may not have such organisational resources, and so have to rely on IS more

to gain competitive advantages.

Fourthly, it is considered in this study that both internal and external environments
play a vital role in strategic alignment processes in dynamic contexts. This study
highlights that the internal environmental factors have more significant impacts on
strategic alignment than external environmental factors do. Literature suggests that
external environments tend to change more rapidly than internal environments (e.g.
Laudon & Laudon, 2006; Cao et al., 2012). As a result, most studies tend to focus on
external environments in the dynamic strategic alignment literature (e.g. Chetty,
2003; Sapounas, 2009). However, this study discovers that, although internal

environments do not change as frequently as external environments, the influences
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of internal environmental changes can be more serious and significant than external
environmental changes. For instance, the turnover of the president in the case
company brought about huge changes in management style, leading to huge impacts
on strategic alignment, directly and indirectly. The external environmental changes,
on the other hand, appear to have had fewer impacts on strategic alignment, though
they happened more frequently. Therefore, internal changes produce dramatic
impacts on strategic alignment process, while external environments change more

frequently.

Fifthly, this study has discovered how sustainable strategic alignment influences
organisations’ performance, particularly the business performance, in an exploratory
case study. A large amount of the literature agrees that strategic alignment benefits
an organisations’ performance, but most are in a static context and focus on only
one or two levels (e.g. Henderson & Sifonis, 1988; Luftam et al., 2005). This study
begins to empirically investigate the effects of sustainable strategic alignment on
organisational performance in a holistic and dynamic process view. It suggests that
the strategic level alignment can make IS to support business strategy, while
strategic level misalignment can lead to IS implementation failure, affecting the
organisation’s management and business. This study also finds that the
organisational/operational level alignment can help in the implementation of IS,
while misalignment at this level can lead to a lack of operational functionalities, a
lack of information and knowledge sharing between departments, and work
inefficiency. Besides, it is found in this research that individual level misalignment
can lead to ignorance of users’ needs; to user resistance; and to IS implementation
failure. Moreover, this study finds that the users’ ability, including knowledge and
skills, can also affect the individual level of strategic alignment. Through this, the
significance of sustainable strategic alignment is embodied. Thus, the holistic
clarification of the effects of sustainable strategic alignment in this research
reinforces the sustainable strategic alignment and provides a solid basis for future

research to explore and discuss sustainable strategic alignment.

Sixthly, four challenges (attitude to IT/IS, risk management, lack of IS professionals

and lack of IS outsourcing options) for sustainable strategic alignment are identified
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in this research. In most of the literature, attitudes to IT/IS are usually considered as
a factor that influences IT acceptation. In this study, attitudes to IT/IS are treated as
a challenge for sustainable strategic alignment. According to the results of this study,
attitudes to IT/IS play a significant role in sustainable strategic alignment. Negative
attitudes towards IT/IS can lead to user resistance and lack of management support.
It also can lead to perceived risk associated with IS. The existing literature suggests
that organisations always see IS as a cost centre that has slow effects (King &

Schrems, 1978).

This study also finds that organisations are likely to avoid investing too much in IS in
order to reduce the risk. The lack of investment in IS leads to difficulty to sustain
strategic alignment. It is found that organisations also tend to resist change, as they
see this as a potential risk (path dependency). Adoption of new IS and IS
development tends to result in changes within the organisation, so that they are
treated as a risk as well. Due to the limited investment in IS caused by improper risk
management and negative attitudes to IT/IS, organisations are likely to lack IS
professionals. This research suggests that a lack of IS professionals can lead to a lack
of IS knowledge, a lack of IS management, and a low IS capability level. Such
influences not only affect the dynamic strategic alignment process directly but also
enhance other challenges, such as negative attitudes to IT/IS and improper IS risk
management. Normally, organisations can employ third party companies for IS
development and management (IS outsourcing), when they lack IS professionals.
However, this study suggests that organisations may fail to employ IS outsourcing
due to a lack of IS knowledge caused by a lack of IS professionals. According to
Martinsons (1993), it is better for organisations to employ IS outsourcing when they
have a limited basis. Lack of IS outsourcing options forces the organisation to
develop IS on its own, which costs much more in terms of funds, times and
manpower. It is clear that such challenges can significantly affect dynamic strategic
alignment process, and they tend to influence and enhance each other. These
findings contribute to the existing knowledge by adding the four possible challenges

for sustainable strategic alignment, thus enriching the current literature.
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Last but not least, most literature does not consider sustainable strategic alignment,
or even conventional strategic alignment, in different contexts (e.g. Vessey & Ward,
2013; Baker et al., 2011). They focus on private companies and are barely concerned
about other situations, such as SOEs. It is suggested that SOEs are very different from
private companies, and should be considered separately in IS research (Tan & Tan,
2005; Yu & Egri, 2005). This exploratory case study was conducted in an SOE context.
It is believed that SOEs are different from private companies in many senses. For
example, the case company had inherent competitive advantages (land resource)
compared to private companies in China. Such differences can lead to specific
circumstances that need to be considered and investigated specially. This case study
contributes this scope regarding sustainable strategic alignment. In addition, future
research should also validate the results of this study in different contexts, such as in

private companies, to see if they can transfer and replicate to other contexts.

6.4 Research Implications

6.4.1 Implications for practice

The findings of this study have significant implications for the practices of business
organisations. Currently, many organisations appear to believe that strategic
alignment can bring better organisation’s performance, but from a static perspective.
It is suggested in this research that strategic alignment should be treated as a
dynamic process, so that organisations should continuously evolve their IS with
business changes. This is to say that IS needs to be continuously developed to match
the business. Therefore, it is essential for business organisations and IS planners to
have a sustainable dynamic strategic alignment - and keep evaluating and revising IS
strategy to adapt to business and environmental changes, in order to effectively gain

competitive advantage from IS.

Also, it is important for top management and IS planners to consider and plan
strategic alignment in a more flexible way. It is believed that inflexible strategic
alignment can lead to resistance to change, due to previous success (Baker et al.,

2011; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). It is suggested in this study that flexibility can
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help organisations to sustain strategic alignment. Flexibility here means that
organisations should formulate their IS strategy flexibly, so that top management
and IS planners consider future upgrades and change more, rather than blindly going
for tight alignment when formulating IS strategy. Moreover, this study finds that the
IT flexibility and organisational agility can significantly help organisations to sustain
strategic alignment as well. IT flexibility can provide flexible infrastructure for
organisations to amend their IS and IS strategy to align with changing business and
environments, while organisational agility can enhance the ability to adapting
environmental changes, helping sustain strategic alignment in dynamic contexts. As a
result, the top management and IS planners may need to consider more about
flexibility (including the flexibility of strategic IS planning, IT flexibility and
organisational agility) in today’s dynamic environments, as conventional static
perspectives of strategic alignment can lead to a failure to sustain strategic

alignment.

