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ABSTRACT 

The r o l e  of  t h e  i c f o m a t i o n  systems manager has  evolved i n  twenty 
y e a r s  from t h a t  of a t e c h n i c i a n  manaqing a  r e l a t i a s l y  u n i ~ ~ o r t a n t  
s e g i c e  f w c t i c n  i n t o  t h a t  of  a  v i c e  p r e s i d e n t i a l - l e v e l ,  g e n t r a l  aanags r  
whose department can s u b s t a n t i a l l y  impact t t e  e n t i r e  orqanizaz ion .  I n  
t h i s  paper  we t r a c e ,  by e z z i ~ p l e ,  t h e  h i s t o r i c z 1  er.7olution of -.- . job 
and, thrci.:gh a c  o b s s r v a t i o n a l  s tudy  of  s i x  ir,forr;?atic;l systz:~ z a n a s e r s ,  
examine t h e  g o s i t i o n  today.  The a n a l y s i s  i c c l a d e s  t h e  5 a L l y  a c r i - ~ i t i e s  
of  t h e  tanagers, t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  o r a l  c o n t a c t s  t h a t  c z s s t i t u t 2  7 6 3  of 
t h e i r  day, and o t h e r  ~ o i n t s  of  particular i n t e r e s t .  The i n f o m a t i o n  
systerrs manager 's r o l s  is dep ic t ed  a s  one of c o o r d i n a t o r ,  n o t i v a t o r ,  and 
p l anne r ,  wi th  a cad re  of  e x ? e r t s ,  bo th  i n t e r n a l  and e x t e r n a i ,  t o  ?rot-iC?e 
t e c h n i c a l  i n f o m a t i o ~ .  

Note: The a u t h o r s  g r a c e f u l l y  2cknowledge t h e  coopera t ion  cf t n e  
suc  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  ztacagers a n 3  t h e  Managment I n f o r x a t i o n  Syst-4s 
Research S z n t e r  a c  t h e  S n i v e r s i t y  of i.Linnesota, wnicn a s s i s t e d  us i n  
c o n t a c t i n g  some of t h e  sub leczs .  
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INTRODUCTION 

How h a s  t h e  r o l e  of  t h e  i n f o r m a ~ i o n  s y s t e n s  clanager evolved wi th  

t h e  changing needs o f  bus ines s  o rgao iza t ions  f o r  d a t a  process inq?  A 

f i c t i o n a l  account of  one i n d i v i d u a l ' s  r i s e  through t h e  ranks  of 

i n fo rma t ion  systems managenent w i l l  s e r v e  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  a  " t y p i c a l "  

case .  

Our manager 's name i s  Ralph. I n  1958, armed wi th  a  bache lo r  of  

a r t s  deg ree ,  Ralph landed h i s  f i r s t  job a s  a d r a f t s n z n .  S h o r t l y  

t h e r e a f t e r ,  he t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  d a t a  p rocas s ing  where he 3esigned 

card-based s y s t e ~ n s ,  wired boards ,  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  rzn  t h e  t a b  card  

equi-m.en t . 

B y  t h e  mld-1960's Ralph was Manager of Data P r o c e s s i ~ a ,  s u p e r v i s i n q  

a  sma l l  s t a f f  c f  p r ~ g r m m e r s ,  o p e r a t o r s ,  and X e ~ u n c h  p r s o n n e i .  Zven 

i n  t h o s e  days t h e  job  was a  d i f f i c u l t  cha i lenga .  Feople i s y s t e m  

s k i l l s  had t o  b e  t r a i n e d  i n t e r n a l l y ,  technology changed c o n s t a n t l y ,  and 

p o t e n t i a l  new DP a p p l i c a t i o n s  f a r  exceeded t h e  a v a i l a b l e  r eou rces .  La te  

n i g h t  phone c a l l s  from h a r r i e d  o p e r a t o r s  and ernergsncy t r i p s  TO t h e  

o f f  i c e  t o  f i x  systezri 'crashes" were rhe r u l e .  

I n  1972 Ral* changed jobs .  Be i n h e r i ~ e d  a  nex t i z l e  - "!anager of 

MIS - and a  new s e t  of  probleris.  (Not t h a t  t h e  p rob l=s  frcx t h s  1960's  

had gone away!) During t h i s  pe r iod  t h e  manager of YLS was e s h c r t e d ,  a t  

l e a s t  i n  t h e  t r a d e  p r e s s ,  t o  s t r i v e  f o r  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  a s  w e l l  a s  

e f f i c i e n c y ,  t o  focus on c o n s i s t e n t ,  dependable u s e r  s e r v i c e  a s  much a s  
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t echno log ica l  advancement, and t o  take  a broader,  bottom-line view of 

t h e  d a t a  processing organiza t ion .  

Ralph heeded some of t h e  advice;  he recognized t h a t  he  needed a 

broader  base of knowledge and a t  35 enrol led  i n  an evening .%A program. 

H i s  n i g h t s  were now dedicated t o  courses ,  case  s t u d i e s ,  and, of  course ,  

l a t e  n i g h t  telephone c a l l s .  

I n  1975 Ralph's c a r e e r  h i t  a l a r g e  submerged o b j e c t .  A major 

s y s t e a  exceeded time and c o s t  e s t i ~ a t e s  and f a i l e d  co n e e t  t h e  

informat ion  requirements of i t s  h ighes t  l e v e l  user .  That ,  coupled wi th  

a lenqhthenfng cydeue of maintenance jobs and l e s s  than s a t i s f a c t o r y  

response tiinzs on some o n l i n e  systems, l e ?  t o  p r e d i c t a b l e  r e s u l t s .  Our 

hero  was uncere~on ious ly  f i r e d !  

Although he considered t h e  d ismissa l  u n f a i r ,  1 was n o t  

su rp r i sed .  A s  Nolan [I51 had warned, MIS managers were used a s  " f a l l  

guys" from time t o  time: 

.. t o p  management mishandles t h i s  key ind iv idua l  I n  many 
ways: it f a i l s  t o  racognize t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he needs t o  ke  a t  
l e a s t  a s  much a manager a s  a t echn ic ian ;  it usua l iy  r ega rds  
h i s  job a s  a dead end from which no promotion i s  poss i3 ie ;  it 
tends  t o  use him a s  a scapegoat when t h i n g s  go awry ... 

Dismissals &Tong LKLS managers were common [ 75,16,181. I n  one survey 

[ I S ] ,  it was found t h a t  over 5 0 %  of 180 companies had rep laced  t o p  

systems executives wi th in  t h e  previous 18 months. 
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Ralph, never the iess ,  d i d  some soul  searching. He had a t t enp ted  t o  

t ake  a  broader perspect ive  i n  t h i s  job but  it was d i f f i c u l t  t o  escape 

t h e  day t o  day p r o b l m s  of deadi ines ,  c o s t  overruns, and new system 

r e l e a s e s .  Ralph was n o t  alone.  A survey [ I l l  of over 300 i n f ~ m ~ a t i o n  

sys tens  managers showed t h a t ,  even i n  l a r g e  i n f o r n a t i o n  systems 

departments, MIS managers tended t o  l is t  a s  t h e i r  primary o b j e c t i v e s  

those  r e l a t e d  t o  measures of s y s t e ~  e f f i c i e n c y  r a t h e r  than e f f e c t i v e n e s s  

( e  .g., meeting deadl ines ,  minimizing c o s t s ,  minimizing turnarounds 1 . 

