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1 Introduction to the Module 
This is a module about governments’ use of information and communication 

technology. ICTs are almost ubiquitous in public services, from the registra-

tion of births to the recording of deaths. Development of new applications 

and approaches requires vigilance and engagement by all managers in the 

public services, not just the information specialists to make sure that the 

most appropriate applications are in place and working well. Unfortunately 

in both the private and public sectors, developments deliver less than their 

sales people promise, cost more than was originally estimated and in some 

cases fail completely. 

This module was previously entitled ‘Management Information and Infor-

mation Systems’. In the early editions of this module there was an emphasis 

on the hardware and software involved in the field. Over the years as the 

use of ICT spread through government operations, and in the interaction 

between governments and citizens and service users, it became clear that 

success and failure were as much the result of the nature of those relation-

ships as they were of technical issues. The revised title reflects this shift, as 

well as the developing interest of a wider range of public managers in ICT 

issues as part of their commitment to public service delivery. 

This module therefore seeks to address three issues: 

• the great potential of information systems and technologies to create 
quality services in the public sector 

• the reasons behind the widespread failure to achieve that potential 

• the possibilities of, and constraints on, closing this gap between 
potential and actuality through appropriate management. 

While the module authors focus on public sector organisations, the module 

material is also very relevant to the circumstances and staff of non-

governmental (NGO) and non-profit organisations. They could equally 

benefit from more effective use of ICTs and their improved management.  

2 The Module Authors 
Since this module was introduced, it has been continuously revised to adapt 

to developments in the field. The following authors have contributed to this. 

Amer Jabry has an MSc with Distinction in Development Economics from 

the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. He has 

worked on development issues for the past 30 years in over 20 countries. His 

main areas of work are strategic planning; the application of information 

and communication technology in development; poverty alleviation pro-

grams and public sector reform. He is the Director of E-merge Consulting, a 

development consultancy. 

Dr José-Rodrigo Córdoba-Pachón is Senior Lecturer in Information Tech-

nology at Royal Holloway, University of London. His research interests 

concern the use of systematic thinking in understanding and managing 

information technology and its complexities in organisations. He has an MA 
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(with Distinction) and a PhD in Management from the University of Hull in 

the UK. His latest books include Systems Practice in the Information Society 

(Routledge) and Systems Thinking and E-participation: ICT in the Govern-

ance of Society (co-edited with Alejandro Ochoa-Arias for IGI Global).  

Dr Richard Heeks is Professor of Development Informatics in the Institute 

for Development Policy and Management, University of Manchester. He 

was previously a computer programmer for International Computers 

Limited and then a schoolteacher in Nigeria, before doing an MPhil on 

educational information systems at the University of Leicester and a PhD on 

information technology policy in India at the Open University, UK. He has 

done consultancy and research on information systems and information 

technology in China, Cuba, India, Kenya, Malaysia and the UK, and has 

written a number of books and articles about information technology and 

developing countries, including Implementing and Managing eGovernment, 
one of the textbooks used in this module. 

3 Study Materials 
This Study Guide is your main learning resource for the module as it directs 

your study through eight study units. Each unit has recommended reading 

either from the textbooks or from supplementary readings which are includ-

ed in the Module Reader.  

 Textbook 

In addition to the Study Guide, you will be assigned chapters in the follow-

ing textbooks, which are provided for you. 

Heeks R (2006) Implementing and Managing eGovernment: An International 

Text. London, UK, Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi, India, Sage. 

This is quite a practical textbook based on many case studies and Heeks’s 

direct experience with information systems in PSOs. Heeks defines e-

government as all uses of information technology in the public sector, but 

the emphasis of this textbook is very much on the non-technical elements of 

information systems.  

The book is divided into two parts. Part 1 looks at managing e-government 

through focusing on the non-technical elements of information systems: 

management of information strategy; management of data security, privacy 

and quality; managing the people, money and policies that are integral to e-

government and dealing with political challenges. Part 2 focuses on what 

needs to be done to develop and introduce a new e-government system.  

Córdoba-Pachón J-R (2010) Systems Practice in the Information Society. Oxon, 

UK and New York, Routledge. 

This book provides some conceptual foundations for the practice of man-

agement in the context of the information society. It also offers several 

examples of human-centred information systems planning, design and 

evaluation.  
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While the unit texts will guide you to the specific pages in each textbook that 

are relevant to the unit’s topic, you are strongly encouraged to read beyond 

the required pages and explore your textbooks in full.  

Module Reader 

These volumes include extracts from textbooks and scholarly articles that are 

relevant to the particular aspect you are studying. The readings are a mix of 

case studies and analyses of computerised information systems in public 

sector organisations from around the world. Through them you will learn 

about a wide variety of experiences and research on public sector infor-

mation that you can use in your assignments and examination.  

4 Module Overview 
The module consists of eight ‘units’ of work, each with core text, set readings 

and questions. 

Unit 1 An Introduction to Information Systems in Public Sector 
Organisations 

1.1 Data and information in Public Sector Organisations (PSOs) 
1.2 Defining Information Systems I: The Process Model 
1.3 Systems and Systems Thinking 
1.4 The importance of knowledge 
1.5 The Reality of Information Systems in Public Sector Organisations 
1.6 Analysing Information Systems' Case Studies  
1.7 Defining Information Systems II: The 'Onion Ring' Contextual Model 
1.8 Information Systems and the Organisational Rationality-Reality Gap 
1.9 Summary and Review Questions 

Unit 2 Information and Communication Technologies in the 
Knowledge Era 

2.1 Introduction  
2.2 The Network Society  
2.3 The Structure of Networks  
2.4 Software Applications 
2.5 E-commerce: Supply and Sell  
2.6 Emerging Trends in ICTs  
2.7 Summary  

Unit 3 Knowledge and Decision Making 
3.1 Introduction  
3.2 Data, Information and Knowledge Revisited 
3.3 Knowledge and its Management  
3.4 Decision Making 
3.5 Summary and Review Questions 

Unit 4 People and Information in Organisations 
4.1 Introduction
4.2 People as Knowledge Workers



 Module Introduction and Overview 

Centre for Financial and Management Studies  5 

4.3 Defining Organisations
4.4 Management Roles and Management Information
4.5 The Role of People in Information Systems
4.6 The Impact of Computerised Information Systems on Organisations
4.7 Emerging Issues of Information in Public Sector Organisations
4.8 Summary and Review Questions 

Unit 5 Types of Information Systems  
5.1 Introduction 
5.2 Types of Information Systems 
5.3 Knowledge Systems 
5.4 Structured Decisions: Management Information Systems (MIS) 
5.5 Unstructured Decisions: Decision Support Systems (DSS) 
5.6 Executive Information Systems (EIS) 
5.7 Information System Trends: CRM in the Public Sector 
5.8 Summary and Review Questions 

Unit 6 Planning and Managing Information Systems  
6.1 Introduction 
6.2 The Day-to-Day Responsibilities of IS Managers 
6.3 Revisiting the Information Society 
6.4 Dealing with Transformations  
6.5  Engagements 
6.6 Unintended Consequences 
6.7 A Final Consideration 
6.8 Summary and Review Questions 

Unit 7 Information Systems Development 
7.1 Introduction 
7.2 Types of IS Development 
7.3 System Planning Revisited 
7.4 System Analysis 
7.5 System Design 
7.6 System Implementation 
7.7 System Support 
7.8 Closing the Reality-Rationality Gap in System Development 
7.9 Summary and Review Questions 

Unit 8  e-Government Strategy 
8.1  Introduction 
8.2  Key Messages So Far 
8.3 Defining e-Government  
8.4 e-Government in Practice 
8.5  Developing an e-Government Strategy 
8.6 Summary and Review Questions 
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5 Module Objectives 
The module objectives are to:  

• analyse the role of information in public sector organisations (PSOs) 

• explain the latest developments in information technology and 
information systems and how they apply to PSOs 

• analyse why computerised information systems fail so frequently in 
the public sector, and the constraints on particular types of 
information system 

• examine the different types of information system and related 
technologies in the public sector: their capabilities, benefits and costs, 
and their roles in public sector improvement 

• demonstrate different ways in which information systems can be 
better managed 

• present techniques for developing new information systems. 

In covering these components, three central messages appear throughout the 

module: 

• Information systems (IS) are social systems, within which the non-
technical components are the most important. As such, their managers 
should consider the wider social phenomena that affect and are 
affected by IS implementation and use  

• Many computerised information systems assume an abstract model of 
rationality that does not match the reality of many public sector 
organisations, with important implications for the success or failure of 
such systems 

• Introducing a new information system requires some degree of 
organisational change, which also includes managing the associated 
technology. Greater change could bring more benefits to the 
organisation but may also mean an increased risk of system and 
technology failure. 

6 Learning Outcomes 
When you have completed your study of this module, you will be able to: 

• describe, define and handle confidently at a managerial level the latest 
information technology – and information systems – related terms 

• analyse actual and potential roles of information systems in your 
organisation in relation to knowledge and decision making 

• diagnose the causes of computerised information systems success or 
failure in your organisation 

• appropriately incorporate knowledge from managerial practices of 
technology in the private sector to PSOs 

• make an effective contribution to the management and development of 
new information systems in your organisation. 
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7 Assessment 
Your performance on each module is assessed through two written assign-

ments and one examination. The assignments are written after Unit 4 and 

Unit 8 of the module session. Please see the VLE for submission deadlines. 

The examination is taken at a local examination centre in September/

October. 

Preparing for assignments and exams 

There is good advice on preparing for assignments and exams and writing 

them in Chapter 8 of Studying at a Distance by Christine Talbot. We recom-

mend that you follow this advice. 