Besides, this research discovered four challenges (attitudes to IT/IS, perceived risk
associated with IS, lack of IS professionals, and lack of IS outsourcing options) for
sustainable strategic alignment. For example, it is essential to stress that attitudes to
IT/IS are very important, as it can not only leads to user resistance and lack of
managerial support, but it can also significantly enhance other challenges for
sustainable strategic alignment. Hence, it is vital for the top management to be
aware of these challenges and to provide direct support for sustainable strategic
alignment and IS development. Failure to realise these challenges, especially
attitudes to IT/IS which management is less likely to be aware of, can prevent
organisations from achieving and sustaining strategic alignment, leading to
misalignment and unexpected organisation performance. It is recommended that
top management should make efforts to develop positive attitudes to IT/IS
supporting strategic alignment and IS innovation, and let the IS department play a
more important role in the company. It is also very important to recruit qualified IS
professionals who have sufficient IS knowledge and skills. Two other challenges
(perceived risk associated with IS and lack of IS outsourcing options) are significantly

affected by the previous two challenges. For example, if organisations develop
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positive attitudes to IT/IS and knowledge regarding the value of IT/IS, staff will not
perceive IS to be a risk. As a result, they may be willing to invest more in IS
innovation. In addition, sufficient IS professionals can not only reduce needs for IS

outsourcing, but also help find more IS outsourcing options with their IS knowledge.

At the same time, it is essential for organisations to emphasise all three levels
(strategic level, organisational/operational level, individual level) of strategic
alignment in order to sustain strategic alignment. This study suggests that all these
levels of strategic alignment have significant impacts on an organisation’s
performance. Strategic level alignment tends to be realised in both literature and
practices already. It is recommended that top management and IS planners should
consider how IS can help businesses strategically during the formulation of IS
strategy. Also, this study suggests that it is very important for organisations to
consider organisational/operational level alignment. IS departments need to be
aligned with business departments in organisations. IS planners and business
executives should communicate with each other well and share knowledge and
information, in order to build successful links between business objectives and IS
strategy (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006). Finally, organisations may easily ignore or
overlook the individual level of strategic alignment, which is also very important.
Users’ needs and users’ quality might be neglected by top management and IS
planner when they are trying to achieve and sustain strategic alignment. This can
lead to user resistance and IS implementation problems. The expected value of IS
can be affected as well. It is recommended that organisations should conduct

periodical surveys to understand users’ need, and to train users in developed IS skills.

It is found in this research that some organisations can gain huge competitive
advantages from their organisational resources, so that they may claim that they do
not strongly need IS to gain competitive advantages. However, it is considered that
such competitive advantages, particularly when gained through capital resources,
cannot last forever. For example, when the case company expanded to other cities,
they did not have land resources in those cities any more to help gain completive
advantages. Therefore, dynamic environments can change the organisational

resources from having huge competitive advantages to having nothing, and even
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becoming a drag. On the other hand, sustainable strategic alignment can provide
long-term value that continuously benefits the business and management of
organisations constantly. Therefore, even for organisations which rely less on IS for
their business, sustainable strategic alignment is still very important and helpful. It is
recommended that top management should take a broad and long-term view and

realise the long-term significance of IS, rather than overlooking its value.

6.4.2 Implications for future research

A large number of studies adopt a conventional understanding of strategic alignment
to describe and explore strategic alignment (e.g. Henderson & Venkatraman, 1992,
1993; Goedvolk et al., 1999; Avison et al., 2004; Bleistein, et al., 2006). These studies
focus on a holistic and prescriptive view of strategic alignment in a static context. For
instance, Henderson and Venkatraman (1992, 1993) developed a strategic alignment
model that illustrates the alignment and relationship between business strategy,
information technology strategy, organisational infrastructure and processes, and
information systems, infrastructure and processes in a static end-state. However, it
has been argued in this research that these conventional understandings of strategic
alignment can lead to failure and misalignment in a dynamic context, because
environments which significantly affect strategic alignment are changing
continuously and rapidly nowadays (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; Baker et al., 2011;
Vessey & Ward, 2013). This study reinforces the sustainable strategic alignment
perspective, which treats strategic alignment as a dynamic process. By discussing and
empirically exploring this, a comprehensive and holistic understanding of sustainable
strategic alignment can be built and examined. As a result, the failure and
misalignment caused by conventional strategic alignment in dynamic contexts can be
prevented. Future researchers may apply this process view of strategic alignment to
further investigate or describe the phenomenon of strategic alignment in dynamic
contexts and validate the results of this research in different contexts. Researchers
can also build new sustainable strategic alignment models based on this perspective,

for their own purposes.
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Also, this study attempts to investigate sustainable strategic alighment phenomenon
in the light of co-evolution and dynamic capabilities perspective. These theories have
been adopted in IS research recently (e.g. Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; Chen et al.,
2008; Baker et al., 2011; Vessey & Ward, 2013), and very limited empirical studies
support these theories. This study makes a further step to explore and investigate
the phenomenon of sustainable strategic alignment, theoretically establishing the
co-evolution and dynamic capabilities perspective. With the empirical support from
this study, future research might develop these theories into a more normative
theory in order to offer a solid basis for developing approaches to achieving and

sustaining strategic alignment in dynamic contexts.

This research also built a process-based dynamic strategic alighnment framework,
which can be employed by future researchers. This framework is created based on
the existing literature, and the elements of this framework can be flexible in
different circumstances. For example, external environments can focus on politics
rather than all PEST factors in some special contexts. Hence, it is suggested that the
framework can be employed by future researchers in different contexts. Moreover,
this framework describes sustainable strategic alignment process systematically and
holistically at three levels (strategic, organisational/operational and individual). This
framework provides an overall picture of the sustainable strategic alighment process
and critical factors. Future researchers, who want to explore sustainable strategic
alignment in a more comprehensive way, may consider adopting this framework, as
they may obtain holistic insights into the understanding of sustainable strategic

alignment by employing the framework.
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Information Sheet

1. Research Project Title:

How to sustain dynamic strategic alignment in rapidly changing environment: An
exploratory case study

2. Invitation paragraph

You are invited to take part in a research project investigating dynamic strategic
alignment in rapidly changing environment. Before you decide to take part in this
survey it is important for you to understand why this research is being conducted and
what it will involve. Please take a few minutes to read the following information
carefully. Ask us via E-mail if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like
more information. Please take time to decide whether or not you wish to participate.
Thank you for reading this.

3. What is the project’s purpose?

This research project aims to investigate the influence of changing environments on
strategic planning of IS and strategic alignment. It intends to address the gap in the
current literature on dynamic strategic alignment in rapidly changing environment by
examining the use of IS strategy and IS adoption among companies and whether and
how the adoptions help companies achieve strategic advantage in rapidly changing
environments.

