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Abstract:  

This paper aims to explore the changing role of the Information Specialist (ISp) in the 
implementation of business performance improvement through business process re-
engineering (BPR) initiatives. The paper will begin by examining the evolution of BPR 
and then discuss the changing role of the ISp. Technology enabled Performance 
Management (PM) and its strategic implications are found to be key to measuring the 
effectiveness of BPR and the role of the ISp is a vital part of this. Through a literature 
review and case based empirical evidence a conceptual framework is developed to 
appraise the role of the ISp. 
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I. Introduction 
BPR can be defined as the “fundamental rethinking and radical redesign of business 
processes to achieve an improvement in critical, contemporary measures of 
performance, such as cost, quality, and service or speed (Hammer & Champy, 1993). 
Slack et al (2004) also refer to it as breakthrough or innovation based improvement 
which invariably is described as technology orientated. BPR was very popular in the 
early 1990’s during a climate of recession and downsizing as an opportunity to 
streamline processes and cut cost. A study of over 100 re-engineering projects by Hall 
et al (1993) found that the failure rate was about two thirds. Al Mashari et al (2001) 
concede that BPR has lost favour but their research concluded that most organisations 
knowingly or not are involved in BPR and that the success rate is more favourable at 
around fifty five present. Perhaps the reason for many of the failures is to do with the 
mechanistic interpretation of BPR by the key theorists (Irani et al, 2000). As a 
consequence of this, many BPR proponents engaged in a period of soul searching and 
embraced the emerging technology of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) software as 
a vehicle for implementing BPR (Hayes et al, 2005). The paper explores the evolving 
role of the ISp in performance improvement initiatives such as BPR. This paper 
considers ISps to be individuals employed to provide professional expertise in 
delivering solutions to corporate information needs and to help monitor organisational 
performance. 

 

The Evolution of the ISp to the role of Performance Management Enabler 

In such an environment the IT/IS department will be required to continually supply new 
deliverables, including wider information provision through adoption of appropriate 
software and hardware and systems maintenance and upgrades.  In particular the IT/IS 
department is usually expected to resolve the issues of how the problems of legacy 
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systems will be overcome. These can restrict BPR projects because of a lack of 
connectivity between functionally designed systems and their data models, but as they 
usually represent years of development the legacy systems often cannot be as easily 
replaced as Hammer’s “Don’t Automate, Obliterate” rhetoric might suggest (Earl & 
Khan 1994). Similarly, Love (2004) insist a need for improved IS evaluation due to the 
complex nature of IS/IT together with “uncertainty and unpredictability associated with 
its benefits.  

The role of IT and successful performance improvement of BPR initiatives can be 
crucial to the organisation’s performance. Neely (1999) regards IT’s role as imperative 
in performance measurement development. Furthermore, Bititci et al (2002) conducted 
research on web enabled performance measurement systems and concluded that if 
properly implemented, such systems would promote a proactive management style and 
greater confidence in management decisions. This is supported by Beretta (2002) who 
advocates the adoption of performance measurement as a tool for effective decision 
making. However he does provide a note of caution that ERP systems can be drastically 
limited by their functionally orientated implementation i.e. the existing system is simply 
automated. This goes against the grain of Hammer and Champy (1993) who argue 
“don’t automate – obliterate”. Attaran (2004) argues that the relationship of IT in BPR 
projects can be in several phases: enabler, facilitator and implementer, adding that IT is 
only useful if it helps the business to be more effective. The relative effectiveness of the 
ISp within organisations can follow a similar continuum to the four stage operation 
model developed by Hayes and Wheelwright (1984). This model originally applied to 
the operations function which charts the function’s contribution to organisational 
effectiveness from essentially a reactionary role to redefining the industry’s 
expectations. The adaptation of this model illustrates the role of the ISp in engaging and 
participating in the strategic development of the organisation. Attaran (2004) cites one 
of the major barriers to successful BPR implementation as resistance of IS personnel. 
This is echoed by Venkatraman  (1991) who acknowledged the potential of IT as both a 
success or failure determinant in BPR, and has suggested  that IT can be both an enabler 
and inhibitor of BPR 
 