The examinations you will sit are designed to evaluate your knowledge and 

skills in the subjects you have studied: they are not designed to trick you. If 

you have studied the module thoroughly, you will pass the exam. 

Understanding assessment questions 

Examination and assignment questions are set to test your knowledge and 

skills. Sometimes a question will contain more than one part, each part 

testing a different aspect of your skills and knowledge. You need to spot the 

key words to know what is being asked of you. Here we categorise the types 

of things that are asked for in assignments and exams, and the words used. 

All the examples are from the Centre for Financial and Management Studies 

examination papers and assignment questions. 

Definitions 

Some questions mainly require you to show that you have learned some concepts, by 
setting out their precise meanings. Such questions are likely to be preliminary and be 
supplemented by more analytical questions. Generally, ‘Pass marks’ are awarded if the 
answer only contains definitions. They will contain words such as: 

Describe  Contrast 

Define Write notes on  
Examine Outline 

Distinguish between What is meant by  

Compare List 

Reasoning  

Other questions are designed to test your reasoning, by explaining cause and effect. 
Convincing explanations generally carry additional marks to basic definitions. They will 
include words such as: 

Interpret 
Explain 
What conditions influence 
What are the consequences of 
What are the implications of 
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Judgement 

Others ask you to make a judgement, perhaps of a policy or of a course of action. They 
will include words like: 

Evaluate 
Critically examine 
Assess 
Do you agree that 
To what extent does 

Calculation 

Sometimes, you are asked to make a calculation, using a specified technique, where the 
question begins: 

Use indifference curve analysis to 
Using any economic model you know 
Calculate the standard deviation 
Test whether 

It is most likely that questions that ask you to make a calculation will also ask for an 
application of the result, or an interpretation. 

Advice 

Other questions ask you to provide advice in a particular situation. This applies to law 
questions and to policy papers where advice is asked in relation to a policy problem. Your 
advice should be based on relevant law, principles and evidence of what actions are likely 
to be effective. The questions may begin: 

Advise 
Provide advice on 
Explain how you would advise 

Critique 

In many cases the question will include the word ‘critically’. This means that you are 
expected to look at the question from at least two points of view, offering a critique of 
each view and your judgement. You are expected to be critical of what you have read. 

The questions may begin: 

Critically analyse 
Critically consider 
Critically assess 
Critically discuss the argument that 

Examine by argument 

Questions that begin with ‘discuss’ are similar – they ask you to examine by argument, to 
debate and give reasons for and against a variety of options, for example 

Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 
Discuss this statement 
Discuss the view that 
Discuss the arguments and debates concerning 
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The grading scheme: Assignments 
The assignment questions contain fairly detailed guidance about what is 

required. All assignments are marked using marking guidelines. When you 

receive your grade it is accompanied by comments on your paper, including 

advice about how you might improve, and any clarifications about matters 

you may not have understood. These comments are designed to help you 

master the subject and to improve your skills as you progress through your 

programme. 

Postgraduate assignment marking criteria 

The marking criteria for your programme draws upon these minimum core 

criteria, which are applicable to the assessment of all assignments: 

• understanding of the subject 

• utilisation of proper academic [or other] style (e.g. citation of 
references, or use of proper legal style for court reports, etc.) 

• relevance of material selected and of the arguments proposed 

• planning and organisation 

• logical coherence 

• critical evaluation 

• comprehensiveness of research 

• evidence of synthesis 

• innovation/creativity/originality. 

The language used must be of a sufficient standard to permit assessment of 

these. 

The guidelines below reflect the standards of work expected at postgraduate 

level. All assessed work is marked by your Tutor or a member of academic 

staff, and a sample is then moderated by another member of academic staff. 

Any assignment may be made available to the external examiner(s). 

80+ (Distinction). A mark of 80+ will fulfil the following criteria: 
• very significant ability to plan, organise and execute independently a 

research project or coursework assignment 

• very significant ability to evaluate literature and theory critically and 
make informed judgements 

• very high levels of creativity, originality and independence of thought 

• very significant ability to evaluate critically existing methodologies and 
suggest new approaches to current research or professional practice 

• very significant ability to analyse data critically 

• outstanding levels of accuracy, technical competence, organisation, 
expression. 

70–79 (Distinction). A mark in the range 70–79 will fulfil the following criteria: 
• significant ability to plan, organise and execute independently a 

research project or coursework assignment 

• clear evidence of wide and relevant reading, referencing and an 
engagement with the conceptual issues 

• capacity to develop a sophisticated and intelligent argument 
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• rigorous use and a sophisticated understanding of relevant source 
materials, balancing appropriately between factual detail and key 
theoretical issues. Materials are evaluated directly and their 
assumptions and arguments challenged and/or appraised 

• correct referencing 
• significant ability to analyse data critically 
• original thinking and a willingness to take risks. 

60–69 (Merit). A mark in the 60–69 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• ability to plan, organise and execute independently a research project 

or coursework assignment 
• strong evidence of critical insight and thinking 
• a detailed understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical issues 

and directly engages with the relevant literature on the topic 
• clear evidence of planning and appropriate choice of sources and 

methodology with correct referencing 
• ability to analyse data critically 
• capacity to develop a focussed and clear argument and articulate 

clearly and convincingly a sustained train of logical thought. 

50–59 (Pass). A mark in the range 50–59 will fulfil the following criteria: 
• ability to plan, organise and execute a research project or coursework 

assignment 
• a reasonable understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical 

issues involved 
• evidence of some knowledge of the literature with correct referencing 
• ability to analyse data 
• examples of a clear train of thought or argument 
• the text is introduced and concludes appropriately. 

40–49 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which there is: 
• limited ability to plan, organise and execute a research project or 

coursework assignment 
• some awareness and understanding of the literature and of factual or 

theoretical issues, but with little development 
• limited ability to analyse data 
• incomplete referencing 
• limited ability to present a clear and coherent argument. 

20–39 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which there is: 
• very limited ability to plan, organise and execute a research project or 

coursework assignment 
• failure to develop a coherent argument that relates to the research 

project or assignment 
• no engagement with the relevant literature or demonstrable 

knowledge of the key issues 
• incomplete referencing 
• clear conceptual or factual errors or misunderstandings 
• only fragmentary evidence of critical thought or data analysis. 
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0–19 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which there is: 
• no demonstrable ability to plan, organise and execute a research 

project or coursework assignment 

• little or no knowledge or understanding related to the research project 
or assignment 

• little or no knowledge of the relevant literature 

• major errors in referencing 

• no evidence of critical thought or data analysis 

• incoherent argument. 

The grading scheme: Examinations 
The written examinations are ‘unseen’ (you will only see the paper in the 

exam centre) and written by hand, over a three-hour period. We advise that 

you practise writing exams in these conditions as part of your examination 

preparation, as it is not something you would normally do. 

You are not allowed to take in books or notes to the exam room. This means 

that you need to revise thoroughly in preparation for each exam. This is 

especially important if you have completed the module in the early part of 

the year, or in a previous year. 

Details of the general definitions of what is expected in order to obtain a 

particular grade are shown below. These guidelines take account of the fact 

that examination conditions are less conducive to polished work than the 

conditions in which you write your assignments. Note that as the criteria of 

each grade rises, it accumulates the elements of the grade below. Assign-

ments awarded better marks will therefore have become comprehensive in 

both their depth of core skills and advanced skills. 

Postgraduate unseen written examinations marking criteria 

80+ (Distinction). A mark of 80+ will fulfil the following criteria: 
• very significant ability to evaluate literature and theory critically and 

make informed judgements 

• very high levels of creativity, originality and independence of thought 

• outstanding levels of accuracy, technical competence, organisation, 
expression 

• outstanding ability of synthesis under exam pressure. 

70–79 (Distinction). A mark in the 70–79 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• clear evidence of wide and relevant reading and an engagement with 

the conceptual issues 

• develops a sophisticated and intelligent argument 

• rigorous use and a sophisticated understanding of relevant source 
materials, balancing appropriately between factual detail and key 
theoretical issues 

• direct evaluation of materials and their assumptions and arguments 
challenged and/or appraised; 

• original thinking and a willingness to take risks 

• significant ability of synthesis under exam pressure. 



E-Government 

12  University of London 

60–69 (Merit). A mark in the 60–69 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• strong evidence of critical insight and critical thinking 

• a detailed understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical issues 
and directly engages with the relevant literature on the topic 

• develops a focussed and clear argument and articulates clearly and 
convincingly a sustained train of logical thought 

• clear evidence of planning and appropriate choice of sources and 
methodology, and ability of synthesis under exam pressure. 

50–59 (Pass). A mark in the 50–59 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• a reasonable understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical 

issues involved 

• evidence of planning and selection from appropriate sources 

• some demonstrable knowledge of the literature 

• the text shows, in places, examples of a clear train of thought or 
argument 

• the text is introduced and concludes appropriately. 

40–49 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which: 
• there is some awareness and understanding of the factual or 

theoretical issues, but with little development 

• misunderstandings are evident 

• there is some evidence of planning, although irrelevant/unrelated 
material or arguments are included. 

20–39 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases which: 
• fail to answer the question or to develop an argument that relates to 

the question set 

• do not engage with the relevant literature or demonstrate a knowledge 
of the key issues 

• contain clear conceptual or factual errors or misunderstandings. 