4. Why have | been chosen?

You are chosen because you are identified to be the normal employee, manager or
decision maker of a representative company in rapidly changing environments.

5. Do | have to take part?

Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. If you decide to take part in
this research, you will receive this information sheet to keep and you will later be
asked to sign a University ethical consent form. You can still withdraw and quit at any
stage of this research project, and you do not need to give a reason.

6. What will happen to me if | take part?

You are being asked to participate in a case study. You will give us your permission
to conduct interviews with yourself. The interviews aim to collect information about
dynamic strategic alignment in rapidly changing environment and strategic planning
of IS in your company. Each interview will last for approximately one hour and it
will take place in your company. After the initial interview you may be contacted
again for follow-up questions and clarifications.

7. What do | have to do?
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You will provide us with your comments, ideas, and personal feelings according to
your experience.

8. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?

There are no anticipated discomforts or disadvantages brought to participants in the
research.

9. What are the possible benefits of taking part?

While there is no immediate benefit for those who participating in the project, it is
hoped that the research will contribute to the understanding of sustainable dynamic
strategic alignment in rapidly changing environment.

10. What happens if the research study stops earlier than expected?
If this is the case the reason(s) will be explained to the participant immediately.
11. What if something goes wrong?

Participants in this research will be treated with respect and anonymity, and their
rights will be well protected. However, you are encouraged to contact the project
supervisor named below, should you wish to raise a complaint regarding any improper
treatment by the researcher or something serious occurring during or following their
participation in the project. In addition, if the complaint has not been handled to their
satisfaction, participants can contact the University’s Registrar and Secretary.

Supervisor: Dr. Angela Lin
E-mail: A.lin@sheffield.ac.uk
Address: Information School
Regent Court

The University of Sheffield
211 Portobello Street,
Sheffield S1 4DP

The United Kingdom

12. Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential?

No information that can identify participants will be collected. All the information
that we collect about you during the course of the research will be kept strictly
confidential. You will not be able to be identified in any reports or publications. Only
the researchers on the project will be able to access the data.

13. What type of information will be sought from me and why is the collection of this
information relevant for achieving the research project’s objectives?

Information collected from the interviews is of great importance to provide a deeper
insight into strategic planning of IS and dynamic strategic alignment in rapidly
changing environment.
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Documentation collected will be used to provide the background of your company
and for the data triangulating purpose. Documents here could be annual reports,
internal confidential reports, presentations, official website or instructions for IS/IT.

14. What will happen to the results of the research project?

Results of the research will be presented in my PhD thesis and will be published. You
will not be identified in any report or publication. If you wish to be given a copy of
any reports resulting from the research please just ask us.

15. Who is organising and funding the research?

This research is part of a self funded PhD research project.

16. Who has ethically reviewed the project?

This research has been ethically approved via Information School’s ethics review
procedure. The University’s Research Ethics Committee monitors the application and
delivery of the University’s Ethics Review Procedure across the University.

17. Will | be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?

With your permission we would like to record the interview using digital audio
recorder. The digital audio recording will be saved in password protected file in
password access only personal computer. The recording will only be used for data
analysis no other use will be made of them without your written permission, and no
one outside the project will be allowed access to the original recordings.

18. Contact for further information
Contact detail:

Researcher: Zefeng Wang

E-mail: Zwang8@sheffield.ac.uk
Address: Room 224 Information School
Regent Court

The University of Sheffield

211 Portobello Street,

Sheffield S1 4DP

The United Kingdom

Supervisor: Dr. Angela Lin

E-mail: A.lin@sheffield.ac.uk

Address: Room 221 Information School
Regent Court

The University of Sheffield

211 Portobello Street,

Sheffield S1 4DP

The United Kingdom

Thank you very much for your kind assistance for this research project. The

information you provide will help us to improve the development of strategic
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planning of IS and dynamic strategic alignment. Additionally, a copy of this

information sheet will be given to you along with a signed consent form.
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Appendix C: Consent form
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Consent Form

Project Title: How to sustain dynamic strategic alignment in rapidly changing
environment: An exploratory case study
Researcher: Zefeng Wang
Participant Identification Number:
Please
Initial box:
I confirm that | have read and understood the information sheet dated [ ] and have
had the opportunity to ask questions.

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw at any time
without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences. In
addition, should I not wish to answer any particular question or questions, | am free to
decline.

I understand that my responses will be kept strictly confidential. | understand that my
name will not be linked with the research materials, and will not be identified or
identifiable in the report or reports that result from the research.

| agree for this interview to be tape-recorded. | understand that the audio recording made
of this interview will be used only for analysis and that extracts from the interview, from
which 1 would not be personally identified, may be used in any conference presentation,
report or journal article developed as a result of the research. | understand that no other
use will be made of the recording without my written permission, and that no one
outside the research team will be allowed access to the original recording.

| agree that my anonymised data will be kept for future research purposes such as
publications related to this study after the completion of the study.

| agree to take part in this interview.

Name of participant Date Signature

Principal Investigator Date Signature

To be counter-signed and dated electronically for telephone interviews or in the
presence of the participant for face to face interviews

Copies: Once this has been signed by all parties the participant should receive a copy
of the signed and dated participant consent form, and the information sheet. A copy of
the signed and dated consent form should be placed in the main project file which
must be kept in a secure location.
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Appendix D: Interview script and timetable

3 telephone interviews were conducted and some issues regarding the interview questions
were identified. One issue identified was that two out of three interviewees were unable or
not prepared to answer some of the questions. Subsequently questions were revised so that
interviewees were able to understand the questions better and a decision was taken to
conduct face to face rather than telephone interviews. This is because Chinese are usually
hesitant to talk to strangers especially when they are asked to express their views and
opinions about company’s policy and strategy. In order to collect rich data conducting face

to face interviews is more appropriate.

Interviewees were chosen according to the research design and the purpose of this research.
Appointments with interviewees were made prior to the researcher visit the case study
company. Total number of 29 interviews have been conducted, and 27 of them considered
to be valuable. On average each interview last 30-45 minutes. The following table

summarises the interviewees’ job titles and time the interview schedules.

Summary of Interviewees and interview timetable

morning afternoon
Telephone interviews January
13/01/2014 President’s secretary
14/01/2014 Accountant staff
15/01/2014 Accountant staff
Face to face interviews March to April
17/03/2014 IT/IS staff IT/IS staff
18/03/2014 IT/IS manager
19/03/2014 2 staff members in the Manager of the Cost
general office Management Dept
20/03/2014 Manager of Risk Manager of investment and

Management Dept and his Development Dept

secretary

21/03/2014 Manager of Planning Dept A staff member in Planning
manager Dept

25/03/2014 Manager of Project Assistant manager of Project
Management Dept Management
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26/03/2014 Director of the General office  HR manager and her
director and HR staff secretary
27/03/2014 Manager of Operations

Management Dept and

staff
28/03/2014 Assistant Manager of An assistant manager
Subsidiary company secretary at Subsidiary
company
31/03/2014 Vice president
01/04/2014 President
02/04/2014 Vice-general manager General manager

Interview questions

Opening of the interview:

Can | record the interview?