The next  job would be d i f f e r e n t !  Fcr tunate ly ,  with t h e  demand f o r  

experienced i n i o r n a t i o ~  systems nanaqers f a r  exceeding che suppiy,  "next  

time" came quickly. Fz-lph tock a  job a s  MIS manager with a  l a r g e r  f i n  

a t  a  respectable  inc rease  i n  pay. I n  t h e  new job he c a r e f u l l y  devsloped 

an organiza t ional  s t r u c t u r e  and manaqement con t ro l  s y s t m  t h a t  f o s t e r e d  

a more o rgan iza t iona l ly  i n t e g r a t e d  i n f o r m a t i ~ n  s y s t e ~ s  funct ion .  

Now, s i x  years  l a t e r ,  Ralph has  anot5er  new job, a nsw z i t l e ,  and a 

new l is t  of p rob le i s .  Our hero,  now spor t ing  Vice President of 

Information Resource Management on t h e  door of h i s  pane l l ed ,  c a r p e t t e d ,  

corner  o f f i c e ,  f i n d s  t e x t ,  image, and voice appended t o  p rev ious  

r e s p o n s i ~ i l i t i e s  f o r  corpora te  da ta .  B s o p h i s t i c a t e d  Z i s t r i b u t e d  

processing necwork, minicomputers, acd a  very high l eve l  ~ r c q r z r m i n q  

language have a l l  con t r ibu ted  t o  g i v i c g  u s e r s  p o t e n t i a l  and even some 

r e a l  c o n t r o l  over t h e i r  own da ta .  Meanwhile, however, competing v o i c e s  

c a l l  f o r  organization-wide management of t h e  newly d iscovered " d a t a  

resource." Vice Pres ident  Ralph's  phone no longer r i n g s  a t  n i g h t ,  which 
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makes him r a t h e r  nervous every morning. 

Ralph, though a  f i c t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  evolut ion  of  

t h i s  complex management r o l e .  I t  i s  a  r o l e  t h a t  r e q u i r e s  balzncing t h e  

i n h e r e n t  c o n f l i c t s  of d e v e l o p e n t  versus opera t ions ,  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  

ve r sus  e f f i c i ency ,  u s e r  s e r v i c e  versus  technologica l  advancnaent, acd 

u s e r  c o n t r o l  versus a  c e n t r a l  da ta  resource.  , I n  t h e  remainder ~f t h i s  

paper we descr ibe  t h i s  c r i t i c a l  r o l e  a s  we have found it c a r r i e d  ou t  i n  

s i x  organiza t ions  today. 

Although numerous z r e s c r i p t i o n s  f o r  t h e  YCS rr.anagerls r o l e  e x i s t  

[2,3,7,8,9,10,14,161171f9] l i t t l e  empirical  research  has been conducted. 

A s  noted previously,  surveys have been employed t o  examine MIS manager 

turnover [I81 and perceived job o b j e c t i v e s  [ I  I ] .  Couger e t .  a l .  [61 

a l s o  used survey techniques t o  examine motivat ion l e v e l s  f o r  i n f o m a t i o c  

systems managers { a t  t h r e e  management l e v e l s ) .  They found t h a t  t h e s e  

managers exhibi ted  lower s o c i a l  needs than o t t e r  management personnel  

and hypothesized t h a t  t h i s  may i n t e r f e r e  with communications wi th  

subordinates  and pee r s  i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  of t h e  o rgan iza t ion .  

Nolan [I61 interviewed 18 MIS execut ives  and found two extreme 

managerial s t y l e s .  One, descr ibed a s  t h e  " a r e t i t e c t " ,  draws a  sha rp  

l i n e  between t echn ica l  d a t a  process ing r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  and n o n t e c h n ~ c a l  

user  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  This  manager n a i n t a i x i  a  h i g h l y  de f ined  

organiza t ional  s t r u c t u r e  and a  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  management c o n t r o l  system. 
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A mmager charac ter ized  by t h e  second s t y l e ,  t h e  " i n s i d e r , "  maintains a  

fuzzy l i n e  between t h e  t e c - m i c a l  and user  components of t h e  job. This  

manager a t t e n p t s  t o  i n f i l t r a t e  user  a reas  with systems people and has 

l e s s  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  c o n t r o l  systems then t h e  "a rch i t ec t . "  

Wetherbe 2nd 'Whitehead [ 2 2 ]  provide an i n t e r e s t i n g ,  though 

 on-empirical, s tu2y of t h e  MIS executive.  They enphasize t h e  s t rong  

d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e  two primary sub-organizat ions wi th in  t h e  

information systems func t ion  - opera t ions  and d e v e l o p e n t  - and t h e  

o f t e n  c o n f l i c t i n g  managerial s t y l e s  requi red  i n  each. Operat ions i s  

cha rac te r i zed  a s  a closed/st~ble/mechanistic envlronqent  r e ~ i r i c g  =he 

use  of formal 2 o l i e i e s  and procedures. S e v e l o p t n t  i s  viewed a s  a  

+ r e l a t i v e l y  open /ada~ t ive /o rqan ic  environment, r e q u i r i n g  a  management 

philosophy emphasizing f l e x i b i l i t y ,  decen t ra l i zed  decision-m3king and 

autonomy. 

Perhaps t h e  n o s t  r igorous  examination of t h e  i4IS manager's r o l e  %as 

conducted by Taggart and S ib ley  [ 21 ] .  Sne of them se r?ed  a s  d i r e c t o r  of 

a un ive r s i ty  computer c e n t e r  f o r  s i x  months and c o l l e c t e d  c r i t i c a l  

i n c i d e n t s  r e l a t e d  t o  h i s  job. These i n c i d e n t s  supporz a  manaqenent 

s t y l e  described a s  "balanced" betveen a  "use r  cortm~~aity" o r i e n t a t i c n  and 

another  o r i e n t a t i o n  l a b e l l e d  "systems p ro fess iona l " .  
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Methodoloaies - f o r  Stu4ping Xanagercent 

Thousands of s t u d i e s  have looked a t  i s s u e s  r e l a t e d  t o  l eadersh ip  

and manageqent, but  few focus on what managers a c t u a l l y  do. McCall [ I 2 1  

found on ly  f . ~ r t y  r e p o r t s  of s t n z i e s  on behaviors  exhibi ted  by p r a c t i c i n g  

managers. Many of t h e s e  r e l i e d  on d i a r y  s e l f - r e p o r t s ,  a methodology of  

dubious v a l i d i t y  r13,20]. Taggart  and Sibley  employed a " ~ a r t i c i p a n t  a s  

observer" s t r a t e g y  141 t o  examine a s i n g l e  ?"IS execut ive  a t  work. 

a l t e r n a t i v e  s t r a t e g y  "complete observation" [ d l ,  was u t i l i z e d  i n  t h e  

s tudy repor ted  here.  This approach had n o t  previous ly  been employed 

with X I S  managers, 2nd S3cause of x t s  high c o s t  i s  in f requen t ly  us%& i n  

s t u d i e s  of  managenent. 

"Complete observation" avoids some of t h e  problans inherent  i n  

d i a r y  s t u d i e s .  However, t h e  method i s  s o  labor- in tens ive  t h a t  i z  i s  n o t  

p r a c t i c a l  over locg  per iods  of t i i ie .  I t  i s  t h u s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  c o l l e c t  a. 

t r u l y  representazi-;e sample of days a t  work, I t  i s  a l s o  d i f 5 i c u i t  t o  

avoid observer  3 i a s e s  o r  changes i n  work s t y i e  caused by t h e  obse rve r ' s  

presence. (See [ I 2 1  f o r  a comparision of t h e  two approaches.) 

Yonecheless, Yhe methodology of  complece observat ion  provides a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  r i c h  view of tho  i n f o r m a t i ~ n  systsms manager's job. 
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Six in format ion  s y s t e q s  managers were asked t o  p a r t i z i g a t e  i n  t h e  

p r o j e c t .  The aanagers  met t h e  fo l lowing  c r i t e r i a :  

1. Responsible f o r  both informat ion  s y s t e n s  development and 

ope ra t ions .  