0–19 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases which: 
• show no knowledge or understanding related to the question set 

• show no evidence of critical thought or analysis 

• contain short answers and incoherent argument. 
[2015–16: Learning & Teaching Quality Committee] 

Specimen exam papers 
CeFiMS does not provide past papers or model answers to papers. Modules 

are continuously updated, and past papers will not be a reliable guide to 

current and future examinations. The specimen exam paper is designed to 

be relevant and to reflect the exam that will be set on this module. 

Your final examination will have the same structure and style and the range 

of question will be comparable to those in the Specimen Exam. The number 

of questions will be the same, but the wording and the requirements of each 

question will be different.  

Good luck on your final examination. 
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Further information 
Online you will find documentation and information on each year’s examina-

tion registration and administration process. If you still have questions, both 

academics and administrators are available to answer queries. 

The Regulations are also available at www.cefims.ac.uk/regulations/, 

setting out the rules by which exams are governed.



 

DO NOT REMOVE THE QUESTION PAPER FROM THE EXAMINATION HALL 

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON  

CENTRE FOR FINANCIAL AND MANAGEMENT STUDIES 

MSc Examination 
Postgraduate Diploma Examination 
for External Students  

 91DFMC303 

PUBLIC POLICY AND MANAGEMENT 
PUBLIC MANAGEMENT 

E-Government 

Specimen Exam 
This is a specimen examination paper designed to show you the type of examination you will 
have at the end of the year for E-Government. The number of questions and the structure of 
the examination will be the same but the wording and the requirements of each question will 
be different. Best wishes for success on your final examination. 
 
The examination must be completed in THREE hours.  
 
You must answer THREE questions. You must answer Section A Question 1, and 
TWO questions from Section B. The examiners give equal weight to each question; 
therefore, you are advised to distribute your time approximately equally between 
three questions. 

PLEASE TURN OVER 
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Answer THREE questions. 

 

Section A 

ALL STUDENTS must answer this question 
 
1.  You are being consulted by the treasury department of your 

country to propose a hybrid strategy to implement a national 
system to share information about individual taxpayers (not 
companies).  The previous consultants failed to involve civil 
servants and citizen groups, and were deemed as ‘too ration-
al’. The treasury knows that after this course, you can combine 
systems methodologies with software development methods. 

  Suggest and justify an appropriate combination of one (1) 
systems methodology and one (1) software development 
methodology that you think can help the treasury. 

 

Section B 

Answer any TWO questions from this section. 
 
2. Use the elements of the ITPOSMO or ITPPOE checklists to 

propose a hybrid strategy to reduce risks of failure when im-
plementing a system for collecting tax online. 

 

3. Answer ALL parts of this question. 
a) What is e-government?  
b) How is e-government developed traditionally and what 

are the drawbacks of this form of development?  
c) What challenges lie ahead for e-government managers 

and developers?  

4. Define and discuss benefits and tradeoffs for public sector 
organisations of the following:   
a)  Delegating technology management 
b) E-procurement 
c) Social networking websites  

 You can refer to examples to illustrate your answers.  

5. Answer ALL parts of this question. 
a) Discuss two (2) differences between decision support 

systems (DSS) and management information systems 
(MIS)  

b)  What features would you introduce to transform MIS 
into a DSS?  
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6. What types of customer relationship management (CRM) 
features would you use as a manager to support public ser-
vices improvements in a health organisation? 

 
7. Propose a strategy for a public sector organisation to 

implement and use knowledge management in order to im-
prove its services to citizens.  In your answer please consider 
different managerial levels and styles that exist.  You can use 
an example to complement your answer.   

 
8. Answer BOTH parts of this question. 

a) What are the main threats to the security of data held in 
a computerised and networked system in a public sec-
tor organisation?  

b) What can be done to safeguard this data? 

[END OF EXAMINATION] 
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Unit Content 
Unit 1 introduces the study of management information and information 
systems in public sector organisations. It discusses concepts and describes 
models that will be used throughout the course. The unit aims to exemplify 
the distinction between data, information and knowledge, and to provide an 
overview of the importance and role of information in public sector organi-
sations. Importantly, it will also do the following: 

• provide evidence that information systems are actually social systems 
rather than technical systems 

• describe and analyse the gap between the positive potential and the 
often negative reality of information system development in public 
sector organisations. 

Learning Outcomes 
When you have completed your study of this unit, you will be able to: 

• distinguish between data, information and knowledge  

• describe the role of information in public sector organisations 

• define what an information system is, and describe its key components 
through two different models: the process model, and the ‘onion-ring’ 
contextual model 

• critically assess case studies and experiences on information systems 

• explain and use the concept of the rationality (how things should be) – 
reality (how things are) gap within organisations and the role of this 
factor in the successful implementation of information systems in 
public sector organisations 

• begin to describe how the rationality–reality gap can be closed. 

 Readings for Unit 1 

Richard Heeks (2006) Implementing and Managing eGovernment – An 
International Text, from Chapters 1 and 5  

José-Rodrigo Córdoba-Pachón (2010) Systems Practice in the Information 
Society, Chapter 1.  

Course Reader  
BBC News (2007) ‘Government to close 551 websites’  

The Guardian (2010) ‘Up to 75% of government websites face closure’.  

The Economist (2002) ‘Government and IT – Your health depends on it’  

Subhash Bhatnagar (2000) ‘Social Implications of Information and 
Communication Technology in Developing Countries…’ 

Alon Peled (2000) ‘First-class technology – third-rate bureaucracy: the case 
of Israel’ 
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1.1 Data and information Public Sector Organisations (PSOs) 
Worldwide, we live in societies where data and information have become 
essential assets and key elements of our economies and our institutions. 
Although these terms can be used inter-changeably, it is important to 
distinguish between them when talking about information systems and 
communication technologies. 

For now let us say that data is the electronic representation of facts and 
events that we want to keep record of. Information and communication 
technologies (computers, networks, mobile phones, scanners, etc.) or ICTs 
allow us to record, store, transfer and send data. In our daily lives we 
continuously manage data. We keep telephone numbers, bills, receipts, 
account balances, medical prescriptions, etc. Just have a look at what you 
have in your pocket or wallet – there is a lot of data in it!  

When such data makes sense to us, when it is something meaningful and is 
not just a stream of numbers, names or letters, we can begin to think of it as 
information. What also emerges is that we use information for something 
purposeful – e.g an activity. We share it, manage it and even protect it from 
others. The data ‘speaks’ to us, we want to keep it, or do something with it. 
We can for instance pay a bill from its invoice, or buy medicines with a 
prescription, or use our passport to identify ourselves.  

The rise of information and communication technologies (ICTs) has changed 
dramatically our daily activities; these technologies enable the processing of 
information in different forms (storing, gathering, modifying, checking). In 
the 1980s a key turning point for many organisations was that of gaining 
advantage over others by implementing ICTs and using them to improve 
their margins over products and services; for instance, the checkouts at 
supermarkets became points of collection of data which generated informa-
tion about our consumption habits, which was then used to offer us 
discounts or promotions; all of this was possible thanks to the availability of 
technologies called points-of-sale (POS) systems.  Nowadays, we can even 
do the checkout ourselves (with new technologies that read the prices of the 
products we are buying).  

This rise is still continuing, which means now that many Public Sector 
Organisations (PSOs) could become still more efficient and transparent in 
their processes – in other words, become citizen-centred; with technologies, 
we are now able to pay our taxes online, or register our companies or (if not 
yet, soon) get instantly issued a birth or marriage certificate. As you will see 
in studying this course, aligning the rhetoric and reality of this – in other 
words, enabling information and technologies to support meaningful 
activities – is a key challenge for those individuals developing and manag-
ing information systems and related technologies. Closing the gap between 
these two terms in practice is what concerns us here.  

An appropriate term that helps us to bring the potential of ICTs to improve 
service (in profit and non-profit sectors) is that of an information-system. A 
brief definition of an information system (IS) is a set of components, people 
and processes that, often supported by ICTs, help organisations accomplish 
their purpose by supporting the activities of their members. Here we have 
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the notion of a system as a ‘whole’, composed of different (human,  
non-human, technical, non-technical) parts, which is designed and used 
purposefully.  

Another, and similar definition of an IS is this: 

• …a system of human and technical components that accepts, stores, 
processes, outputs and transmits information. It may be based on any 
combination of human endeavours, paper-based methods and 
information technology (Heeks, 2001: 15). 

In practice, an information system can operate in different ways and thus it 
can fulfil different purposes for different groups of individuals. As simple as 
it sounds, very often this is not the case. It is the technologies (ICTs) and 
what they can do that often drive people, rather than the other way round or 
a synergy between the two. Consider, for instance, the following examples:  

1 A Ministry of Education lacks information on the most basic aspects of its 
work. It does not know how many: 

• schools are currently operational 

• pupils are currently studying in each school 

• teachers are currently employed by the Ministry 

• pupils studied and teachers were employed in previous years. 
 Moreover, Computers (ICTs) have been provided to administration 

headquarters with the latest desktop software applications (more on this 
in Unit 2) for word processing and financial calculations. However, both 
applications and computers are waiting to be ‘commissioned’ to the 
schools that need them most.  

As a result, there exists a situation of ‘planlessness’, in which: 

• there is no alternative but to allocate resources (finance, staff, 
equipment, etc.) on the basis of guesswork or patronage 

• budgets and payrolls are bloated by the presence of ‘ghost schools’ 
and ‘ghost workers’ – fictitious entities created to claim public funds 

• efficiency, accountability, transparency, monitoring and evaluation are 
unworkable concepts (Dabor 1996) 

• ICTs are underutilised, and before we know it, they become obsolete. 