Can you read and sign the form?

Opening statements and background information

Can you tell me your main responsibilities and work in the company?

External environment factors:

Any external environment factors potentially affect the strategy formulation of your
company? (normal staff -- Any external environment factors affect your works?)

Can the IS strategy adapt the changes of business in your company?

What is the changing environmental impact on the implementation of IS? (normal staff —

what kind of environmental changes could significantly affect your works? Example.)
External or internal environment factors are more important?

Does IS strategy adapt the environmental changes?

Intended strategic alignment:

Does your company have long-term business strategy?
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When formulating business strategy, do you include IS strategy or consider IS strategy? Do
you consider IS and information resource to support the business strategy? (normal staff --
Have you discussed any issues regarding IS in the meeting? If yes, what was that?)

Strategic alighment process:
Can you distinguish strategy from planning? What is the difference? (only for managers)

If the environmental changes significantly affect the strategy, what would you do to react
the changes?

Has the company developed or changed IS strategy when the business strategy has been
changed? (normal staff — How long will the company update the IS or adopt a new IS? Did
these updates and adoptions help your works? )

Organisational structure and culture (Internal environment):

Who has the power to formulate business strategy and IS strategy? (normal staff -- who
has the decision power in your department? )

Any internal environment factors potentially affect the strategy formulation of your
company? (normal staff -- Any internal environment factors affect your works?)

External or internal environment factors are more important?

Do you report any changes or request of your work to IS/IT department? Are you happy with
the communication between business department and IS/IT department? Why?

Do you participate in the discussion of IS and IS strategy or did you ever give any suggestions
regarding IS and IS strategy? Does IS/IT department participate in business strategy
formulating or provide suggestions? Do you think the communication between IS
department and business department is important? Why?

What role does IS/IT department play in your company? Does IS/IT department mangers
participate in the decision-making meeting of the company? Who has the power to
decide the IS adoptions?

Strategic level:
Does your company have long-term business strategy?

When formulating business strategy, do you include IS strategy or consider IS strategy? Do
you consider IS and information resource to support the business strategy?
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Organisational level:

Do you report any changes or request of your work to IS/IT department? Are you happy with
the communication between business department and IS/IT department? Why?

Do you participate in the discussion of IS and IS strategy or did you ever give any suggestions
regarding IS and IS strategy? Does IS/IT department participate in business strategy
formulating or provide suggestions? Do you think the communication between IS
department and business department is important? Why?

What role does IS/IT department play in your company? Does IS/IT department mangers
participate in the decision-making meeting of the company? Who has the power to decide
the IS adoptions?

Individual level:
What IS do the company have? (normal -- what IS do you use for work? )

What role do these IS play in business strategy? What functions do these IS have in the
management and daily work? (normal staff — what role do these IS play in your daily
works)

Do these IS satisfy your needs? Does IS strategy adapt the environmental changes?

Are these IS help your works? Are these IS easy to operate? Do you have any suggestion or
complain?

Are these IS important? Are you happy with the IS strategy of the company and its
implementation?

Relationship between the three levels:

What role do these IS play in business strategy? What functions do these IS have in the
management and daily work? (normal staff — what role do these IS play in your daily works)

Has the company developed or changed IS strategy when the business strategy has been
changed? (normal staff — How long will the company update the IS or adopt a new IS? Did

these updates and adoptions help your works? )

Do you report any changes or request of your work to IS/IT department? Are you happy with
the communication between business department and IS/IT department? Why?

Do you participate in the discussion of IS and IS strategy or did you ever give any suggestions
regarding IS and IS strategy? Does IS/IT department participate in business strategy
formulating or provide suggestions? Do you think the communication between IS
department and business department is important? Why?
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Realised strategic alignment:
What are the competitive advantages of the company?

Will these competitive advantages of the company can be enhance by IS or information
generated from IS?

In nowadays rapidly changing business environments, is the development of IS and sustained
strategic alignment important to the performance and IT capacity building of an organisation?
Why?

What are the challenges for effective planning and implementing IS in rapidly changing
environments, and why?

Do you think information resources generated from IS can help to enhance organisational
agility?

What are the challenges or barriers that the company is facing when manage and implement
IS? Are these challenges or barriers related to the business changes?

Organisational agility:

How would you estimate the organisational agility of you company? Do you think the
company can detect environmental changes faster and react better than the competitors?

Do you think information resources generated from IS can help to enhance organisational
agility?

It flexibility:

Do you think IT flexibility is important? What role does IT flexibility play in rapidly changing
competitive environments? (normal staff — Can the information resources you’ve got
including IT/IS professionals, hardware, software and so on work in different situations? Do
you think it is important? Why?)

Sustained Dynamic strategic alignment:

What are the challenges or barriers that the company is facing when manage and implement
IS? Are these challenges or barriers related to the business changes?

What do you think how the company can adapt the rapidly changing environments, and how
IS can align with business? (normal staff — what suggestions would you give regarding the IS
and IS strategy of the company?)
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How can IS and IS strategy align with business and business strategy more sustainably in
changing environment? What factors affect sustainable strategic alignment?

Do you think sustained strategic alignment is important? Why?

Ending:

Is there anything else you want to say about this topic?

(Some questions are repeated as the questions can involve in several themes. The

researcher will ask them in different themes according to different interviewee.)
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Appendix E: Coding scheme and Categorisation

Table 0.1: Coding Scheme

Code

Definition

Description/examples

Strategy planning group

A group that has the right
and responsibility to
formulate strategy and
implement it.

The president and the
general manager are the
group leaders. The directors
of each department are the
group members.

Strategy formulating process

A process that shows how
strategy is formulated

According to External
environments, organisational
resources and HR, the
departments of the company
communicate and draft an
initial strategy, then discuss
and amendment with the
leaders of company, and
finally approved by the
leaders.

Market trend

A tendency of a financial
market to move in particular
directions over time.

The market trend of the
industry significantly affects
the strategic planning.

Government policy

A principle or protocol to
guide decisions and achieve
rational outcomes made by
government.

The industry is strongly
connecting to the
government policy, which
can produce huge impacts
on the strategy

Anxiety of the expectation

The worry about the
difference between
expectation and the reality

The uncertainty of the
market trend and
government policy leads to
the anxiety that might affect
the strategy planning.