2. Responsible  f o r  a  d e p a r t ~ e n t  of  t h i r t y  o r  a o r e  enployees.  

3. Inforinat ion s y s t e n s  component c o n s t i t u t e s  a t  l e a s t  7 5 3  of t h e i r  

job. 

4. EngLoyed i n  c u r r e s t  ~ o s i z i o n  f o r  a'; l e a s t  six aon ths .  

The purpose of s e t t i n g  th5s-e c r i t a r l a  was t o  p rov ide  some 

consistency a c r o s s  t h e  sample. The r e s u l t  of t h e s e  s r l r e r l a ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  r n e  f l r s t  one, was t n a t  I n  t h e  organizations s e l e c t e d  t n i s  

manager was a t  a  r e l a t i v e l y  h i g h  l e v e l  i n  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  . i s ~ a l l y  two 

l e v e l s  below t h e  p r e s ~ d e n t .  Gf cou r se ,  one o v e r r i d i n g  s e l e c t i c n  

c r i t e r i c n  was whether t h e  manaqer was willing t o  be observed.  

The s i x  p a r t i c i p a t i c g  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a r e  cazegor ized  i n  Table 3 .  

A l l  s u b j e c t  managers were maie. Four ,  l i k e  g a i ~ h ,  had c3me z? through 

t h e  ranks  of  da ra  precessing. Of these,  xwo haC been promoted l n t o  

t h e i r  p r e s e n t  p o s i t i o n s  an5 two, 1l;;e Ralph, had baen h i r e d  into c k e i r  

p o s i t i o n s  from o u t s i d e  t h e  company. Two o t h e r s  had been moved rnca t h e  

systems dzpartment from a 2 i f f e r e n t  a r e a  of t h e  eompany. 
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TABLE 1 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS 

* DP Employees ( range 1 * 30-300 * 

................................................................ 

* Organizat ional  Level * Corporate 5 * 

* * Division 1 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * x * * * * * * * * * * * * *  

* Indus t ry  Type * Manufacturing 3 * 

x * U t i l i t y  1 it 

* * Finance 1 * 

* * Service  1 * 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

* Reporting Level (from CEO) * One 1 * 

* * Two 3 * 

* * Three 2 * 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Center for Digital Economy Research 
Stem School of Business 
IVorking Paper IS-81-3 1 



Each manager was accompanied by an obse r -~e r  (one of t h e  auckors)  

f o r  t h r e e  t o  four days. The observer s tayed u i t h  t h e  manager throughoot 

t h e  day, usual ly  i n  an inconsipicuous corner of the  manassr 's  o f f i c e .  

'&en t h e  manager l e f t  t h e  o f f i c e  he was accompanied by t h e  obse rve r -  I n  

a few s i t u a t i o n s  t h e  observer  was no t  pe,mitted t o  a t t e n d  a meeting 

(e.g.,  a performance a p p r a i s a l  with t h e  nanager 's  s u p e r i o r ) .  I n  those  

cases  t h e  na ture  and substance of t h e  meeting were summarize5 f o r  che 

observer  a t  i t s  conclusion. 

RESULTS 

The observers c o l l e c t e d  da ta  on a v a r i e t y  of dimensions of the  

manager's job. Some o b j e c t i v e  d a t a  was c o l l e c t e d  with r e l i a S 1 e  measurss 

( e -g . ,  t h e  mount  of t ime spen t  on t h e  te lephone) ;  i n  o t h e r  cases  t h e  

measures were sub jec t ive ,  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  varying degrees  a£ observer  

b i a s .  W e  r epor t ,  f i r s t ,  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  r e s u l t s  and then s u b j e c t i v e  daca 

t h a t  must be i n t e r p r e t e d  more cau t ious ly .  

C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of Management A c t i v i t i e s  - 

Each management a c t i v i t y  was c l a s s i f i e d  i c t c  one of t h e  fa l lowi?g 

f i v e  ca tegor ies  : 

1. DESK WORK - Eilanagers workinq a lone  i n  t h e i r  o f f i c e s ,  n o r x a l l y  

a t  t h e i r  desks. 
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2.  TELEPHONE CILWLS - A l l  incoming and outgoing telephone c a l l s .  

Data was c o l l e c t e d  f o r  both completed and uncompleted c a l l s .  

3 .  SCHEDULED MEETINGS - Meetings t h a t  had been prearranged.  I n  

many cases  t h e  nee t ing  was arranged only minutes before.  

4. UNSCHEDULED MEETINGS - Meetings t h a t  were n o t  prearranged.  

These included informal and unplanned c o n t a c t s  i n  t h e  h a i l ,  

lunchroom, o r  manager's o r  o t h e r ' s  o f f i c e .  

5. TOUR3 - Occasions when t h e  manager l e f t  h i s  o f f i c e  t o  walk 

about t h e  prernrses. These t o u r s  o f t e n  inc luded oce o r  z o r e  

unscheduled meetings. Times f o r  these meetings were sub t rac ted  

from the  t o t a l  time recorded f o r  t h e  t o u r .  

A small  number of a c t i v i t i e s  could not  be c l a s s i f i e d  us ing t h i s  

s c h a e .  Primari ly,  t h e s e  were ins tances  when t h e  manager spoke b r i e f l y  

t o  t h e  observer ,  made a personal  c a l l ,  o r  disappeared t o o  quickly  f o r  

t h e  observer t o  follow. These were c l a s s i f i e d  a s  "off  t h e  record"  and 

were not  analyzed f u r t h e r .  

Table 2 p resen t s  t h e  occurrences of each a c t i v i t y  type  f o r  an 

average day, t h e  mean dura t ion  of each type of a c t i v i t y ,  and t h e  

proport ion of t o t a l  t ime spent  on t h a t  type of a c t i v i t y .  Yulnbers i n  

parentheses he re ,  and i n  t h e  remainder of t h e  ?apex, a r e  ranges  for t h e  

six managers. 
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TABLE 2  
A C T I V I T I E S  ?EX DAY FOR I W C R ~ l A T I  C;J SYSTE?*lS IIAXAGZRS 

AV4rnCE 
>?bMB ER DLTATI ON PRO PORTI ON 

P E R  DAY ( I N  MINbTES) OF T I M E  

Desk work 9  (6 -17 )  9  (5 -13 )  19% (9 -36 )  
Phone 
c a l l s  9 (6 -14 )  4  ( 2 - 7 )  9% (6-14:  
Incomple te  c a l l s  5 (2 -10 )  1  * 1  % 

Scheduled Meetings 3 (2 -10 )  40  (22 -103)  48% ( 3 0 - 6 7 )  
Unsched. Meetingx* I 6  (8 -28 )  5 (4 -10 )  20% ( 1 1 - 2 9 )  
Tours 2 ( 0 - 3 )  6 10-11) 2% ( 0 - 5 )  

* e s t i m a t e d  
** s e c r e t a r i a l  c o n t z c t s  n o t  inc luded  

The t o t a l  n m b e r  of  a c t i v i t i e s  pe r  day ( e x c l u d i n g  i n c o c c l n t e  

t e l ephone  c z l l s  acd s e c r e t a r i a l  e o n t c c t s j  averaged 4 1  ( 2 8 - 5 3 )  f o r  t h e  

s i x  i n f o m a t i o n  systeins managers. Prev ious  r e s e a r c h  h a s  shown t h a t  

lower l e v e l  rnanaqers a r e  i nvo lve5  i n  n o r e  a c t i v i t e s  p e r  dzy ( z a z h  of  

s h o r t e r  duration) than  managers i n  p o s i t i o n s  of  g r e a z e r  a u t h o r i t y .  