Innovative IT solutions coupled with the growth of the internet have resulted in the 
creation of new business models (Timmers, 2000). IT impacts on organizations in three 
ways: automating existing business processes, outsourcing and vertical integration 
opportunities and the creation of new business models that engage the customer. Neely 
(1999) believes IT to be a key driver behind performance measurement development 
which can facilitate data collection, analysis and presentation. Garengo et al (2005) add 
that new technologies help to reduce the costs of implementing a performance 
measurement system making it accessible to small and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
Markovic and Vukovic (2006) put forward a five step plan which inextricably links 
future strategy development and subsequent performance management with IT. 
Research into a not for profit organisation by Manville (2007) supports this approach of 
integrating the IS strategy with the business strategy. His research found that the 
organisation selected the software vendor based on their understanding of the critical 
success factors of that organisation. 

The emerging opportunities from IT based technology have led to organizations 
transforming their relationships with other organizations within the value network, 
(Johnson et al 2005). Edwards et al (1995) state that a change to IS/IT management 
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attitudes is needed if IT/IS is to truly integrate with the business. More recent research 
discusses the enterprise perspective and proposes the role of software applications that 
enable organisational performance dashboards. This method of monitoring and 
identifying inconsistencies is yet another example of the value of technology to 
performance (Lyer 2007). 
 

Kallio et al (1999) have pointed out that IT is a key ingredient of BPR at least to an 
extent that the size of the organisation becomes less of an issue provided that advanced 
IT infrastructure is available and appropriate education and training is in place. 
However, they recognise that new IT on its own cannot add value to the business, and a 
shift of traditional organisational culture and value is required to help replace an 
organisational environment and structure which has been inherited from the industrial 
revolution (Kallio et al 1999). Twiss et al (1998) have suggested that successful 
transformation in organisational structure is nowadays mainly dependent on the 
adoption of a digital working environment, allowing such organisational structures to 
revive and regenerate themselves through application of information technology. This is 
echoed by Whitman (1996) who believes that BPR and IT can facilitate more flexible 
team oriented , co-ordinative and communication- based work capability.  
 
Thus the debate on the role of IT/IS in BPR is now more than a decade old, but it is still 
active.  From the number and variety of models that have been developed to illustrate 
the relationship it is clear that no absolute consensus has yet emerged as to whether 
IT/IS developments are proactively driving reengineering or simply reactively 
supporting it. 
 
Grover and Malhotra (1996) claim that the media has “propagated the hype” of BPR 
and has put forward seven that question the conventional wisdom of BPR. One of their 
claims is that BPR can be accomplished without necessarily relying on IT at all. One 
method of achieving this could be by outsourcing or off shoring business activities to an 
organisation which can supply a more cost effective service than can be attained if the 
activity remained in house. Grover and Malhorta (1996) conclude that BPR is more 
likely to succeed if the expectations are less radical in nature and yet move the 
organisation more process centric as opposed to function centric. This will require the 
organisations to implement effective change involving people and structures that resist 
change. 
 

 Kaplan and Norton (2004)  and Attaran (2004) suggest that value is created through 
internal business processes. Kaplan and Norton (2004) regard “the availability of 
information systems and knowledge applications and infrastructure required to support 
the strategy”.  Kettinger and Teng (1998) argue that business process change lives or 
dies in the executive suite. As a result they proposed a seven phase plan which includes 
strategic alignment, change management, IT implementation and performance 
measurement to determine whether strategic objectives have been met. The research by 
van Oosterhout et al (2005) does not address the softer change management outlined 
above issues but develops a comprehensive study of the external environmental issues 
which would be more strategy oriented and would require boardroom decision making. 