Less internal factors concern

There is little attention
drawn by internal factors

In general, the internal
factors have less impacts on
strategy planning

IS alignment

The degree to which IS and
business complement each
other

IS just basically meet the
need of the operation and
information communication
of the company (poor level)

Misalignment individual level

Design not match the user’s
needs

The information flow design
of the IS is series that the
information might be stuck
in the middle when a user
fail to continue the flow

Environmental issues
impacts on use of IS

the surroundings of the IS
that may interact with the
system

There is not much influence
of environmental change on
the use of IS (depend on
what systems)

IS as support (assistance)

IS can be used to support the

The company is not spending
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management tool

management

too much in IS, which just
treat it as a tool for
supporting management.

Strategy amendment

When the strategy is
affected by the uncertainty
changing environment, the
strategy needs to be revised
for the new situation.

e.g. When the industry is
affected by the market and
government policy, the
strategy will be amended to
avoid lose or catch
opportunities for the new
markets.

perception of IS

a belief or opinion, often
held by many people and
based on how IS seem

Some staff think they don’t
need IS much compared with
other business department;
some think it is just the
assistance management tool
or just make their work more
efficient.

Risk of IS investment

The risk of IS investment can
be a barrier of strategy
alignment

The company refuse to
invest too much on IS, as it
can be arisk. They try to
invest and upgrade IS every 3
years to reduce the risk.

User’s quality

The user’s activeness,
creativity, knowledge,
thinking mode, behaviour,
ability to using IS, and so on

The quality of normal staff in
the company need to be
initiative and creative for IS
implementation.

Organisational culture

the distinctive constellation
of beliefs, values, work
styles, and relationships
which distinguish one
organisation from another,
which focus on the
personality

The organisational culture of
the company is open that
the communication between
people, especially the top
level, is good. However,
there is still some problems
with the communication
between middle level and
the bottom level. This may
be caused by the knowledge
difference

Decision making centralised

the important decision
making power is centralised
within the leaders or the
centre of an organisation

The leaders of the company
has the decision making
power to decide whether
adopt IS

Leader ship

a process of social influence
in which one person can
enlist the aid and support of
othersin the
accomplishment of a
common task

They think the leaders are
good, and they could be the
competitive advantages of
the company.

Implementation of IS

The implementation capacity
of IS users

The staff and the IS users
might not match the IS in
term of their skills and
capability.
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IS as decision making
support

IS can be used to support the
decision making

When the IS make the
information standardised
and intelligentised, the
decision can be made more
efficiently and accurately.

Path dependence

the set of decisions one faces
for any given circumstance is
limited by the decisions one
has made in the past, even
though past circumstances
may no longer be relevant

One of the challenges to
strategy alignment is that
the developments and
changes of IS can lash the old
management mode, which
may affect the management
and performance of the
company

Unpredictable environment

The environment is
unpredictable.

They cannot predict the next
10 years, as the environment
is uncertain and changing
constantly.

Organisational agility

organisational capability for
responding to turbulent
business environments

The company has meetings
for considering the
environmental issues and
the strategy implementation
issues. The company also has
a specific group to do the
marketing research.

IS strategy as supports of
business strategy

IS strategy supports business
strategy

They think the management
of the company has 3
important things: strategy,
leaders, and organisational
culture. The IS strategy is
part of business strategy and
supports it.

IT flexibility a company’s capability to They think in some
respond to various ITand IS | department like HR and
demands from dynamic financial is not affected
competitive environments much by dynamic
environments, therefore, the
IT flexibility is not that
important in such area.
IS training Training for using IS The company had trained

the employees for operating
IS.

Human resource

the set of individuals who
make up the workforce of an
organization, business
sector, or economy

The structure of the people
and the different quality of
the people can affect the
strategy alignment. Different
people have different
opinions on IS.

Organisation size

The size of organisations
could affect the strategic
alignment

When the organisation is not
that large, its requirement of
IS is not that strong.

Sustained strategic

The strategic alignment is

The company need the IS to
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alignment

sustainable during period of
time

keep aligning with its
business. The planning
process should be consider
more, and the IS
professionals should be
improved.

Employees’ attention to IS

How the employees think of
IS

IS is undervalued in this
company. People didn’t pay
much attention to the
importance of IS.

Hierarchical structure

A organizational structure
where every entity in the
organization, except one, is
subordinate to a single other
entity

The decision making power
is highly centralised.

IS department (group)

A group of people who are in
charge of IT and IS

There were 3 people in this
IS group, and the general
office director is the leader.

bureaucracy

a system for controlling or
managing a country,
company, or organization
that is operated by a large
number of officials employed
to follow rules carefully

There is a rigid hierarchy of
power about IS adoption and
management. IT staff have
to report to the general
office director, and then the
general office director report
to the leader.

Price of IT facility

the amount of money for
which IT facility, such as
computer and printer, is sold

The price of computer,
printer and other IT
equipment are concerned as
one of the external
environmental factors.

examination and approval
process

The process of the feeling of
having a positive opinion of
someone or something

There are many approval
processes and approval
authorities in the company,
and you have to gain all of
the approvals to do your job.
This might affect the
reaction speed of a
company.

IT infrastructure upgrade

The development and
upgrade of hardware,
software and the systems.

The company does not pay
much attention on the
development of IS/IT
infrastructure. E.g. the
hardware will not upgrade
until it is not working
anymore.

Integrated system

bringing together the
component subsystems into
one system and ensuring
that the subsystems function
together as a system

The company is planning to
integrate all the systems
they adopted into one
system. However, the
compatibility of such
systems they are using could
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be a problem.

Communication between IS
dept and business dept

the activity of conveying
information through the
exchange of thoughts,
messages, or information, as
by speech, visuals, signals,
written, or behaviour
between IS dept and
business dept

The employees form
business department will
report their needs and
requests to IS department
regarding the IS. However, IS
staffs do not participate in
business aspects.

Development of the
company

the process in which the
company grows or changes
and becomes more
advanced

When the company keeps
developing, the IS just stay
and undeveloped. This lead
to the fact that IS cannot
satisfy the needs of
company.

Investment (cost) of IS

The act of spending money
and time on IS to get
advantages

The systems are very
expensive, so this could be a
barrier to sustained strategic
alignment, as you can’t
change the systems
constantly. The company has
to invest more on IS
development.

parent company

a company that owns
enough voting stock in
another firm to control
management and operations
by influencing or electing its
board of directors; the
second company being
deemed as a subsidiary of
the parent company

The parent company has the
right to reject the system the
company want to adopt. In
order to integrate the
systems, the parent
company might want you to
adopt more expensive
systems. This also can be a
challenge for sustained
strategic alignment.

Operability of IS

the ability to keep anISina
safe and reliable functioning
condition, according to pre-
defined operational
requirements.

The existing IS are easy to
use and operate. Most
employees can easily use
them, expect few elder
employees who cannot use
computers.