F i r s t  l e v e l  s c p e r v i s o r s  have been shown t o  p a r t i c i p a t z  i n  about  200 

a c t i v i t i e s  per day [12!. Cn t h e  ocher  hand, Mlntzberg [ i 3 ]  f o u ~ ~ d  t h c t  

c h i e f  execu t ive  o f f i c e r s  d a i l y  engage i n  n i n e t e e n  t o  t h i ry - two  

a c t i v i t i e s .  The number o f  a c t i v i t i e s  p e r f o m e d  by t h e  i n fo rma t ion  

sysl-s  aziriagers s e e m  t o  be  c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  t h e i r  management i e v e l .  

A c t i ~ i t i e s  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  s n o r t .  Seventy p e r c e n t  ( 5 4 - 7 5 )  l a s t e d  

less t h a n  9 minutes  w i th  o n l y  two p e r c e n t  ( 0 - 6 )  l a s t i z g  a c r e  chen 3ne 

hour.  Telephone c a l l s  and unscheduled meet ings  were cam-?..on b u t  

c o n s t i t u t e d  a  r e l a t i v e l y  sma l l  2e rcen tage  of  t h e  day. Though Is-4 i n  

number, scheduled mee t incs  accounted f o r  o v e r  h a l f  t 3 e  working day. 
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Contacts 

Informat ion  systems managers spend on average 76 pe rcen t  (64-91) of 

t h e i r  day i n  o r a l  contac ts .  Table 3 ca tegor izes  these  c c n t a c t s  i n  terms 

o f  medium employed, l o c a t i o n  of t h e  con tac t ,  and who i n i t i a t e d  t h e  

con tac t .  Table 4 breaks down scheduled o r  unscheduled meetings by t h e  

number o f  people p a r t i c i p a t i n g .  Contacts  were most commonly he ld  i n  t h e  

manager's o f f i c e ,  a t tended by one o t h e r  person,  and i n i t i a t e d  by t h e  

manager much of  t h e  t i z e .  

TABLE 3 
THE NATURE OF INFORVi lTI  ON SYSTE4S IIIANAGERS ' 

O"dL CONTACTS 

PERCENT OF PERCENT OF 
CONTACTS TIME 

MEDIA 
Telephone Ca l l s  
Scheduled Meeting 
Unscheduled Meeting 

LOCATI OX 
Manager's Off ice  
Other ' s  Off ice  
Hal l  
Conference Room 
Other 

INITIATED BY: 
Manager 
Other Pa r ty  
Clock 
Chance 
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SIZE OF MEETING 

TABLE 4 
NUMBER G F  PARTICIPAhTS I N  ORAL CC)STACTS 

SCHED-ULED rJNSCHZDULED 
MEETINGS MEETIgGS 

Two People 53% (0-70) 9 0 %  (78-96)  
Three People 15% (0-62) 8% (3-20) 
Four People 5% (0-28) 1% (0-2) 
More than Four People 27% (0-75) 1 %  (0-4) 

Table 5 p r e s e n t s  a  breakdown of t h e  types  of peopie with whom t h e  

informat ion  sys tens  manager had o r a l  con tac t s .  Contacts x i t h  u s e r s  

c o n s t i t u t e  a f a i r l y  smal l  percentage of t h e  t o t a l  con tac t  t i n e .  

Contacts  with u s e r s  were s h o r t ,  with two of 2Tier.J t h r e e  i n i t i a t e d  by -,he 

u s e r .  F r e q s n t l y  t h e s e  were opera t ions - re la t ed  recges t s  f o r  follow-up 

(e.g. ,  a  master  f i l e  had been improperly updated twice and nesded t o  bz 

c o r r e c t e d ) .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  t h e  aanagers  s p e n t ,  on t h e  average,  s l i g h t l y  

more rime with vendcrs then with c s e r s .  
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PERSON 

TABLE 5 
TYPES OF PEOPLE WITH XHOM THE INF'OmlATION SYSTEMS 

MANAGER KAD CONTACTS 

PERCENT OF ?EXCENT OF 
CONTACTS TIME 

Super io r s  4% (0-7)  7% (0-10) 
Immediate Subordinates 36% (22-45) 38% (23-60) 
Lower-Level Subordinates 24% (16-40) 23% (17-32) 
Users 10% (3-20) 8% (1-33) 
Corporate Service Groups 

(e.g. ,  personnel ,  maint.) 11% (6-22) 8% (5-18) 
Vendors 6% (0-30) 9% (3-27) 
Others 9% (3-9) 7 %  (1-16) 

Purpose of Oral Contacts -- 

I n  h i s  s tudy of ch ie f  execut ive  o f f i c e r s ,  Mi.ntzberg [ 1 3 ]  deveioped 

a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme t o  ca tegor ize  " the  nature  of managerial work". 

Although Mintzberg's c a t e g o r i e s  have been shown t o  have ques t ionable  

i n t e r r a t e r  r e l i a b i l i t y  [ 5 ]  they  do provide a d d i t i o n a l  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  

information systems manager's job. Table 6 shows Mintzberg's c a t e g o r i e s  

o f  a c t i v i t i e s  and t h e  pe rcen t  of  con tac t s  accounted f o r  by each 

category.  The resea rchers  coded t h e s e  ca tegor ies  a s  t h e  primary purppse 

of  each o r a l  contact .  
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TABLE 6 
PRIMARY PURPOSE OF EACH QRAL COMTACT 

CATEC-ORY DEFINITION PERCENT OF 
CONTACTS 

SCHEDULIXG Brief  c c n t a c t s  f o r  purposes 
of  scheduling f u t u r e  con tac t s  12% (8-20) 

RECEIVING Manager r ece iv ing  i n f o m a t i o n  
INFORMATI ON from o the r s .  Inc ludes  b r i e f i n g s  

and i n s t a n t  communications. 246 (13-47) 

G I V I N G  Contacts  i n  which manager passes 
INFORMATION information t o  o the r s .  12% (7-21) 

ACT1 ON Requests f o r  managerial a c t i o n  
REQUESTS by o the r s .  Inc ludes  reques ts  by 

subordinates  f o r  au thc r i za t ion ,  
r eques t s  f o r  t h a  mazager t o  pro- 
v ide  information,  and reques ts  by 
u s e r s  and s u p e r i o r s  t o  i c i t i a t e  
something. 8% (0-19) 

MllNAGER Managers r eques t ing  o t h e r s  - f o r  
REPEST i n f o m a t i o n ,  t o  fol low up on a 

previous de lega t ion ,  o r  t o  dele- 
g a t e  a new t a s k .  15% (6-20) 

STRATEGY Contacts  p repara to ry  t o  major 
decis ions .  These included long 
range planning and budgeting 
meetings . 4% (0-11) 

REV1 EW Usually r a t h e r  long meetings 
aaues. dea l ing  with a number of i-- 

I n  some cases  t h e s e  were general  
"ca tch  up" meetings with immediate 
subordica tes .  I n  o t h e r  cases  they 
were p r o j e c t  review nee t ings .  14% (5-31) 

PERCZWT OF 
TIME 
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Contacts 

The ca tegor ies  shown i n  Table 6 represent  only one c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

of  t h e  primary purpose of each o r a l  contac t .  Since a  meecing o r  

te lephone c a l l  may r e s u l t  i n  seve ra l  outcomes t h e  s i n g l e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

does n o t  p resen t  a  very complete p i c t u r e  of t h e  con tac t .  