2 A Ministry of Agriculture initiated a programme of collection and 
processing of information about: 

• farmers’ locations and household details 

• land holdings 

• crops and livestock production 

• loans and repayments. 
 As a result, planning, allocation and evaluation of extension services were 

improved, as were loan and land management. The organisation was 
therefore able to carry out its work more effectively, and to make more 
efficient use of its limited resources (Torres and Tanchoco 1988). There 
are also plans to implement a software application that helps to speed up 
the processing and automation of some of the information registration.  
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 Review Questions 

Looking at similarities and differences between the cases presented: 

 Can you describe the data and information in each of the above?   
 What features does an information system have or should it have in each?  

Jot down your thoughts. 

 

By now you should see that the core of success or failure of efforts to imple-
ment information systems and some of the technologies supporting them 
does not reside with the technologies, but rather in the ways in which we 
conceive of an information system. At the root of the problem there is what 
is considered information in relation to what people do rather than from 
wishful thinking of what they should be doing. In other words, we need to 
consider what is information, and not simply electronic data. The absence of 
information or its notion necessarily causes a breakdown in most of an 
organisation’s management functions. On the other hand, the addition of 
useful and timely information can energise an organisation to perform much 
better than it previously did; in that case, the use of ICTs is much more 
appreciated and valued as a tool to help to manage information.  

All this may seem self-evident, but organisations are still in the process of 
realising the importance of information and the role it can play. Most 
medium and large organisations started life with a finance manager to 
manage financial resources. Over the past thirty years or more, these organi-
sations have also taken on a personnel or human resource manager to 
manage the human resources (i.e. the people). But the development of the 
role of information manager, responsible for managing the organisation’s 
information, is comparatively recent in public sector organisations.   

We contrast this with private sector organisations. More and more of these 
organisations are appointing CIOs, Chief Information Officers, and CKOs, 
Chief Knowledge Officers; these people have the responsibility of looking 
after information as an organisational asset. They need to know how ICTs can 
support information management so that employees and users get what 
they need to carry on with their daily activities. In terms of knowledge 
(more on this later), having information can lead us to discover new oppor-
tunities to better do what we do in organisations.  

A survey of UK private sector companies found that – even in the mid-1990s 
– they half considered their information more valuable than their employees 
(DTI 1995). The private sector’s lead in this field is ironic because the organi-
sational use of information essentially began in the public sector. Years ago, 
census data became information in many countries, fuelling the definition  
of policies and the subsequent provision of public services – as happens to 
this day.   

This example can lead us to think that, given its size and the nature of its 
work, the public sector is the single largest collector, user, holder and 
producer of information. Information is a central resource for all staff levels 
and for all activities, from planning to implementation to monitoring and 
evaluation. In many public sector organisations (PSOs) today, we still see a 
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lack of concern with understanding what is information and what is not. 
According to Heeks (2001), PSOs produce, collect and use four main types of 
formal information:  

• information to support internal management 

• information to support public administration and regulation 

• information to support public services  

• information made publicly available. 

Information supporting internal management includes information about 
staff for personnel (or human resource) management, and information about 
budgets and accounts for financial management. 

Information supporting public administration and regulation includes 
records of the details of the main ‘entities’ in any country: people, business 
enterprises, buildings, land, imports/exports, etc. It is used for a variety of 
legal, judicial and fiscal purposes amongst others. 

Information to support public services differs according to the particular 
public service. Examples include health (e.g. patient records), education (e.g. 
school staff records), transport (e.g. freight movement information) and 
public utilities (e.g. customer billing information). 

Information made publicly available includes ‘public relations’ information 
on government opinions and activities disseminated through public meet-
ings, press, radio and television; details of laws, regulations and statutes; 
information about budgets and decision making provided for purposes of 
accountability; details of information collected by government such as 
statistical reports. 

 Reading 

Please read the Introduction (pp.1–2) of your textbook by Heeks, and make particular 
note of: 

 how the textbook is structured 
 the five core themes of this textbook 
 how the textbook defines e-government. 

At this point you could usefully take 20–30 minutes to look at the whole textbook. As 
you go through its pages and by reading the chapter and section headings and observing 
the diagrams and textboxes, you will get an idea of the framework and content of the 
book. Mark or quickly read anything that you find particularly interesting, but don’t stop 
until you have glanced at the References and Index sections.  

You have now got an overview of the textbook and this will help you to study it. (You 
can use this technique for any large document you need to read.) 

1.2 Defining Information Systems I: The Process Model  
At this point we hope you are able to understand the meaning of informa-
tion and its value in relation to supporting organisational activities, as well 
as how information systems contribute to the latter. In practice, and with the 
advent of information and communication technologies, you will find that 

Richard Heeks (2006) 
Implementing and 
Managing 
eGovernment, 
‘Introduction’. 
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an information system encapsulates a number of activities. The following 
diagram illustrates a basic operation of an information system. Please bear in 
mind that this is a useful and correct way of visualising an IS, but there are 
also other ways they can be depicted.  

Figure 1.1 A Process View of an Information System 

 

This definition implicitly applies more to formal structured information (e.g. 
citizens’ dates of birth) than informal unstructured information (such as who 
is in political favour). We will look at the difference between the two types 
of information in subsequent units. For now, it suffices to say that the 
definition makes specific mention of non-information and communications 
technologies (ICTs) components. This is important. ICTs are critical compo-
nents of most modern information systems, and often they are regarded as 
the solution to information management in the public sector and elsewhere. 
We will be analysing this view in detail throughout this course. A good 
starting point, however, is always to remember that you do not need tech-
nology to have a successful information system.  

In short, we will work through these eight units, to learn about: 

• the reality of information systems in PSOs and why they often fail to 
meet the objectives they were designed to achieve (Unit 1) 

• a managerial perspective of how different ICTs have emerged and 
how they can help to generate, share and use knowledge in public 
sector organisations (Unit 2) 

• knowledge and decision making in PSOs (Unit 3) 

• people and information in organisations (Unit 4) 

• information systems and applications (Unit 5)  

• managing information systems planning and evaluation (Unit 6) 
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• how to design and implement an information system taking all the 
above into account (Unit 7) 

• how e-government can support public sector reform efforts (Unit 8). 

We will first start with an introduction to information systems.  

1.3 Systems and Systems Thinking 
We just mentioned the term information system. Very often in our daily 
activities we use the word ‘system’ to mean a collection of elements that are 
assembled for a particular management purpose: transport, information, 
health, tax, procurement, etc. We also use the word when we perceive the 
operation of something to be more complex than meets the eye. How can we 
consciously apply a different way of thinking, using systems, to our tradi-
tional (reason- and fact-oriented) ways of going about problems? 

Systems thinking encompasses a collection of ideas, concepts and methods 
that have been around for a number of years. Many people consider this a 
scientific discipline, whereas others conceive of it as a subsidiary of disci-
plines such as management, computing and psychology. In this course we 
will use some of the ideas and methods of systems thinking applied to 
management problems, many of which relate to the planning and evaluation 
of information systems and technologies as well as the management of 
change. In public sector organisations (PSOs) there is evidence that systems 
thinking has been applied to facilitate service improvement and learning 
about policy making and implementation. Two books that introduce this 
well are Jake Chapman’s Systems Failure and John Seddon’s Systems-Thinking 
in the Public Sector, cited in the References section of this unit.  

A more practical account of systems thinking in relation to complex infor-
mation systems and technology problems is the textbook we use here by 
José-Rodrigo Córdoba-Pachón (2010). Here you will find a number of 
experiences of thinking and acting systemically – in other words, by consider-
ing and intervening on different aspects in a situation which, if adequately 
treated, could help us to make more sense of information, systems and 
technologies in public sector organisations (PSOs).  

 Reading 

By way of introduction, read the section on systems thinking, pages 5 to 7, of Chapter 1 
in the textbook by Córdoba.  

 Focus particularly on the terminology, and jot down your answers to the following 
questions: 

 What could be different if we think in terms of systems as opposed to thinking 
linearly in terms of cause-effect?     

 What opportunities and constraints do you see to use systems thinking in your 
organisation and PSOs in general?  

 

 

José-Rodrigo Córdoba-
Pachón (2010) 
Systems Practice in the 
Information Society, 
Chapter 1 
‘Introduction’, section 
‘Systems-thinking’. 
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As you will have seen see from our treatment of issues in public sector 
organisations in relation to information systems, applying a more systemic 
way of thinking can lead us to recognise how knowledge can be better 
generated, shared and applied in organisations in conjunction with ‘rational’ 
orientations on how to develop information systems. We will touch upon 
this complementarity between approaches throughout the course, but next 
we turn to knowledge as a key topic in the management of information and 
systems. 

1.4 The Importance of Knowledge  
The public sector, in all countries, is under considerable pressure to reform 
itself, improve governance and provide better, more responsive and more 
accountable services to citizens – in other words, to become more citizen-
centred, whatever this means in a particular context. Most public sector 
reform efforts focus on: 

• improving public sector resource management  

• increasing efficiency 

• decentralisation 

• improving democratic processes  

• increasing accountability (Heeks 2001).  

You may be familiar with these from other courses within the Public Policy 
and Management degree, and most readings and media articles about public 
sector reform invariably mention some or all of these areas. This is indeed a 
systemic problem, as there are many issues to tackle! 

Given the central role of information in the work of PSOs, the advent of 
information systems as well as of information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) appeared to have the potential to make all the ideas of public 
sector reformers a reality. The expectation was, and still is, that technology-
based information systems have the potential to enable the public sector to 
carry out more reforms, cheaper, quicker and better; and allow public sectors to 
implement reforms for the first time, which in the past were prohibitively 
complex or expensive. Now, however, there seems to be a more realistic 
understanding that technology-based information systems are simply tools 
to achieve reforms, and there is thus a need to see this as a continuous 
process, given that conditions change and so do the expectations of civil 
servants and service users among others.   