IS professionals

person who has a high level
of education and training of
IS

The company needs more
IS/IT professionals especially
in real estate aspect for
strategic alignment and
strategic planning of IS.

Importance of sustained
strategic alignment

the quality of being
important

The IS can still handle the
business of the company
recently. However, a growing
number of projects will be
conducted in the future, so
the IS have to develop or
new systems need to be
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adopted.

Auditing and supervision

The activities of overseeing
the company’s operation, in
order to control and
supervise

There are many supervisions
and auditing in the company.
They call it risk management.

Procedure

a set of actions that is the
official or accepted way of
doing something

The procedure of
supervisions and auditing is
red tape (trivial) and
complex.

Risk management

the activity of calculating and
reducing risk, so that an
organization does not fail or
lose money

The company has a risk
management department.
Its responsibility is to audit
and supervise the business
departments. They also
assess risk of business for
the leaders.

perception of the company

a belief or opinion, often
held by many people and
based on how the company
seem

Some staff think the
company is different from
other normal industries, so
that it does not rely on IS
and IT as much as other
companies from other
industries like
manufacturing

The user’s need (function of
IS)

The natural purpose of IS

The OA system is not
functional enough. It can
only help some simple
procedure flow. Employee
wish to have more functions
on IS.

Communication between IS
dept and business dept

Decision making centralized

Can be barrier to sustained
strategic alignment

Cost of IS

The money spend to buy the
systems

There are many systems that
the company needs, but
most of them are expensive.
This can be barrier to
strategic alignment.

sustainable development of
IS

Resource and investment
meet the needs without over
developing IS

They think the company
should develop IS according
to their need, particularly in
business operation.

Emphasis request

the particular importance or
attention of IS that the
company needs

The operation part should be
the emphasizing developing
aspect, as it needs IS more to
support its performance
than other aspects.

Information sharing

Information can be used at
the same time as someone
else

More information sharing
can help the management of
business, and also can help
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Timeliness of information

Information is transferred in
time

It is important that
information is delivered in
time, since this can be key of
decision making.

Attention to IS strategy

How the company think of
the importance of IS strategy

Not much discussion on IS
and IS strategy, it is not the
emphasis.

National economic situation

The trend and circumstance
of the national economy

National economic situation
is part of environmental
analysis in the strategy

competitor

company that is competing
against the company

Competitor is considered as
one of the environmental
factors in the strategy.
Sometimes, the competitors
might adopt some kind of
systems that lead to huge
advantages, then you have
to follow them to adopt the
systems as well to survive in
the market.

Consumer resource

a person who buys goods or
services for their own use

Consumer resource is also a
analysing target for the
strategy

change of personnel

Position change of the
employee

change of personnel
particularly the leaders’
change affect the company a
lot

Knowledge management
system

the system of capturing,
developing, sharing, and
effectively using
organisational knowledge

The parent company has a
KM system that is useful, but
it needs permission to
access, and very few people
have the permission.

Influence of environments
onlS

How environmental factors
can influence the IS

Some think the
environmental issues does
not affect the IS much,
because the IS is not
developed and does not
align with the business
tightly

Advantages of SOE

Competitive advantages of
SOE that other competitors
do not have.

The trust of consumers, land
resources, relationship with
government and SOE
organisational culture. These
advantages might be the
barrier of IS development.

Social resources

The resources form social
structure

The president of the
company has a lot of social
resources which can be one
of the important reasons for
the success of the company.

Emergent needs of IS

The most priority needs of IS

Project management,
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construction management,
cost management, sales
Management and customer
management need IS
urgently.

IS align with Business
structure

IS need to align with
business structure

The functions of IS need to
be designed to match the
business structure and
procedure.

Business value chain

a chain of activities that a
firm operating in a specific
industry performs in order to
deliver a valuable product or
service for the market

The business value chain of
the company is stable
relatively. So the IS should
not be affected by the
environments much.

High request to employees

The company has a quite
high requirement on its
employees

The new employees might
need to train for one or two
years to adapt the job.

Government’s systems

The IS developed by
government and request
relevant companies to use

The companies need to use
the construction bureau’s
systems. (bid and tender
systems and communication
with government)

IS as internal control

a process for assuring
achievement of an
organization's objectives in
operational effectiveness
and efficiency, reliable
financial reporting, and
compliance with laws,
regulations and policies

One of the functions of IS in
the company is internal
control.

IS misalign due to the rapid
changing environment

When the environment
changes too fast, IS might
not be able to catch up with
the changes

The construction bureau’s
systems often cannot catch
up with the changes of
relevant regulations or laws.

Complicacy of IS
development

It is difficult for the company
to deal with the IS
development

There are many procedures
for IS development. Every
departments of the company
has their own needs and
there are so many auditing
and approving processes.

Organisational culture*

This might help the
implementation of IS

Human factors

The human component of
the company

They think human factor is
more important than IS

Background of the times
(era)

The era will strong affect the
perspective of individuals
and organisations

They think today is
‘information era’ that they
should swim with the tide of
information era.

Lack of specialised aspect in
IS

The IS of company lack
specialised aspects, which
means it only have some

The lack of specialised aspect
or functions in IS lead to
employees might think IS is
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basic function

not that important, as they
can finish their works
without IS.

Design of IS

Plan how IS is going to work

The designer of IS might lack
specialised knowledge from
the relevant disciplines (e.g.
real estate), so there might
be problems within the IS
that not match the users’
needs.

Connection with external
systems

The link and information
share with external systems

The government’s systems
cannot be integrated with
the company’s IS, which lead
to some inconvenience.

industry the companies and activities | Some of the employee think
involved in the process of the real estate industry is not
producing goods for sale, influenced much by IS than
especially in a factory or other industry, such as
special area manufacturing industry.

Technology the practical, especially Emerging of new technology

industrial, use of scientific
discoveries

may also affect the strategic
planning

IS enhance efficiency

IS can improve the working
efficiency in some particular
position in the company

Some departments such as
financial department and
cost control department rely
on IS heavily in their
everyday works.

Less concern about IS

Some of the employee might
not realise the importance of
IS

Some employees think IS is
not their business. They just
concern their jobs.

Lack of HR

Not enough people to work

This might be caused by the
rapid development of the
company and the poor IS.

Control of sub-company

The company has several
sub-companies, and these
companies are controlled
and managed by the
company

The system is too weak for
controlling and managing the
sub-companies. More
functional IS is needed to
manage the sub-companies.

Role of IS department

The role that IS department
plays in the company

The role of IS department is
not important. E.g. the cost
control department develop
and buy their own systems
without helps from IS
department.