To provide a d d i t i o n a l  i n s i g h t  i n t o  each con tac t  t h e  r e sea rchers  

c o l l e c t e d  da ta  a t  a  f i n e r  l e v e l  of d e t a i l .  I t  was genera l ly  p o s s i b l e  t o  

record ,  i n  abbreviated forin, "message un i t s "  r ep resen t ing  i i s t i n c t  

s e p a r a t e  communications wi th in  a  2 a r t i c u l a r  o r a l  con tac t .  For i n s t a n c e ,  

t h e  opera t ions  manager drops i n  t o  r e 2 o r t  tk,at t h e  harlware p r o b l e . ~ ~ s  

from t h e  n igh t  Sefore  have been f ixed  (message u n i t  1 )  and Sesc r ibes  t h e  

na tu re  of t h e  problem and i t s  s o l u t i o n  (message u n i t  2 ) .  The 

i n f o m a t i o n  s y s t e r s  manager i n q u i r e s  how f a r  behind they  a r e  (message 

u n i t  3 ) .  The opera t ions  manager responds (message u n i t  4 )  and info,ms 

of  h i s  p lans  t o  ca tch  up (message u n i t  5 ) . 

Coding message u n i t s  involved assigrxnent of a - ~ e r b  t o  i n d i c a t e  

a c t i o n  (e.q.,  r eques t ,  inforn., acknowledge, make, d e l e g a t e )  and a  noun 

t o  s i g n i f y  t h e  o b j e c t  of t h e  a c t i o n  (e.g.,  f a c t ,  s t a t u s ,  p l a n ,  d e c i s i o n ,  

a c t i o n ,  opinion,  sugges t ion) .  The source of t h e  c o n t a c t  lias reccrded a s  

were two codes i n d i c a t i n g  t h e  content  of t h e  nessage  ur , i t .  The f i r s t  

code ind ica ted  whether t h e  content  of t h e  message was t e c h n i c a l  o r  

nontechnical.  Technical message u n i t s  were those  f e l t  t o  be d i f f i c u l t  

f o r  a  person with no t e c h n i c a l  e x p e r t i s e  ( i . e . ,  r e l a t e d  t o  infcrrnation 

sys tevs)  t o  understand. I n  t h e  above example, message u n i t  2 was 
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c l a s s i f i e d  a s  t e c h n i c a l ,  t h e  o t h e r s  a s  nontechnica l .  

The second ccde ca tegor ized  t h e  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  of t h e  inessage wi t ,  

and was s e l e c t e d  frcm "die fo l lowing  c a t e g o r i e s :  

1. Operat ions 

2. New hardware 

3 .  ' Maintenance/modification 

4. New a p p l i c a t i o n s  

5 .  Xen s y s t a ~ s  sof tware  

6. New msnagezent c o n t r o l  sof tware  

7. General a d m i n i s t r a t i - ~ e  ( e ,g. ,  budget ing ,  s t a f f i n g ,  s chedc l ing l  . 

Coded message u n i t s  ?or  t h e  c o n t a c t  desc r ibed  p r e v i o u s l y  a r e  shown 

i n  Table 7 .  

TABLE 7 
SP-Y?LZ MESSAGE L?IT CODING 

1 I n f c m .  S t a t z s  OF !4gr N o  Gperacions 

2 Inform Background Op Mgr Yes Opera t ions  
3 Request S t a t u s  Manager N o  Opera t ions  
4 Inform S t s t u s  Op :4qr No Opera t ions  

c; I n f o n  P lans  Op Xgr No Opera t ions  
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Coding nessage u n i t s  presented some problems. When many people 

were t a l k i n g  it was d i f f i c u l t  t o  record a l l  r e l e v a n t  i n f ~ r n a c i o n .  

Furthem-ore,  coding was suscepciblz  t o  observer  b i a s .  xever the less ,  che 

message u n i t s  provide an i l l u m i n a t i n g  view of t h e  information systems 

manager's job. 

Analysis  of t h e  7459 message u n i t s  ( a n  average of 392 pe r  ?lay) 

revealed  t h a t  only 120 (34)  of t h e  i n f o m a t i o n  systems managers' message 

u n i t s  and 196 ( 5 % )  of t h e  o t h e r  p a r t i c i p a n t s '  message u n i t s  were 

t e c h n i c a l .  F iysre  1 shows t h e  breakdown by s u b j e c t  d iscussed.  

Forty-t5ree percent  were r e l a t e d  t o  genera l  ac i ,? . in is t ra t~ve  s t ib jec ts ;  

t h i s  com2aras t o  Faggart  and S i b l e y ' s  f lni i ings ! 2 ? !  t h a t  7 0 %  of t h e  

c r i t i c a l  inc iden t s  recorded by a s i n g l e  in fo rna t ion  s y s t e ~ . s  inanager were 

of an administrative nature .  

The verb/noun ca tegor ies  p resen t  t h e  information sys tens  manager's 

r o l e  f r m ~  a d i f f e r e n t  pe r spec t ive .  These c a t e g o r i e s  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  

managerial na ture  c f  t h e  communication independent of i t s  con ten t .  I n  

Table 8 a r e  displayed four teen  verb/noun c a t e g o r i e s  i o u t  of 68 

combinations used) t h a t  i n  t o t a l  accounted f o r  584 of t h e  t o t a l  nessage  

u n i t s .  These a r e  d iv ided i n t o  t h r e e  ca tegor ies .  I n  t h e  f i r s r  colmLn 

a r e  verb/noun combinations most f r e p e n t l y  a t t r i b n t e d  -co t h e  i n f o n a t i o n  

systems manaqer. The second column con ta ins  those  used approxi i ia te ly  

equal ly  f o r  t h e  information syste,~ns managers and t h e  people t o  whom t h e y  

spoke. Tne t h i r d  a r e  c a t e g o r i e s  most f r e q u e n t l y  a t t r i b u t e d  t~ the  o t h e r  

p a r t y  i n  t h e  o r a l  con tac t s .  
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TABLE 8  
VZRB/NGUN CATEG3EilES CO~I~JIONLY EMPLOYED I N  ORAL CONTACTS 

USED MORE FREQUENTLY USED ABOUT THE SAME USED MORE FXEQUEhTLY 
BY I S  MAPLAGER BY BOTH ( * )  BY OTHER ?AXTIES 

Delega te  Action ( 3/93/7 )**  I n f  o m  Concerns ( 4/5 1/49 ) I n f  . F a c t  (9/38/62 
Znform P lans  ! 2/64/36 1 Inform Opinion ( 2  1 /43/57 1 I n f .  Prob.J4/39/61) 
I n f  . I n t e n t i o n s x x *  (6/60/40 1 Give Sugg/Advice i 6/47/53 ) I n f  . S t a t u s  (4/34/66 3 
Request F a c t s  (5/67/33 ) Req. Clarification**(5/52/48) 
Reques t3p in ioG (3/74/26) InformBackground (8/43/57)  
Request  S t a t u s  (3/66/34 ) 

* C l a s s i f i e d  a s  "about  t h e  same" i f  41-595 of t h e  message u n i t s  
were a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  I S  manager and t h e  o t h e r  parzy.  

** ( %  of t o t a i  xessage  n n i t s /  % a t t r i b u t e d  t o  15 managerj S a t t r i b u z e d  t o  
t h e  o t h e r  p a r t y )  

*** R e s u l t s  f o r  th$se  verb/nouii c o m b i n a t i o ~ s  a r e  i n c o n s i s t e n t  between 
t h e  two s e t s  of managers r a t e d  by t h e  two observers .  