Despite these expectations, and looking at reforms implementation as a 
continuous process, it can be said that in many organisations it is still not 
clear who defines what is to be done (in relation to reforms), given existing 
and often ‘entrenched’ or ‘outdated’ ways of providing services. Neither is it 
fully clear how to implement policies for public sector organisations, and 
ultimately for citizens. There needs to be an intermediate layer of discussion, 
debate and definition to realise the potential of information systems and 
technologies. As you will see later, there is a continuum of approaches to 
implement information systems – from the very ‘rational’ to the very ‘real’; 
both of these are required to increase chances of success in implementing 
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information systems in PSOs. Our aim is to combine concepts and ideas so 
as to enable you to see the whole picture of a situation, as well as being able 
to intervene in it. We now turn our attention to a potential case of ‘failure’.  

 Reading 

Please turn to the Course Reader and study the articles on websites from the BBC (2007) 
and The Guardian (2010).  

 Your notes on the reading should cover what you think in relation to the following: 

 why websites were set up in the first place 
 what goals are driving the initiatives in both cases to close them 
 why websites might/might not have been successful. 

 

The case of UK government websites that you have just read about contains 
many valuable insights, and in this section we will refer to two of them. 
First, the idea of setting up a website as an information system requires a 
deeper understanding of what information is going to be valuable for those 
using the system. And second, these websites might contain information 
that many users can now see as essential to carry on with their daily life 
activities; their realities might not have been considered. Several aspects 
need to be addressed if we want to better understand and manage informa-
tion systems and organisations. In order to start doing that, we need to 
complement what we know about information with a very useful notion –
the distinction between information (or data) and knowledge.  

In simple terms, knowledge can be defined as ‘justified belief’, some- 
thing we use to get on with our lives, or something we acquire when we 
have a problem we want to solve. This notion has been extensively used in 
the private sector alongside the management of information systems to 
account for the use of information to discover new opportunities or solu-
tions to existing problems. Knowledge can thus be regarded as an 
intermediate notion between policy and information, between reform and 
activity, between a system and its effective use by people. It is through 
knowledge that civil servants can become better users of information sys-
tems and technologies, because they can know where, when and how to use 
information to serve their citizens. Knowledge of how things can work 
better is a key element to ensure that information-systems adequately 
support organisations.  

From the above, you can begin to see that there is a mutual relationship 
between knowledge and information. As previously stated, knowledge of 
how to carry out an activity can help managers to identify the necessary 
information that needs to be managed by them or by an information system. 
On the other hand, knowledge can be derived from looking at information – 
for instance, by looking at information on a patient’s history a doctor can 
know if a prescribed treatment has been effective or not; or by looking at 
information about services used by citizens one could get to know their 
preferences and problems. Later on in this course (Unit 3) we will deepen 
this into the topic of knowledge management as an aide that can help 

BBC News (2007). 
‘Government to close 
551 websites’ and  
The Guardian (2010). 
‘Up to 75% of 
government websites 
face closure’, both 
reprinted in your 
Course Reader. 
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facilitate positive organisational change, as well as the implementation and 
use of information systems and technologies (ICTs) in the public sector.  

1.5 The Reality of Information Systems in Public Sector 
Organisations 
So, with the above definitions of data, information, information systems, 
systems-thinking and knowledge in mind, and the potential benefits of 
systems now being cheaper, more available, quicker, and better developed, 
PSOs should be able to continuously manipulate information to their benefit 
and to the benefit of the citizens they serve!  

Significant financial and human resources are continuously being invested 
in information technology and systems in PSOs around the world because 
they are perceived as solutions to both current and new problems that affect 
the public sector and societies overall. We now live in a knowledge economy 
that should fuel opportunities and benefits (more on this in the next unit). 
As stated by Joseph Stiglitz, Chief Economist of the World Bank in 19991: 

Knowledge and information is being produced today like cars and steel 
were produced a hundred years ago. Those, like Bill Gates, who know 
how to produce knowledge and information better than others reap the 
rewards, just as those who knew how to produce cars and steel a 
hundred years ago became the magnates of that era… Knowledge is 
different from other goods: it has many of the central properties of a 
public good, indeed of a global public good. 
…Government does have a role – a role in education, in encouraging the 
kind of creativity and risk taking that the scientific entrepreneurship 
requires, in creating the institutions that facilitate ideas being brought 
into fruition, and a regulatory and tax environment that rewards this 
kind of activity [creativity and wealth creation]… These changes in 
economic institutions have counterparts in the political sphere… 

Given this type of imperative – that is, the possibility of advancing societies 
through knowledge and the availability of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) in recent years – it would be logical to assume that 
information systems recently developed or updated are successful in deliv-
ering what they were designed to do and that citizen-centred visions are 
now a reality. What has happened? On average, do new or updated infor-
mation systems in PSOs succeed or do they fail, and why? 

 Review Question  

Take a moment to think about at least four public-sector information systems you have 
come across. They can be big or small, ranging from a small application to help in 
budgeting to a full suite of programmes and devices to keep information flowing 
through. Systems may be part of an organisation you have worked in, or maybe you have 
had exposure to them directly as a citizen, or indirectly through media reports.  

                                                        
1 Available at http://akgul.bilkent.edu.tr/BT-BE/knowledge-economy.pdf, accessed in 
January 2013 
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For each system, jot down what you think the objectives of the system are, and whether 
the system (in your view or the view of someone else) is successful in achieving those 
objectives. 

 

While there is no definitive answer to the question above, indications are 
that the formal use of information systems in PSOs today, especially in 
developing countries, has had mixed results. Indeed, the first sentence in 
Chapter 1 of Heeks’s textbook bluntly states: ‘Most e-government projects 
fail’. 

In this section we will begin to look at the success and failure of information 
systems in PSOs, and why these successes and failures happen. This analysis 
will lead us to a new definition of information systems, which emphasises 
the non-IT components. This definition is quite different from the process 
model definition given above. This new definition will, in turn, lead us to 
consider how the gap between what should happen in an organisation (or 
what is rational) and what actually does happen (an organisation’s reality as 
lived and influenced by many and different individuals) is often the key to 
explaining the success or failure of systems.  

First, we will look at how common information system failure is in PSOs, 
and we start with some reading.  

 Reading 

Please read the Economist article: ‘Government and IT – Your health depends on it’ in 
your course reader.  

 Make notes as you read on the following: 

 Which of the projects listed in the table in the article were total failures, and which 
were partial failures? 

 The root causes mentioned in the article for the failure of large public sector 
information system projects in general – are these related more to technical factors 
or to other factors such as data, people, management and political problems? 

 Some similarities with what has been regarded as ‘failure’ in government websites 
as stated in your previous readings of this unit.  

 

While the article relates to information system failure in the UK, most other 
countries have similar experiences. Consider this quote from Gartner, a 
leading market research agency for information technology and systems: 

More than 60 percent of all e-government initiatives either fail or fall 
short of expected outcomes, according to Gartner, Inc.’s Executive 
Programs (GartnerEXP). 
The average national government has 160 different departments, 
according to GartnerEXP. Digital government initiatives, spanning 
multiple agencies and possibly multiple levels of government, require 
more political capital, complex governance structures, multilevel funding 
mechanisms and relationship skills than projects contained in a single 
organization. 
‘The many levels of government, each with its own laws, codes and 
policies, add to the complexity, resulting in large, and thus risky, e-
government endeavors that try to cover too much ground’, said Judith 

The Economist (2002) 
‘Government and IT – 
Your health depends 
on it’, reprinted in the 
Course Reader. 
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Carr, vice president and senior program director with GartnerEXP's 
government research.  

Excerpts from http://symposium.gartner.com/story.php.id.1367.s.5.html 

Information system failure in PSOs, and especially that of new, complex 
systems designed to ‘revolutionise’ some aspect of public service delivery is 
very widespread. But what do we mean by ‘failure’?  

Heeks identifies two types of failure:  

• total failure 

• partial failure. 

Total failure is the reached when a system has to be abandoned – often after 
considerable expense has been incurred. The systems for benefits payments, 
immigration applications and the Ministry of Defence in the table in The 
Economist’s article fall into this category. 

Partial failure is reached when original goals were not achieved as planned 
within a set time scale. Most systems will have financial goals (e.g. cost of 
system/anticipated cost savings) and performance goals (e.g. x transactions 
in y time over z locations). If these are not achieved in the specified time (e.g. 
cost of system more than anticipated; or performance targets and cost 
savings achieved but a year later than planned), then the system has par-
tially failed.  

Partial failure is also a consequence of undesirable outcomes occurring in 
completed projects. Large information systems are very complex and it is 
not possible to anticipate all the outcomes from their introduction. If some of 
these unanticipated outcomes have adverse effects on the organisation using 
it or on citizens, then the system has partially failed even if it met all its 
original objectives. Partial failure can be addressed if appropriate evaluation 
takes place at appropriate times of a project. As you will see in Unit 6 of this 
course, the role of information systems planning and evaluation becomes 
crucial to identify and modify project goals according to the realities of the 
project as well as of the organisation that undertakes it.  