Information database

a large amount of
information stored in a
computer system in such a
way that it can be easily
looked at or changed

The strategy process needs a
database to implement.
Database can also help
information sharing and
information retrieval. The
company needs a basic
database
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Data report ways

To give a description of an
event or situation to leaders

There are many data which
needs to be report to
leaders, but most of them
are report in both paper
form and via IS. Some of the
leaders might not use the IS
to receive the reports, so this
lead to the increase of works
for the reporters.

No experience on IS
management

The company even the
parent company has little
experience of IS
management and planning

The company just began to
develop their IS. This could
be a barrier of strategic
alignment.

Specialised market

The company focus on
specific market and
concentrate on studying it.

The company focuses on
logistics zone, home building
materials, vehicles etc.
markets. Some claim that
this causes the company less
rely on IS.

Fitness of IS

Whether the IS fits the
company

One of the reasons that the
company has poor IS is that
they cannot find satisficed IS
which fits the company well
from the systems suppliers.

The slow effects of IS

After investment of IS, the
effects of it usually emerge
slowly

This can be another barrier
of strategic alignment and IS
development.

IT flexibility (software)

The computer programs
nowadays are flexible and
easy to upgrade.

They think the software is
easy to upgrade and change,
due to today’s technology.

Accuracy of data

the fact of being exact or
correct

The data from human can be
more inaccurate, while the
systems can check the data,
and make sure it is accurate

Practice of IS (try adopt new
systems)

action rather than thought
or ideas

Some think the IS need to be
practiced even when they
are not sure if it fits with the
company. Then, they can
discover the problems and
solve them.

Unsatisfied use of IS

The parent company’s
systems are unsatisfied

Most of employees who
have used the parent
company’s systems think the
systems are cumbersome,
and even repeat their works,
particularly when they are
requested to entering data.

Potential customers

People who might buy the
company’s products or
services.

IS can help them to find
potential customers.

The individual employees’

The opinions form grass-

The leaders who have all the
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opinions roots work decision making power
might not know the opinions
and circumstance of basic
level of the company.

teleworking the activity of working at Many employees want to

home or when you are on a
business trip

finish their work even when
they are not in the office.
Some of them (financial
staff) have already achieved
teleworking via the systems.

External software

The software that is not
pursued by the company

Many employee use external
software like QQ
(communication software) to
communicate while working,
particularly external contact

Pressure of IS

The force that IS is produced
to users

The IS could press employees
to work well, as it can be
seen on the systems that
what has been done and by
whom.

Company expansion

the increase of the company
in size, business, particularly
business out of Shenzhen

The company expansion to
other city in China gives rise
to the active demand of IS

Record of IS

Store the documents and
what have been done in the
IS

It is easier for the company
to retrieval data and
information.

Change of procedure

The working process changes
due to the environmental
change.

Some think the IS must align
with the procedure of
business or auditing, but it is
difficult to change IS, if the
procedures change
frequently.

Developing Phase
(instability) of IS

The developing period of a
new system which is
unstable

There are so many upgrades
and changes during this
period, which can annoy and
confuse the users.
Sometimes, the parent
company’s systems might
disconnect randomly
without auto saving, so that
the user have to do the work
again.

Communication problem
with parent company

Lack of communication
between parent company
and its systems’ user in the
company

No ways to report the user’s
feeling of using the systems
to the parent company

Willing to use IS

Whether the user is happy to
use the IS

It needs time for employees
to adapt the new things. If
the systems changed, the
users might not wish to use
the new systems
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immediately

Recruitment difficulty

The company has some
difficulties to get new staff

There are some rules and
regulations from SOE which
restrict the recruitment of
the company. What’s more
the company’s reputation is
not that well known. This
might prevent the company
getting IS/IT professionals.

IS as support of strategy

The business strategy need
IS to support its
implementation

There is a chapter of the
business strategy named
informatisation support,
which is used to ensure the
strategy can be implemented

Changes and efficiency

The changes need to be
adapted be employees for a
period of time. During this
period, the efficiency of
employees might be
affected.

If there are too many
changes in the company,
including changes of leaders,
systems changes, and
strategy changes, the
employee will like a fish out
of water which influence
their working efficiency.

The good thing of poor IS

The undeveloped IS of
company provides flexibility
and space of the IS future
development

Since the current IS is not
developed well, there are
not much thing needs to be
changed, this could lead to
less barrier of IS
development.

Develop IS according the
company’s ability

The IS need to be develop,
but it should be fit the
company’s ability

Too much investment of IS
can lead the resources
waste, too little investment
of IS can give rise to
competitive disadvantage.

Usage of IS

How the IS is used

The parent company’s
systems are not used by
people. People tend to ask
information they need from
people, instead of using IS,
even the systems have the
information they need.

Experience more important
than IS

In decision making,
experience helps more than
IS does.

Some think IS cannot provide
a judgement to a project,
which experience can.

Need a IS development
group

The company needs a
specialised IS group to
handle the development of
IS

Some think this could be the
key to sustained strategy
alighnment

Information outsourcing

The company pays to have
part of its work done by
another company

Some think it is important to
use outsourcing to help not
only the IS development but
also the information retrieval
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and analysis.

Reaction mechanism

an automatic system of
behaving or thinking by
which the company react the
changes of the environment

IS can help the company to
establish a reaction
mechanism to deal with the
environmental changes.

Rely on IS

The company is that much
rely on IS

This might be cause by the

poor strategic alignment or
maybe just because of the

organisation size?

friendly org culture

Org culture that less
competition

Compared with foreign
company, the company is
more friendly. Relationship
between employees is
better. And the stability is
better as well.

Quality of work

IS can potentially increase
the quality of work

Compared with the company
which has better IS, the
company’s work might have
more human factor which
affect the quality of the
works.

Information excess

There are too much
information due to the IS

This could lead to burden for
employees.

Leaders group

There are a group of people
who have the centralised
power.

Decision need a number of
people to approve that could
potentially lead to the slow
reaction.

Importance of individual
level

The grass-roots employees’
opinions and suggestions are
important to the company

There are not much grass-
roots employees tell they
feeling and thought to the
leaders, which lead to the
misalignment, also, the
leaders need to know what
happen within the bottom of
the company.

Relevant industry (supplier
and buyer)

The industry which has
business relationship with
the company

The relevant industries are
significantly affecting the
company’s business and IS
strategy.

Safety of IS

Whether the IS is
confidential

The user’s account might be
stolen by hackers, which
could lead to huge problems.

Specialised information

Information which is useful
for specific specialised
people

Some wish to have
specialised information on
the IS

Leaders’ perception

Leaders’ point of view and
knowledge

The president has more
strategic vision than other
interviewees

Implementation of strategy

How the strategy will
implement

The implementation of
strategy needs all
employees’ understanding
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and also the steps of
implementing. This could be
the internal environmental
factor.