The r e s u l t s  f o r  t h e  verb/noun c a t e g o r i e s  sugges t  t h a t  in fom.&clon  

systems managers c o l l e c t  hard  f a c t s ,  s t a t u s  i r f o ~ ~ a t i o n ,  and in fo rma t ion  

about  p r o b l e ~ s  from o t h e r s ;  t h e y  p a s s  on f o r n a l ,  f u t u r e  p l a n s  an< l e s s  

formal i n t e n t i o n s .  These r e s u l t s  ho ld  up we l l  when managers r a t e d  by ' 

one obse rve r  a r e  compared t o  t h o s e  r a t e d  by t h e  o t h e r ,  which s u g q e s t s  

t h a t  t h e  r a t i n g  s c a l e s  a r e  n o t  g r e a t l y  impacted by r a t e r  b i a s  and t h a t  

t h e s e  co r? , r .~~ ica t ion  p a t t e r n s  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  robus t .  

OTHER NOYAELE OBSERV-ATI O N S  ABOUT T9E 3:ANAGZE ' S J O B  

Ca tegor i za t ion  by a c t b i t i e s ,  purpose of c o n t a c t ,  o r  message u n i t s  

t e l l s  o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y .  Through obse rva t ion  we l e a r z e d  o t h e r  

r e v e a l i n g  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  job and t h e  environment o f  t h e  i n f o m a t i o n  

systems maTager. Severa l  o f  t h e s e  a r e  desc r ibed  below. 
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Computer Based Information Support 

Mintzberg [131 found t h a t  chief  execut ive  o f f i c e r s  p laced l i t t l e  

r e l i a n c e  on formal information sources.  The r e s u l t s  r e p r t e d  here ,  t e n  

y e a r s  l a t e r ,  suggest  a  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  phenomenon f o r  informat ion  systems 

managers. These managers r a r e l y  r e f e r r e d  t o  computer-based i n f o r n a t i o n  

systems. When they d i d ,  it was u s u a l l y  t o  reference  r e p o r t s  generated 

from sys teqs  developed f o r  o t h e r  func t iona i  a r e a s  of  t h e  o rgan iza t ion  

(e.g. ,  accounting, pe r sonne l ) .  There were few computer-generated 

re_wrts r e l a t e d  t o  i n f o r n a t i o n  s y s t e z s  a c t x v i t i e s  and even fewer s i g n s  

o f  t h e  so-cal led "decis ion  suppor t  systems" c u r r e n t l y  i n  vogue. Like 

t h e  shoemaker's c h i l d r e n ,  information systems managers seen:, t o  be m.ong 

the l a s t  t o  d i r e c t l y  b e n e f i t  f ro= t h e  technology they  purvey. 

Keeping Current  on Technological Trends - 

Although t h e  managers a l l  subscribed t o  t r a d e  p u b l i c a t i o n s ,  t h e y  

genera l ly  spen t  l i t t l e  t ime reading them. These, and genera l  bus iness  

newspapers and magazines, were usua l ly  skimmed. Sometires 

adverrisements and a r t i c l e s  were t e r n  ou t  and forwarded t o  o t h e r s .  

C-enerally, managers r e l i e d  on subordinztes  f o r  s p e c i f i c  t e c h n i c a l  

exper t i se .  Vendors a l s o  played an informat ional  sugpcr t  r o l e  a s  

described below. 
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Rela t ionsh ips  

I n  s e v e r a l  of t h e  organiza t ions  s tud ied ,  vendors played important 

r o l e s .  General ly,  they  provided information t o  t h e  information systems 

manager and h i s  s t a f f .  Although t h e  vendor was s e l l i n g  a p a r t i c u l a r  

product ,  s a l e s  p resen ta t ions  were f requent ly  t r e a t e d  by t h e  manager a s  

oppor t -mi t i e s  t o  l e a r n  about c u r r e n t  technologies and t o  d i f f u s e  t h a t  

knowledge throughout t h e x r  organiza t ions .  I n  s e v e r a l  i n s t a c c e s  

p r e s e n t a t i o n s  wers given where it was c l e a r  beforehand t h a t  a s a l e  was 

im_mssible. P resen ta t ions  were o f t e n  pcorly sanaged, both  by -che user  

an6 t h e  ven6or. Typica l ly ,  presentations were u n s k i l l f u l l y  executed by 

vendor ;ersonnsl,  wno o f t e n  t a r g e t e d  a t  t h e  urong auzience. On t h e  user  

s i d e ,  t h e r e  nas l i t t l e  ?ittempt made t o  match a z r e s e n t a t i o n  with s n  

appropr ia t e  audisnce. I n  some cases  a  dozen o r  mare people would spend 

an hour o r  more a t  a  p resen ta t ion  of relevance t o  only  two o r  t h r e e  

a t tendees .  

Minicorricuter P r o l i f e r a t i o n  

I n  a l l  s i x  o rgan iza t ions  u s e r s  had begun t o  a c c p i r e  t h e i r  own 

minicomputers. I n  a t  l e a s t  one organiza t ion  t h i s  was being done without 

formal approval of t h e  MTS group. This  was viewed with a l a m  by t h e  

information s y s t m ~ s  managsr who was concerned with t h e  lofig-tern 

ma in ta inab i l i ty  of systems developed f o r  t h i s  equi -pent .  Gn t h e  o t h e r  

hand, i n  t h r e e  of t h e  o rgan iza t ions  t h i s  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  had been 

an t i c ipa ted .  Acquis i t ion  of minicomputers and stand-alone systems was 
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even encouraged under gu ide l ines  provided by t h e  i n f o m a t i o n  s y s t r n s  

group. Thus some c e n t r a l i z e d  c o n t r o l  over t h i s  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  was 

r e t a i n e d  i n  a t  l e a s t  some of t h e  organiza t ions .  

Managing During an Economic Downturn - 

One of t h e  organiza t ions  s tud ied  was undergoing bus iness  

c o n t r a c t i o n s  dur ing  t h e  s tudy period.  Sudget c u t s  were t h e  r u l e  and 

every department was expected t o  share  equ i t ab ly  i n  t h e  c u t s .  This 

presented  a  d i f f i c u l t  s i t u a t i o n  f o r  t h e  in fomLat ion  s y s t s ~ . s  nanager. 

Few c u t s  were poss ib le  i n  t h e  heavi ly  equ ip len t  dominated o p e r a t i ~ n s  

budget. The development budget was d i f f i c u l t  t o  reduce a s  t h e  r sna iz2er  

of t h e  organiza t ion  turned now t o  da ta  processing a s  a  way t o  c c t  :OSCS 

and even t o  a s s i s t  i n  t h e  development of  a  new m i ~ r o p r o c e s s o r  baset! 

product.  

Of f i ce  Automation 

There was a  d e f i n i t e  t r e n d  toward t h e  merging of information 

systems and word processing.  Two organ iza t ions  were i n  t h e  process  of 

forming planning grou2s f o r  o f f i c e  automation and i n  t h r e e  o t h e r s  t h e  

information s y s t m s  manager had r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  word processing.  