In understanding failure, it might help to remember what we said about 
systems thinking and how situations relate a number of different issues. 
With this in mind, failure could be seen as a systemic problem, requiring us 
to go to the causes rather than focusing on the symptoms. Moreover, we can 
begin to see from The Economist’s article that the reasons given for these 
failures are largely non-technical: 

• lack of clear ownership and senior management support 

• a multiplicity of political objectives leading to a lack of clear objectives 

• projects that are too ambitious for the complexity of PSOs’ 
environments 

• contracts awarded on price rather than on ability to deliver 

• a preference for secrecy  

• resistance to change  

and, most importantly, 
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• a focus on the technical aspects of the project to the detriment of the 
change management aspect of the project.  

From now on, you might start thinking how we can then capture and deal 
with these aspects in our practice as information systems managers or users.  

The realisation that non-technical components play such an important role 
in the success or failure of an information system – so that information 
systems can be considered ‘social systems’ involving technical and non-
technical issues – is one of the keys to much of the rest of the course, and to 
dealing with information systems in your own organisation. 

The categories of failure listed above cover a very wide range, and each is 
very precise. If we think that there could be an excessive focus on technical 
aspects (typically manifested in a sense of trust that ICTs will solve every-
thing), then it is no surprise that the overall findings are that most  
e-government projects fail.  

But it is not all bad news. At certain times in the implementation of an 
information system, the focus needs to be on its technical aspects. Moreover, 
advances in information systems and technology have been around for long 
enough for lessons to be learned and for successes to occur. For a good 
proportion of information systems, the problems are fixed, the costs are 
absorbed and the use of the systems become part of the everyday reality of 
their organisations – speed, quality and agility in activities are achieved. The 
trick is then to know when to use what sort of approach, and enable organi-
sations to include their own values and concerns in the process.  

In line with the above, it is worth remembering that a system can also 
produce some positive unintended consequences, which can result in em-
powerment for individuals and the pursuit of additional opportunities for 
improvement. The next reading looks at some examples of IT based informa-
tion systems in Asia.  

 Reading  

Please read the whole of Bhatnagar’s article, ‘Social Implications of Information  
and Communication Technology in Developing Countries: Lessons from Asian Success 
Stories’, paying particular attention to the case study of the milk collection societies  
on page 4. 

 As you read, make sure your notes enable you to answer the following questions: 

 What are the underlying reasons given for the success of the information systems 
described in the paper?  

 Are these reasons based on technical or non-technical IS components? 
 What is the importance given to knowledge and information?  

 

Again you can see that the reasons given for the success of information 
systems are largely non-technical: explicit government policy support; 
strong leadership; entrepreneurship and, most importantly, adapting the 
technology and the system to the reality of the milk farmers are all men-
tioned.  

Subhash Bhatnagar 
(2000) ‘Social 
implications of 
information and 
communication 
technology in 
developing countries: 
Lessons from Asian 
success stories’, 
reprinted in the Course 
Reader from the 
Electronic Journal on 
Information Systems in 
Developing Countries. 
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Of course, it might be easier to rationalise these elements once a system is 
implemented (with success or failure). But before we start a detailed analysis 
of some of the non-technical components of failure, we need to make a small 
detour to look at how information system case studies are written and how 
they can be analysed. This will help you to critically examine the many case 
studies you will read during this course, and more easily extract their main 
points.  

1.6 Analysing Information Systems Case Studies 
The fact that so many information systems are failures may come as a 
surprise. After all, most of the stories about information systems and tech-
nologies that one reads about in the media appear to be successes. This 
suggests that there is a problem with the reporting of IS case studies. 

In part this is because failures are under-reported whilst successes are, if 
anything, over-reported. Just imagine the situation in your own organisa-
tion. One IS project has been a complete mess; a second has led to beneficial 
outcomes. If you had the opportunity to write about an IS project or present 
a talk or discuss it with an outsider, which project would you be likely to 
choose? Of course, you will pick the success, which reflects well on you and 
your organisation, rather than the failure, which reflects badly. The reported 
ratio of failures to successes is therefore generally less than the real ratio. 

However, it is harder for public sector IS failures to escape attention than it 
is for those in the private sector. Public sector information systems are 
subject to the scrutiny of the Public Audit (or equivalent). In some cases, the 
public (or the media on their behalf) are also involved, being concerned 
about uses of government revenue. Such mechanisms are not foolproof, 
however, and there are many other reporting channels (annual reports, 
conferences, and the like) where scrutiny is light or non-existent. Therefore, 
when cases are reported, one has to read them carefully since many are not 
quite what they appear, as the following exercise illustrates. 

 Case Study Exercise 

Read through the following quotes, taken from case study reports of public sector 
information systems. As you read, consider the following question: 

 Do these represent actual full case studies of the benefits of computerisation, or are 
they talking about something slightly different? 
1 ‘Significant advantages from computerization can accrue in the development 

planning function. Each district (population of about one million) spends 
approximately 100 million rupees in a year on various development programmes. 
Computers could be used effectively for deciding optimal location of the new 
infrastructure facilities being created through such investments. Computers could 
also be used to monitor the progress of implementing such projects to cut down 
delays and over-expenditure’ (Bhatnagar 1992:35–36). 

2 ‘In Morocco, the Public Administration Support Project is designed to improve, 
among other things, national budget planning and monitoring’ (Moussa and 
Schware 1992:1741). 
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3 ‘The Department of Social Security embarked on a computerisation project in 
order to business re-engineer its information and administrative systems. The 
new system is constructed around the personal tombstone data at the Public 
Registry. It will provide comprehensive social security benefit claim and payment 
facilities’ (Management Systems Unit 7, 1993:57). 

4 ‘An interesting experiment has been undertaken in five districts of India to 
computerise land records. This is a very high volume transaction processing 
system’ (Bhatnagar 1992:35). 

 

These examples illustrate common ways in which material reported might 
diverge from full case studies of actual experience. The first quote addresses 
the potential of computerisation rather than the reality (note the use of the 
word ‘could’). The second and third quotes discuss systems that are planned 
but not yet implemented (note the use of the terms ‘is designed to’ and 
‘will’). The fourth quote reports on an experimental, or pilot, system rather 
than full implementation (note the use of the word ‘experiment’).  

This is what we mean by the rhetoric (rationality) and reality of information 
systems and the resulting gap between these two, which can lead to infor-
mation systems failure. None of these examples reports an actual full case 
study. Hence, we can give little, if any, weight to benefits listed in the ways 
illustrated. During this course we will explore ways in which gaps between 
these two can be closed with the help of concepts, ideas and techniques.   

 Readings 

Look again at Cordóba’s textbook, pages 1 to 5, in particular to the three different types 
of phenomena about the information society. We will touch upon these in the next unit, 
but for now you can see how the case studies on information systems could refer to one 
of these three phenomena: 

 transformations 
 engagements 
 unintended consequences. 

With these ideas and examples in mind, have a quick re-read of the Bhatnagar (2000) 
article. You will notice that despite the sub-title: ‘Lessons from Asian Success Stories’, the 
last paragraph on the first page contains an acknowledgement of the failure of the CRISP 
and DISIC systems, while pages 2–4 are full of ‘coulds’, ‘ifs’ and ‘wills’.  

 What can we say about failure in relation to:  

 how transformations were handled? 
 if there was an adequate degree of engagement (or participation) with people? 
 whether unintended consequences could have been foreseen and managed? 

 

This will give you food for thought about how case studies are reported and 
how they can be analysed in terms of the phenomena to be observed.  

Finally, when a report does concern a full system that has actually been 
implemented, one may still question who has written the report, and wheth-
er the whole picture is given. Often, the writer is not a disinterested 

José-Rodrigo Córdoba-
Pachón (2010) 
Systems Practice in the 
Information Society, 
Chapter 1 
‘Introduction’, section 
‘Systems-thinking’; 
and  
Subhash Bhatnagar 
(2000) ‘Social 
implications of 
information and 
communication 
technology in 
developing countries: 
Lessons from Asian 
success stories’, in the 
Course Reader. 
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observer, but the designer and implementer of the system described. As 
such, he or she is undoubtedly keen to portray the system as a success with 
plenty of benefits, and is unlikely to wish to describe any shortcomings or 
problems experienced in its implementation. We should therefore only place 
limited value on case studies that are: 

• written by someone with an interest in the system — do note, though, that 
occasionally the interest may be negative, with the writer having a 
desire to malign the system 

• written in only positive terms – experience tells us that even the best 
projects have difficulties. We should be sceptical about apparently 
problem-free and unqualified success stories. 

This leads to the wider, and very important, point that in order to under-
stand information systems, we need to understand the different objectives, 
interests and perspectives of the different people or institutions involved – 
that is, we need to understand the stakeholders or actors. We will return to 
this point repeatedly during this course.  

In summary, when reading or hearing about information systems projects 
and experiences, we must apply our critical judgement in order to: 

• find out whether a system has been fully implemented, or is just a plan 
or a pilot scheme 

• find out who the writer or presenter is, and if they have a vested 
interest in it 

• think about who the different stakeholders are, and what their 
different motivations might be 

• identify some elements of time that could allow us to trace the 
unfolding of the project as well as its partial or total success/failure 

• remember that for every reported success, there is often more than one 
unreported information systems failure. 