IS strategy as part of
business strategy

IS strategy is a part of
business strategy

The president think the IS
strategy is a part of business
strategy. it should supports
the business strategy

Organisational structure

an organisational form based
on the concepts of division
of labour, specialisation, and
unity of command

Organisational structure
influences the strategy
formulation

Internal environmental
issues changes

Compared with external
environmental factors,
internal factor are more
stable

Internal factors do not
change constantly like
external factors.

Application of data

How the IS can apply the
data

It is essential that the data
and information can be
processed. E.g. the data from
grass-roots employees can
be analysis to give a result
that help the decision
making.

Table 0.2: Categorising codes

Theme

Sub-theme

code

External environment factors
to business

Market

Market trend

Anxiety of the expectation

Consumer resource

Relevant industry (supplier
and buyer)

Specific (specialized) industry

Policy

Government policy

External bureaucracy

international situation

Competitors

Competitive advantage

Weakness of competitors

Economy

National economic situation

technology

New technology

Unpredictable environments

External environment factors
to IS

External environmental
issues to use of IS

Financial systems, business
systems affected more

Office assistance systems or
management systems
affected less

Price of IT facility

Competitors’ IS/IT advantage
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External systems
(government’s systems)

Background of the times

Internal environment factors

Org structure

Hierarchical structure

Internal bureaucracy (R1
examination and approval
process; R2 auditing and
supervision; R3 trivial
procedure)

Decision making
centralized

leadership

Organizational size

Org culture

Friendly culture

Easy communication

Lower motivation

Org resource

Advantage of SOE

Land resource

Social resource

Internal changes

Development of the
company (company
expansion)

Change speed

Change of personnel

Intended strategic alignment

IS support Business

IS as tools for (assistance)
management (IS as internal
control)

IS as tools for operation

IS enhance efficiency

IS enhance data accuracy

IS as decision-making
support

Strategy formulation

Strategic planning group

Strategic formulation
process

perception

Perception of IS (R1 less
concern about IS; R2
Experience more important
than IS; R3 IS as only
assistance)

Perception of IS strategy
(leader)

Perception of the company

Strategy alighment Process

Strategy amendment

IS infrastructure upgrade

Reaction mechanism

Market research

Strategic level of alignment

IS strategy align with
Business strategy

IS strategy as part of
business strategy
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IS strategy as supports of
business strategy

IS as support of strategy

IS align with business
structure

Business value chain

Organisational level of
alignment

Link between business dept
and IS dept

Communication

Information share

Timeliness of information

Integrated systems

Role of IS dept

Control of sub-company

Individual level of alignment

User align with IS

User’s need (R1 function of
IS; R2 emphasis request; R3
database need; R4 help them
to find potential customers;
R5 teleworking; R6 record of
IS; R7 specialized
information)

Operability of IS

Usage of IS (permission to
access and use systems)

Role of IS

IS alighment

Pressure of IS (transparency)

Users’ quality (high request
to employee)

Employees’ attention to IS

Relationship between the
three levels

Strategic level and
organizational level

Good communication

Organizational level and
individual level

Lack of communication

Strategic level and individual
level

Leaders might not know the
opinions form grass-roots

Realized or unrealized
strategic alighment

Misalignment

Misalignment due to the
rapid changing environment

Bad design of IS (R1 Lack of
specialized aspect in IS; R2
useless; R3 too complex; R4
functional need)

Information excess

Alignment

Poor level (just meet the
need of operating the
company)

Financial system is satisfied

Organizational agility

Org agility support strategic
alignment

number of decision-makers
could affect the org reaction
speed

Strategic alignment support
org agility

Better IS can reduce the risk
of environment changes
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IT flexibility

Human component of IT
infrastructure

IS profession

IT flexibility vs strategy
alignment

IS need to be upgradable and
can be integrated

Sustained Dynamic strategic
alignment

challenges

IS professionals

Technology or design

Decision makers

User resistance (R1 some
leaders refuse to use IS
which makes staff need to
report something twice via IS
and paper documents; R2 no
experience on IS; R3
unsatisfied use of IS)

Risk of IS investment

Cost of IS

Path dependency

Fitness of IS

Slow effects of IS

Recruitment difficulty

Safety of IS

Complicacy of IS
development

How to achieve

IS training

Sustainable development of
IS

Practice of IS

Keep align with procedure

Developing phase of IS

willing to use IS

Developing IS according to
the company’s ability

Need a specialized IS
development group

Information outsourcing

importance

Quality of the work

Table 0.3: An example of coded text

Code Definition

Description

Examples

Strategy
planning group

formulate
strategy and

A group that has
the right and
responsibility to

implement it.

The president and
the general manager
are the group
leaders. The
directors of each
department are the
group members.

“We have a special group
named strategic planning
group. The group leader is
the president of the
company, and the assistant
leader is the general
manager of the company.

318




The group members are the
leaders and managers of
each department. This group
also has a specific staff for
specific works. For example,
the group has a strategy
managing commissioner who
is responsible for connecting
between the groups and
departments and sub-
companies...” — director of
general office

Strategy A process that According to “The strategy is developed
formulating shows how External and drafted by the strategy
process strategy is environments, planning group who are
formulated organisational appointed by the operation
resources and HR, team (the main members
the departments of | were the managers of the
the company departments and the
communicate and operation team), and
draft an initial conformed and approved by
strategy, then the operation team... The
discuss and adoption of IS also needs to
amendment with the | be approved by the
leaders of company, | operation team.” —director
and finally approved | of general office
by the leaders. “When we draft a strategy
we would first discuss it in
the company so that we can
gather views from different
parts of the company. The
manager of each department
would have a meeting to
discuss the strategy first and
then have another meeting
organised by the operation
team to express and discuss
their views about the
strategy. The strategy will
then be proposed to and
confirmed by the Board
Meeting.” — president
perception of IS | a belief or Some staff think “It can be risky to invest too
opinion, often they don’t need IS much in IS, as it is only an
held by many much compared assistant method for

people and based
on how IS seem

with other business
department; some
think it is just the
assistance
management tool or
just make their work

management. Since it is only
a tool to support our work,
we should not invest too
much resources and energy
in it.” — director of general
office
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more efficient.

“In my opinion, the
experience is more
important than IS.” —
manager of project
management

bureaucracy

a system for
controlling or
managing a
country,
company, or
organization that
is operated by a
large number of
officials employed
to follow rules
carefully

There is a rigid
hierarchy of power
about IS adoption
and management. IT
staff have to report
to the general office
director, and then
the general office
director report to
the leader.

“There are many approval
processes and approval
authorities in the company,
and you have to gain all of
the approvals to do your
jobs. These might potentially
affect the reaction speed of
the company.” — manager of
risk management

“There are many layers and
stages of supervision and
auditing in the company. The
management call this risk
management. However,
most of the procedures of
supervisions and auditing are
very trivial yet complex. |
think they just make our jobs
harder.” — junior staff
member of the cost
management department
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