 This has led to compelling arguments for a board room presence for the IT specialist. 
The term Chief Information Officer (CIO) was coined by Gruber (1986 cited in Hayes 
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et al 2005) to co-ordinate the IT strategy across functions. Since that time new 
opportunities emerging from ERP software and the internet provides further justification 
for a CIO to co-ordinate the activities inside the organization and within the value 
network, Hayes et al (2005). This is echoed by Busi and Bittici (2006) who argued that 
with advances in information and communication technology (ICT), there is huge 
potential for managing the information from suppliers to customers. They refer to this as 
“collaborative performance management” where partners can seamlessly collaborate on 
fully interoperable technologies. However, they do acknowledge that this is an 
aspiration and that there are gaps in the literature in this regard.  

 

 

Methodology 
The approach adopted in this research is based on an interpretivist philosophical 
paradigm (Collis and Hussey 2003) . As the key focus of this research is investigate the 
evolving role of ISps as change agents in performance management, a qualitative 
approach has been adopted. This implies that social properties are outcomes of 
interactions between individuals (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

 The Case Studies  

The primary data collection in this research used a case study approach using four 
organisations that had embarked on a BPR implementation. The sampling has been 
based on cluster sampling (Henry, 1990; Saunders et al 2007) of companies who were 
involved in BPR and had participated in a series of events run by an independent 
conference organiser. One of the researchers of this paper was actively involved in 
facilitating of this event.   
 
With regards to the time horizon, a cross-sectional study has been adopted for its 
suitability to studying a phenomenon at a particular time (Saunders et al, 2007). This 
allowed the organisations to reflect on their experiences of BPR implementations. The 
participating companies took part in an in-depth investigation of their activities before, 
during and after their BPR exercises.  This was achieved by conducting in-depth 
interviews with a senior IS professional and a senior business professional in each of the 
organisations and by studying written material provided by the participating 
organisations. 
 
The use of case studies at this stage of the research is consistent with the researchers’ 
belief that the subject matter is best suited to an interpretative, exploratory, 
phenomenological approach rather than a positivist one.  This is supported by Meridith 
(1998), who argues that case studies are very useful methods for developing new theory 
or testing particular issues 
 
Walsham (1996) in delineating his approach to information systems research advocates 
these interpretative methods. He further discusses the use of case studies in this context: 
“if one adopts a positivist epistemological stance, then statistical generalisability is the 
key goal. However, from an interpretative position, the viability of an extrapolation 
from an individual case or cases depends not on the representative of such cases in a 
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statistical sense, but on the plausibility and cogency of the logical reasoning used in 
describing the results from the cases, and in drawing conclusions from them”.  
 
The use of a case study approach is also supported by Remenyi et al (2005) who define 
case study approach as “a way of establishing valid and reliable evidence for the 
research process as well as presenting findings which result from the research”. 
 
Yin (1993) recommends a case study as “the method of choice when the phenomenon 
under study is not readily distinguishable from its context”. He suggests that such a 
phenomenon may be a project or programme in an evaluation study. He also states that 
“one of the original motives for using case studies was to study individuals or small 
groups of people in-depth”. Both of these comments support using a case study 
approach in this research for the purposes of collecting more in-depth data. 
 

The nature of the case study analysis was that of an exploratory study (Yin 1993). Blumberg 
(2005) argues that although this type of case study analysis receives less attention that it 
deserves, it can be a more effective approach.  

 
 
A review of existing literature in the area of BPR and Information Management reveals 
a lack of consensus amongst researchers concerning the appropriate role for ISps during 
and after BPR. Opinion is divided as to whether IS professionals should reactively 
support BPR or whether IT/IS developments should be driving these initiatives. These  
four case study companies have been used to provide a richer picture of their 
experiences of the role of ISp in a change management initiative such as BPR. .  

 Discussion  

The general aim of undertaking a BPR initiative was suggested to be to increase 
efficiency. One respondent explained their aim as follows: “We wanted or we needed to 
cut costs dramatically because the sort of business that we run is very cost competitive”. 
It was further suggested that if an activity involves many people in the process then 
most of the cost would be spent on employing those people. “So we needed to cut cost 
to improve productivity, we needed to speed our turnaround times because speed is 
another important issue”  (Company C1). 
 