A practical technique to help you apply your critical judgement is to realise 
that the majority of case studies consist of most or all of the following seven 
elements. In analysing a case study, you need to: 

1 identify the organisation in which the case study is taking place, giving 
details about it (its size, what it does, how and where it operates, etc.), the 
environment it operates in and, often, quotes from some of its staff 

2 highlight the problem or the opportunity that the organisation wishes to 
respond to through a new or updated information system 

3 describe the objectives the new or updated information system is 
supposed to achieve 

4 describe the implementation of the new or updated information system 
5 describe the immediate outcome of introducing or updating the 

information system 
6 describe the actual outcomes and impact(s) (short and medium terms) of 

the information system on the organisation; these will only come to light 
after some time has elapsed from the introduction of the system  

7 analyse the reasons for the outcomes and impacts of the system from a 
position of hindsight and better knowledge. 
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Consciously looking out for these seven elements whenever you read a  
case study will help you to analyse it more thoroughly, extract what it is 
really saying and identify gaps in the case study story, whether intentional 
or unintentional. This set of ideas will help you to analyse the case studies 
that we use throughout the course and, in particular, how systemic thinking 
is applied in information systems (Unit 6). 

1.7 Defining Information Systems II: The ‘Onion Ring’ 
Contextual Model  
From the case studies and readings so far, you will have started to realise 
that information systems consist of a variety of technical and non-technical 
factors, and that the latter often play the key role in determining the success 
or failure of the system. What we need therefore is a model that identifies all 
of these factors, so that we can think about them systematically whenever 
we analyse an information system. 

Our first model of information systems, presented in Figure 1.1, was pro-
cess-oriented and dynamic. It showed how information flows within an 
information system, with a focus on the ‘accept, store, process, output and 
transmit’ part of the definition. Drawing on the evidence of the case studies, 
we can begin to develop a second model of information systems that is more 
static and context-oriented, with a focus on the human and technical compo-
nents of an IS.  

 Reading 

Please read pages 3–7 (up to section 1.2) of Heeks’s textbook.  

 In your notes, pay particular attention to the following. 

 The ‘onion ring’ diagram on page 5. This may be one of the most important 
diagrams in this course. Place it in a prominent position in your place of study. You 
will find it invaluable for the duration of your study of the course. 

 The seven key items listed in the ITPOSMO checklist, which are also mentioned 
within The Economist article and the Bhatnagar paper. 

 

There are four fundamental points about information systems that we can 
take from this reading. They are: 

1 Information lies at the heart of all information systems.  
2 The minimum set of factors necessary to describe an information 

system is the information technology used plus the information it 
manipulates plus the nature of the people who use it plus the processes 
that the people have to use plus the management responsible for the 
maintenance and use of the information system.  

3 But this minimum set is not sufficient for a full understanding of an IS. 
All information systems operate within two contexts: the organisational 
context in which the IS is located, and the wider environmental context in 
which the organisation itself is located. The drivers and pressures to 
use modern information systems and technologies for public sector 
reform originate from these two contexts. 

Richard Heeks (2006) 
Implementing and 
Managing 
eGovernment, Chapter 
1 ‘Understanding 
eGovernment’, 
Introduction and 
section 1.1 
‘Understanding 
eGovernment as 
Information Systems’. 
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4 The consequence of the above three points is that: information systems 
are social systems and not merely bits of technology wired together, as 
often portrayed. Information systems are rooted in a context of people 
and social structures, and are themselves made up of people and social 
structures, in addition to technology.  

These four points together can be represented by Heeks’s ‘onion ring’ 
diagram, which we repeat below because of its importance. What are the 
implications of this model? When ‘reading’ the diagram, note that each ring 
contains all the factors within that ring, plus all factors within all inner rings, 
and is affected by all elements within all outer rings. 

Figure 1.2 Full model of information systems in PSOs (adapted from Heeks 2001) 

 

An implication of adopting the approach that information systems are social 
systems is that we explicitly reject other views of information systems. I 
particular, we reject views of information systems that focus mainly on the 
information technology of the equation that fail to acknowledge the role of 
organisational and environmental contexts. Such views can be widespread – 
for example, among IT vendors and IT professionals. These groups normally 
have great difficulty in understanding, talking about, and working with the 
comprehensive nature of information systems. They tend to focus on just the 
technology, and this has been identified as a component of many informa-
tion systems failures.  

Managers too, often make the mistake of focusing solely on the technology 
although, of course, some understanding of technology is useful when 
introducing information systems. (We will look at technological trends in 
Unit 2.) More important (and admittedly, more difficult) is to understand 
your information needs, your colleagues, your organisation and your 
environment. 

Having adopted a model in which the context for information systems is 
important, the next implication is a caution in generalising from one experi-
ence to another. We should particularly guard against two common 
generalisations. First, that something which has worked in the private sector 
will work in the same way in the public sector. Second, that something 
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which has worked in a developed country context will work in the same 
way in developing countries. 

We can also use this opportunity to draw some conclusions about organisa-
tions. Our case studies and our model remind us that organisations are not 
formal and rational entities. So they are not best understood solely through 
descriptions of formal strategies and formal structures and formal processes. 
Instead, in seeking to understand the organisation and the role of informa-
tion systems within it, we must also view the organisation as a human, 
subjective, political entity. For example, we must disaggregate the organisa-
tion to see the different stakeholders within it and those outside it; and we 
must identify the roles and interests of different stakeholders vis-à-vis any 
particular information system. This immediately suggests that there is a 
problem with many of the technically rational textbook recommendations 
for the successful introduction of information systems. These tend to focus 
on adopting what, in an ideal world, would be logically the best technical 
solution. Such recommendations are clearly inadequate since they take no 
account of wider information systems, and organisational and envi-
ronmental factors. 

The implications for this model indicate that it is necessary to consider all 
the factors within the five rings when analysing an information system, and 
explore their relationships, in other words to be systemic. Because there are 
many factors (not all of which are listed in the five rings), it could help us for 
now to try and group them. Heeks uses a grouping based on the acronym 
ITPOSMO. We will use a grouping based on the acronym ITPPOE – set out 
in Table 1.1 below. 

Table 1.1 ITPPOE 

Information factors 

• Data 
• Information 
• Knowledge 

Technology factors 

• Hardware 
• Software 
• Telecommunications 
• Input, processing, storage, output, communication 

Processes  • Achieving the information system’s objectives 

People factors 

• Objectives and motivations 
• Skills 
• Management 
• Leadership 

Organisational factors 

• Strategy 
• Structure 
• Culture 
• Politics 

Environmental factors 

• Political 
• Economic 
• Socio-cultural 
• Technical 
• Institutional 
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The ITPPOE acronym is slightly closer to the structure of the five rings 
although it contains some factors not in the diagram. ITPOSMO and ITPPOE 
are more or less equivalent, and you can choose to use whichever you 
prefer, or you can develop a grouping of your own. We would be eager to 
hear from you if you can identify a grouping with a more memorable 
acronym!  

1.8 Information Systems and the Organisational 
Rationality–Reality Gap  
We turn now to the question that has dominated this unit, and indeed 
dominates the course:  

• Why do so many information systems fail?  

Look now at the way Heeks introduces this question. 

 Reading 

Please read pages 7–11 of Heeks’s textbook (starting from section 1.2).  

 Please take careful note of the following key concepts: 

 The three different approaches to e-government management: the organisational 
rationality (hard); personal politics (soft) and hybrid approaches. 

 The gap between rationality by design (what an organisation should be), and reality 
(what an organisation is). 

You will find this exercise a worthwhile use of your time. We will be using these concepts 
intensively throughout the remaining units, and will assume that you have understood 
them fully from this section.  

 

We see from Heeks’s discussion that one very plausible explanation of why 
information systems fail in an organisation is because of the gap between a 
system’s formally stated objectives, which are rational or rhetorical, and the 
reality of life and work within that organisation. The larger the gap between 
the two, the less likely the system is to succeed.  

Understanding this gap will provide you with a powerful tool for under-
standing information systems, as you recognise that a major source of IS 
failure arises from the rooting of many computerised information systems in 
a framework of organisational rationality.  

Heeks explains this gap in terms of two different management approaches. 
Both approaches have an innate sense of rationality. That is to say, they 
explain a set of underlying objectives, which organisational actors could 
rationally use in order to guide their behaviour. 

• The organisational rationality approach: such models emphasise the 
formal, the quantitative and the technical aspects of organisations. 
They are often prescriptive, stating how the organisations should be.  

• The personal politics approach: this states that decisions and actions are 
made in order to produce outcomes that best meet covert personal 

Richard Heeks (2006) 
Implementing and 
Managing 
eGovernment, Chapter 
1 ‘Understanding 
eGovernment’, section 
1.2 ‘Understanding 
eGovernment 
Management’. 
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objectives – that are not necessarily malign, and could often be well-
intended. This model emphasises the informal, the qualitative and the 
human aspects of organisations. Such models are often descriptive, 
stating how the organisations are.  

The concept of organisational rationality is clearly a very important one. 
Many organisations strive for it, and many managers feel they ought to be 
following it. However, there are so many gaps between it and the actual 
functioning of organisational systems that we cannot accept that it addresses 
the majority of real world situations. Anyone who has worked in a large 
organisation has probably observed and experienced the dissonance be-
tween what is claimed in the organisation’s mission and vision statements 
and marketing brochures, and what actually happens inside. The utility of 
organisational rationality lies in guiding structured decisions, and in helping 
us understand the norms against which organisations often judge them-
selves. It is thus often invoked by managers when they are asked to explain 
their actions. 

It is important to note that we are not arguing that personal politics (or 
political rationality as it is alternatively called) explains everything that is 
going on in public sector organisations. This is clearly not so. As Heeks 
mentions on page 10, some PSOs, for example, may operate both in theory 
and practice according to organisationally rational guidelines, which would 
require at certain times to focus on the technological aspects of projects. Nor 
are we arguing that situations described by political rationality entail a 
rejection of all formal models, otherwise we run the risk of not implement-
ing a system at all. A balance is required.   