However, t h e r e  were few s i g n s  of o f f i c e  automation technology i n  

t h e  managers' own deparLaents .  Only two managers had t e rmina l s  i n  t h e i r  

o f f i c e s ;  t h e s e  were used in f requen t ly  and p r i n a r i l y  f o r  purposes of  

demonstration. E lec t ron ic  mail  systems were n o t  u t i l i z e d ;  one manager, 
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however, used  a  voice store-and-forward message sys ten  t o  com.unicat2 

wi th  h i s  scbordinates.  Clear ly ,  a l l  the iaanagers r e l i e d  heavi ly  on 

face-to-face con tac t s  a s  shovm i n  Table 3 ( i . e . ,  only t h i r t e e n  percent  

of t o t a l  t i n e  was spent  on telephone c a l l s ) .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  v a s t  

m a j o r i t y  o f  message u n i t s ,  a s  shown i n  Table 8 ,  com;xunicatod " s o f t "  

informat ion  r a t h e r  than f a c t s .  The e f f i c a c y  of e l e c t r o n i c  mai l  f c r  

t h e s e  managers i s  c e r t a i n l y  no t  obvious from t h e  data .  
\ 

Acquiring and - Reta in ins  Employees 

A s  shown i n  Table 5 ,  t h e  v a s t  major i ty  of con tac t s  ( 6 9 % )  and t o t a i  

t ime ( 6 1 % )  were spent  with f i r s t -  and second-level subordinates .  Xnat 

i s  l e s s  obvious from t h e  da ta  i s  how much time nansgers spent  i n  

acqu i r ing  and r e t a i n i n g  q u a i i f i e d  p e r s o ~ n e l .  Scae of t h i s  c i n e  xas 

spen t  s tudying resumes o r  considering a l t e r n a t i v e s  f o r  f i l l i n g  a v a i l a b l e  

pos i t ions .  We genera l ly  c l a s s i f i e d  t h i s  t ime a s  "desk work". Ths 

managers a l s o  interviewed p o t e n t i a l  aaployees ( c l a s s i f i e d  a s  " s t h e r "  i n  

Table 5 ) .  Many of t h e i r  c o n t a c t s  with 81service" groups were with 

personnel  and were r e l a t e d  t o  h i r ing .  

I n  terms of cu r ren t  erployees,  t h e  managers were concerned wi th  

motivat ion,  t r z i n i n g ,  and c a r e e r  potential of t h e i r  employees and spen t  

more t h e  maintaining hea l thy  subordinate  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  than  they  d i d ,  

f o r  ins t ance ,  with uszrs .  The resea rchers  have no comparable d a t a  f o r  

o t h e r  l e v e l s  o r  types of managers. However, given t h e  c u r r e n t  market 

f o r  q u a l i f i e d  da ta  p o c e s s i n g  s p e c i a l i s t s ,  it i s  n o t  a t  a l l  s u r p r i s i n g  
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t h a t  h i r i n g  and r e t a i n i n g  personnel was a m a j ~ r  preoccl~pat ion  of t h e  

managers i n  our sample. 

DI SCUSSI ON 

The c l a s s i c  parable  t e l l s  of t h e  b l i n d  men who each p ic tu resque ly  

d e s c r i b e s  an  elephant  on t h e  b a s i s  of t h e i r  sepa ra te  physica l  c o n t a c t s  

wi th  varying p a r t s  of t h e  b e a s t ' s  anatomy. S imi la r ly  our  a n a l y s i s  

p r e s e n t s  t h e  information systems manager from severa l  d i s ~ a r a t e  

pe r spec t ives .  

Nature of t h e  Work --- 

A c t i v i t y  a n a l y s i s  shows a s i n i l a r i t y  t o  o t h e r  sanags r s .  Work i s  

c ~ragmented ,  of s h o r t  dura t ion ,  f r equen t ly  i n t e r r u p t e d ,  and c o n s i s t s  

p r imar i ly  of  o r a l  con tac t s  - many of the- unplanne2. Scheduled n e e t i n a s  

a r e  few i n  number but a r e  usua l ly  q u i t e  long,  while unscheduled mestinqs 

and telephone c a l l s  a r e  cominon but  c o n s t i t u t e  a  smai ler  p o r t i o n  of t h e  

day. Managers spend much of t h e i r  time i n  t h e i r  own o f f i c e s ,  f r e q u e n t l y  

i n  one-on-one d iscuss ions  with L m e d i a t e  s-&ordinates. got 

s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  con tac t s  with s u p a r i o r s  a r e  in f requen t .  '.lor a  

s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  however, is  t h e  f i n d i n g  t h a t  managers i n i t i a t e d  few 

con tac t s  with users .  

The c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of purpose of c o n t a c t  a s  def ined by Mintzberq 

shows t h e  information systems manager t o  be h e a v i l y  involved i n  

a c t i v i t i e s  r e l a t e d  t o  s t r a t e g i c  p lanning and nanage2ent c o n t r o l  and t o  
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spend l i t t l e  time on a c t i v i t i e s  of an opera t ional  c o n t r o i  n a t u r e  [ I ] ,  

They spend t h e  g r e a t e s t  mount  of t h e i r  time i n  e i t h e r  reviews o r  

s t r a t e g y  sessions.  The g r e a t e s t  percentage of t h e i r  c o n t a c t s  a r e  f o r  

t h e  purpose of rece iv ing information.  Not su rp r i s ing ly ,  they spend l e s s  

t ime  i n  negot ia t ion  o r  ceremony than t h e  chief  execut ive  o f f i c e r s  i n  

Mintzberg' s study [ 131. 

The message u n i t s  i l l u m i n a t e  o t h e r  a spec t s  of  t h e  job. The manager 

i s  exposed t o  l i t t l e  t s c k q i c a l  jargon and responds with l e s s .  The 

m a j o r i t y  of 3 iscuss ions  a r e  of a  genera l  a c k ~ i n i s t r a t i v e  a a t u r e  !s.g.,  

budgeting, t r a i n i n g ,  r e c r u i t i n g ,  3 i r i n g ,  e v a l u a t i n g ) .  Those t h a t  a r e  

information sys texs  r e l a t e d  p r imar i ly  dea l  with systems deveiopnent 

i s s u e s .  Operations and maintenance/modification r e p r e s e n t  on ly  124 of 

t h e  message u n i t s  t ransmit ted .  

The information systems nanager is  shown, by a n d y s i s  of  verb/noun 

c a t e g o r i e s ,  t o  be a c t i v e l y  seeking o t h e r s '  opinions,  i n f o m a t i o n  about 

e x i s t i n g  p r o j e c t s  ( s t a t u s  checking) ,  and f a c t s  requi red  t o  perform h i s  

job. A t  t h e  same time he  passes  a long o rgan iza t iona l  p lans  and h i s  own 

f u t u r e  in ten t ions .  A r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  number of message u n i t s  cozcarn 

a c t u a l  de legat ion  c f  work. 

Information systems managers use  few formal w r i t t e n  informat ion  

sources.  Subordinates and vendors keep t h e  manager t e c h n o l o y i c a l l y  

c u r r e n t ,  with heavy r e l i a n c e  on subord ina tes  f o r  t e c h n i c a l  e x p e r t i s e .  
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Cautions - i n  I n t e r p r e t i n g  Resul ts  

How a c c u r a t e  i s  t h e  p i c t u r e  we por t ray?  Natura l ly ,  I t  i s  based on 

a smal l ,  s e l f - s e l e c t e d  sample of managers t h a t  may no t  be r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

of  t h e  broader population. S imi la r ly ,  it i s  reasonable t o  assume t h a t  

t h e s e  managers behaved a t  l e a s t  somewhat d i f f e r e n t l y  whi le  being 

observed. F ina l ly ,  observer  b i a s  p o t e n t i a l l y  could have a f f e c t e d  t h e  

coding. 

We attempted t o  provide some methodological r i g o r  through t h e  

- -  s t r u c t u r e d  o b s e ~ ~ a t i o n  approach. we a l s o  neasured c e r t a i n  Sehaviora l  

e f f e c t s  t h a t  occured because of t h e  r e s e a r c h e r ' s  presence.  A t  t h e  

conclusion of t h e  3bservat ion  pe r iod  both t h e  Danager and h i s  s e c r e t a r y  

were asked t o  complete a  s h o r t  ques t ionna i re  which a s c e r t a i n e d  how 

" t y p i c a l "  t h e  manager's a c t i v i t i e s  were during t h o  s tudy per iod .  The 

on ly  c o n s i s t e n t  f ind ing  was t h a t  managers went on s l i g h t l y  fewer t o u r s  

and tended t o  spend somewhat l e s s  t ime i n  informal s o c i a l  encounters .  

A s  noted previous ly ,  w e  compared t h e  verb/noun c a t e g o r i e s  assigned 

by t h e  tw r a t e r s  f o r  t h e  inanagers t h e y  observed. These were genera l ly  

s i m i l a r ,  providing scme evidence f o r  t h e  cons is tency of  t h e  o v e r a l l  

r a t i n g s .  

Nevertheless,  t h i s  type  of s tudy i s ,  almost  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  

non-rigorous. I t  provides  u s  wi th  a r a t h e r  fuzzy,  b i g  p i c t u r e  of t h e  

information systems m ~ q a g e r ' s  job. I t  says nothing about what s e p a r a t e s  

s good manager from a bad one o r  an e f f e c t i v e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s t ruc t -e  

Center for Digital Economy Research 
Stem School of Business 
IVorking Paper IS-81-3 1 



from an i n e f f e c t i v e  one. These a r o  i s s u e s  which . fu tzre  research  needs 

t o  address .  

I n  t h e  in t roduc t ion  we saw t h e  information systems manager's f o b  

evolve from a f a i r l y  low l e v e l ,  r e l a t i v e l y  unimportant s e r v i c e  funct ion  

t o  an important  instrument of  o rgan iza t iona l  change and p r o f i t  making. 

Through t h i s  observational study o f  s i x  c u r r e n t  heads of  t h e  inforinatlcn 

systems func t ion  we gain  s0rr.e new understandicgs of t h i s  complex  fob  as  

it e x i s t s  today. 

Today's information s y s t a ~ s  manager i s  c l e a r l y  n n r e  of a  rnanager i n  

t h e  c l a s s i c a l  sense than a t echn ic ian .  3e o r  she r e l i e s  heavi ly  05 

i n t e rpe r sona l  s k i l l s  and t h e  z b i l i t y  t c  rnorivatn 2nd guidn srrbcrdinatec. 

The manager i s  surrounded t e c ' m i c a l  s p e c i a l i s t s  who provid? exper r i se  

a s  requi red .  The manager i s  n o t  preoccupied with t h e  day-to-day 

opera t ions  o f  t h e  d a t a  process ing organization, b u t  spends a g r e a t  Seai  

o f  time planning t h e  o v e r a l l  s t r a t e g y  f o r  t h e  informat ion  s y s t e ~ s  

funct ion .  A g r e a t  d e a l  of t h e  manager's p lanning concerns hurnan 

resources.  

A very smal l  p o r t i o n  of t h e  i n f o m a t i o n  systams manager1 s con tac t s  

a r e  with u s e r s  a t  any l e v e l .  Therz was some inforrr.al evidence t k a t  t h e  --- 
managers' subardinates  had r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  c o n t a c t  with opera t iona l  

u s e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  dur ing  development of new i n f o m a t i o n  syscens. 

However, one can only  conclude t h a t  t h e  con tac t  of informat ion  systems 
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managers wi th  func t iona l  P-anagement a t  t h e i r  own l e v e l  i s  not iceably  

absent .  Such a  conclusion i s  s u r p r i s i n g  i n  view of t h e  p le thora  of 

l i t e r a t u r e  advocating " top  management involvement" ion t h e  use r  s i d e )  i n  

development of new information systerv.~. 

I n  Couger's r e c e n t  s tudy [ 6 j ,  it w i l l  be r e c a l l e d  t h a t  information 

systems managers were found t o  have low s o c i a l  needs; Couger 

hypothesized t h a t  t h i s  may i n t e r f e r e  wlth comrnuniciitions. Cur s tudy  

both c o n t r a d i c t s  and supports  Couger's f ind ings  i n  d i f f e r e n t  sensss .  On 

t h e  one hand, t h e  managers i n  t h i s  s tudy spen t  79 pe rcen t  of t h e i r  t h . e  

i n  v e r b a l  con tac t s ,  a  nmber  which i s  very s i m i l a r  t o  Mintzberg's c131 

f ind ings  f o r  ch i s f  execut ive  o f f i c e r s .  Whether they enjoysd ve rba l  

con tac t s  o r  no t ,  t h e r e  i s  no evidence c h a t  t h e s e  infomat i .cn  s y s t e ~ s  

managers avoided ve rba l  communications. On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e i r  

in f requen t  con tac t  wich u s e r s  may be i n  p a r t  explained by Couger's 

f ind ings ;  one may f u r t h e r  specu la te  t h a t  t h e y  f e e l  mors ccmfortable 

"with t h e i r  own kind" and t h u s  p r e f e r  t o  com,:micate wi th  t e c h n i c a l  

' s p e c i a l i s t s  and vendors. The da ta  do n o t  s t r o n g l y  suppor t  t h i s  

conclusion,  however. hihile it i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  v a s t  amo7mt of t h e  

managers' con tac t s  were with t e c h n i c a l  people,  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  evidence 

of "shop t a l k " .  

-Xhile t h i s  s tudy  provides some i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  

information systems manager's job,  t h e  conclus ions  t h a t  can be drawn a r e  
a* 

few. There i s  no i n d i c a t i o n  from t h i s  s tudy  of  whether t h e  managers 

s tud ied  were " e f f e c t i v e "  i n  t h e i r  jobs. Readers, e s g e c i a l l y  informat ion  
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systems nanagers ,  a r e  enccuraged t o  compare t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  reported here  

t o  t h e i r  cwn " t y p i c a l  b y "  and t o  draw t h e i r  3wn conclusions about t h e i r  

managerial  r o l e  i n  roday 's  organiza t ion .  

F i n a l l y ,  our  research  sugges ts  a  v a r i e t y  of "problems" t h a t  f u t u r e  

r e s e a r c h  e f f o r t s  can cons t ruc t ive ly  address.  These inc iude  t h e  

fo l lowing : 

7 .  Dist inguishing t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of information systems 

managers t h a t  sepa ra te  good and poor p e r f o m e r s .  

2. Developing o rgan iza t iona l  s c r u c t i x e s  t h a t  w l l l  b e t t e r  i n t e g r a t e  

t h e  r o l e s  of th2  information systeins manager and t h e  c s e r  

managers he/she serves .  

3. Considering t h e  i;?..plications of minicomputer p r o l i f e r a t i o n  and 

developing s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  e f f e c t i v e l y  u t i l i z i z q  this g o ~ i e r f u l  

resource.  

4. Developing s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  d e a l i n g  with t h e  i n f o m a t i o ~  s y s t ~ n s  

budcet 5uring per iods  of  economic d e c l i n e  o r  f o r  sh r ink ing  

i n d u s t r i e s .  

5. Developing appropr ia te  d e c i s i o n  suppor t  systems t o  a s s i s t  t h e  

marqager of t h e  information systems resource .  
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W e  s e e  t h e  in fo rna t ion  systems manager's r o l e  a s  t h a t  of "manager" 

f i r s t  and fc rexos t .  Good t e c h n i c a l  support  from subordinates  r e p l a c e s  

much o f  t h e  manager's need f o r  "hands-on" t echn ica l  s k i l l s .  Despite  t h e  

advocacy of  "user  involvement", however, much remains t o  be learned 

about  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  inforination systems inanager and u s e r  

maniigement . 
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FIGURE I 

SUBJECT OF MESSAGE UNITS  

JEW MANAGEMENT CONTROL SOFTWARE ( 7 2) I- 
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