Most self-interested decisions still require formal information to be gathered 
and logical choices to be made. Let us take the extreme example of a corrupt 
manager who will decide a contract on the basis of ‘kickbacks’. That man-
ager still makes decisions, still needs information (e.g. on which vendor will 
provide the biggest kickback, on the dangers of being caught, on strategies 
for reducing the chances of detection), and still needs that information to be 
accurate, reliable, timely, etc.!  

So if the notion of personal politics is better at explaining what really goes 
on in public sector organisations, what does it look like? In an earlier text-
book, Heeks (2001, p.64) lists these six attributes of personal politics in PSOs:  

1 Formal organisational objectives often relate to the objectives of a 
group (the public), which is not directly represented within the 
organisation. 

2 Loyalties may be greater to one’s professional peer group than to one’s 
organisation. 

3 There is a greater number of internal and external stakeholders, 
creating greater conflicts of interest. 

4 Political conflict and compromise over resource allocation have come 
to be seen as activities inherent to the public sector and its power 
culture. 

5 Job insecurities may be fewer. 
6 Personal performance measurement and a sense of value added are 

often poorly developed. 
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 Reading 

Please read the article by Peled in your Course Reader: ‘First-class technology – third-rate 
bureaucracy: the case of Israel’.  

 As you read this lively paper, note down examples from it that correspond to 
Heeks’s six attributes of personal politics in public sector organisations. 

 

There are a number of examples in Peled’s paper that equate to Heeks’s list – 
these include the following. 

1 Peled’s conclusion is that ‘the taxpayer pays more but gets the same 
bureaucratic gridlock and poor client service’ (p56). 

2 From page 52: despite this long list of computing failures, Israeli PMIS 
directors are proud of their achievements and claim to be different 
from other managers in the public sector. 

3 The ‘Gulgalot System’ described on pages 54–55. 
4 The conflict, described throughout the paper, between the Ministry of 

Finance and the other Ministries over information system 
development. 

5 More than half of the Israeli PMIS directors have served in their 
ministries for over 25 years, and about a third of them have been 
working in the public sector for over 30 years (p52). 

6 The desire of PMIS directors to build their own ‘information empire’ 
(p57). 

Peled’s paper is an eloquent, but not untypical, example of how, in the 
public sector, a strongly emphasised facade of organisational rationality 
often covers a seething mass of very different personal politics and political 
rationalities. Often, information systems managers fail to go beneath the 
surface and constructively engage with the complexities of the situation; this 
is partly because of a focus on technical aspects and a lack of understanding 
of the context in which information systems operate.  

In your next reading, Heeks uses Peled’s paper to elaborate on the import-
ance of politics, power and influence in e-government in more detail and in 
a more structured fashion. 

 Reading 

Please read Section 5.5 (pp.120–25) of Heeks’s textbook. Make sure you study Box 5.8, 
which contains his description of Peled’s paper.  

 As you read these pages, note the different types of power and influence that Heeks 
lists. What strategies does Heeks suggest to increase power and influence? 

 

Our discussion on information systems and the organisational rationality– 
reality gap quite reasonably leads onto the final, and important question:  

• How can we use our knowledge of these two management approaches to 
increase the chances of success of new information systems and technology?  

There are two extreme positions on a continuum of management approaches 
for the use of information systems and technology shown in Figure 1.3.  

Alon Peled (2000) 
‘First-class technology 
– third-rate 
bureaucracy: the case 
of Israel’, reprinted in 
the Course Reader 
from Information 
Technology for 
Development. 

Richard Heeks (2006) 
Implementing and 
Managing 
eGovernment,  
Chapter 5 ‘Core 
Management Issues 
for eGovernment’, 
section 5.5 ‘Politics’. 
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Figure 1.3 Continuum of management approaches 
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organisational 
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Each of these extremes is described in turn. 

1 Using information systems and technology to support  
organisational rationality 

In this approach, the system (or technology) is intended to assist or create 
formal organisational change. It may thus be used to: 

• provide information for formal decision making that would speed up 
decisions or reduce their uncertainty, or 

• overcome or eliminate human limitations and subjective elements in 
decision making. 

Thus, this approach holds a ‘blueprint’ of what it sees as best organisational 
form, and it tries to use information systems and technology to create – or 
even impose – that form. 

Information systems developed from this extreme incorporate a significant 
set of rational structures, processes and even rational assumptions about the 
culture and strategies of the organisation.  

For example, if staff are seen using their personal judgement in decisions, 
the response might be to introduce an automated decision support system 
(DSS) to remove the subjective elements and have more organisationally 
effective decision making.  

However, this approach may encounter substantial difficulties in the many 
public sector organisations whose operations diverge from organisational 
rationality and are based on political rationality or some other perspective, 
such as professional judgement. In such situations, introducing computer-
based information systems is likely to prove very difficult because it is 
trying to impose order on structures and processes that are often politically 
motivated and can be disorderly or irrational. The amount of change re-
quired to introduce and operate these information systems will therefore be 
great. The greater the amount of change required, the more constraints there 
will be, the more problems there will be, and the greater the likelihood of 
information systems failure. 

Therefore rationality supporting (or imposing) information systems are 
more likely to fail. Unfortunately, most systems are introduced or updated 
for ‘rational’ reasons. 

2 Using information systems and technology to support  
organisational reality 

In this approach, the system (or technology) is intended to assist existing 
activities within the organisation. It may thus be used to: 

• provide information of political value in decisions 
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• provide a rich variety of information – for instance, about new 
solutions 

• support informal processes and personal agendas 

• cope flexibly with different decision/communication types, individual 
styles and contexts 

• act as a symbol that legitimises the process of management and the 
work of managers by reinforcing the idea that managers have some 
effect on their organisation’s performance. 

The applicability of information systems is potentially more limited within 
this approach, since many of the informal, subjective, political processes of 
the organisation are not amenable to automation, and therefore even if 
successful, any such system is likely to bring only limited organisational 
benefits. However, this approach is likely to run into far fewer difficulties 
because it will normally require less change than the first approach. The 
likelihood of success is therefore greater.  

Applications designed to support organisational reality are often informa-
tion and communication technologies more than information systems; a vivid 
example of that is the spread of electronic mail systems (email), spreadsheets 
and word processors in almost every organisation you can think of. These 
technologies (also called desktop applications) require fewer rationalities as 
pre-conditions, and can work successfully in a wide variety of organisational 
environments, including those that are not organisationally rational.  

Let us deepen this into one of these types of application/technology: word 
processing. This makes some presumptions about skills and technical 
infrastructure, and about cultural values related to technology and to 
documentation. However, these presumptions are far fewer than for the 
decision support system, and it can be assumed that it supports ‘rational’ 
(structured, as will be clarified in Unit 3) decisions. Word processing may 
therefore lead to limited organisational benefits, but will succeed in far more 
situations than the introduction of more complex decision support systems. 

To summarise, therefore, the organisationally rational approach has a 
potentially high organisational benefit but a high risk of failure. In contrast, 
supporting organisational reality has a low organisational benefit but a 
higher risk of success. Heeks’s hybrid management approach seeks to place 
information systems somewhere in the middle of the continuum.  

As a final message for you as an information systems manager or user,  
it is important to understand organisational dynamics and what appears  
to be a dominant mentality (organisational reality or personal politics 
based), so as to select appropriate approaches (or combination of them) to 
facilitate the planning, design, development and use of information systems. 
With a hybrid approach, there might be better chances of promoting con-
tinuous learning throughout your organisation and its individuals, giving 
people (including yourself) better chances to produce better systems in the 
long run.  
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1.9 Summary  
This unit has introduced some of the basic definitions and concepts that we 
will use throughout the rest of the course. In it, we have distinguished 
between data information and knowledge, and looked at the importance of 
information in public sector organisations and how, despite this importance, 
the failure of information systems to meet their objectives is widespread. We 
have also noted that information systems are much more complex than just a 
mechanism to input, process, store, output and communicate information, 
and therefore that we need to look at several technical and non-technical 
aspects together in a systemic perspective. In line with this, we have ac-
knowledged that we cannot separate the mechanism of the information 
system from its contextual factors and, in particular, from people, organisa-
tional and environmental factors. Hence we introduced the ‘onion ring’ 
contextual model of information systems.  

The unit has two main conclusions. Our first conclusion is, that in many 
(though not all) public sector organisations, the perspective of political 
rationality (personal politics) fits better than the perspective of organisa-
tional rationality.  

Secondly, in many (though not all) public sector organisations, there is likely 
to be a significant gap between the prescriptions of organisational rationality 
and organisational reality, which is driven by the politically rational behav-
iour of those within the organisation. The unit argues that this gap is the 
main reason behind the many failures of information systems in public 
sector organisations despite the inherent usefulness of information systems 
and technology. This notion – that there is a significant gap between ration-
ality and reality that needs addressing through our thinking and approaches 
in information systems– will be a continuing theme throughout the course.  

Review Questions 

  To help you review the material covered in this unit, you might want to write a few 
notes to answer the following questions: 

 What is data, information and knowledge? 
 What is an information system?  
 What is systems thinking?  
 What is the difference between the process model and the contextual model of 

information systems? 
 List as many reasons as possible behind information system failure in public sector 

organisations. 
 What are the main elements that you will find in most case studies? 
 What are the factors within the ITPPOE grouping?  
 What are some of the characteristics of behaviour motivated by personal politics?  
 Can you think of information systems and technologies (other than decision support 

systems) that support organisational rationality? 
 Can you think of information systems and technologies (other than word processing) 

that support organisational reality? 
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