Initial findings indicated that the role of the ISp prior to performance improvement 
programmes was that of a support function, managing the IT requirements of the 
organisation. It was suggested in one case example: “generally speaking I would say 
that IS in our case initially playing a rather passive role” (Company C1).  
 
One of the respondents (Company A1) explained that traditionally the business groups 
had viewed systems as “an information processing tool with a particular role”. In the 
interviewee’s opinion the company had originally employed an “unfocused business led 
IT” approach. It was further explained that the BPR project had led the organisation to 
adopt a different approach to “determining in what ways it should change”.  
 
 whereas during BPR, there was a need for ISps to gain a greater understanding the 
information requirements of the organisation and its new processes. The ISp role was to 
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be involved at the start of the BPR programme, whilst not leading or owning it. The 
follow-up interviews pointed to the possibility of the ‘hybrid’ ISp, a professional being 
business-aware and IT-literate, and in some cases acting as a catalyst for future change. 
This supports the argument by Gruber for the role of a CIO (1986 cited in Hayes et al 
2005). One Case example (Company A1) explained that they had come to recognise the 
power of “Business Process Improvement through Business Systems Integration” and 
that the provision of “Information Services is key to strategic IS/IT planning”.  It 
recognises that before “creating a proposition” the systems’ implications “need to be 
aligned with other business initiatives”. One respondant explained that the role of the IS 
team in the organisation “became that of enforcing a discipline, it was managing the 
project, co-ordination between the areas, bringing in new techniques (not use in the way 
IS used it here)” explained by Company C1. 
 

The Case Studies have confirmed that prior to performance improvement initiatives, the 
role of the ISp in the case study organisations was a technical support function. This 
matured during BPR, to a role that was key in helping to identify processes for redesign 
and helping to redesign them with the capabilities of IT in mind. These case studies 
have further indicated that subsequent to BPR organisations perceive the need for a 
much more business-driven role for the ISp, adding value to the organisation and 
increasing the benefits of process redesign. Results clearly indicate that the success of 
the BPR initiatives is dependent on effective performance management and knowledge 
sharing which aligns with the corporate strategy. 

In the case of Company D1 it was deemed necessary to change: “we have got to re-
engineer our information processing system” and as “what the company had not 
previously done was the alignment of IT Systems and business processes” the company 
began “revising processes and bringing IT Systems in line with the new processes and 
new markets”. In this case example “IT system was responsible for separate information 
processes”. Also, it was commented that “IS in the company was a compromise 
between the mapping of the IS on to the organisational structure and the mapping of the 
IS on the operational processes”. 
 

In some cases ISps have been very much involved in change teams, liaising with other 
business professionals to drive requirements and to set expectations. A model has been 
created (Fig. 1) to illustrate how organisations considering change programmes might 
adopt best practice and successfully development the role on the basis of the experience 
of the organisations involved in this research. In the case of Company B1 explained “ 
this organisation has seen a shift in attitude as now end users are encouraged to involve 
ISps in finding a solution rather than providing tools, which may or may not be the 
solution”. “I think now we always try and say to people, bring us your problem not the 
solutions”.   

One interviewee suggested that overall most aspects of the business had managed to 
improve “because there is less people “interfering” with the process”. He believed that 
there is now a clearer view within business processes of what is expected regarding the 
provision of information. 
 
When describing future developments one interviewee commented that “The culture is 
that ISps will demand that business professionals become involved during the project at 
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hand to ensure the business needs and systems work together towards the same vision” 
(company C1).   (Company A1) responded that the most likely future role of the 
information specialist, in relation to the rest of the activities in the organisation, as 
“concurrent engineering, that is to ensure that information systems align with the 
changing business direction in order to secure a successful overall outcome”. 
 

 

 

The following table highlights the key points depicted from the Case Study interviews. 

 
 

Company One 
(A1) 

Company One (B1) Company One 
(C1) 

Company One 
(D1) 

Nature of 
business Express delivery 

service  

Petro-chemicals  Financial Services Global blue chip  

Aim of BPR Integration of 
customer service; 
information 
management and 
sharing. 

To streamline and 
integrate disparate 
business units. 
Reduce cost by 
shedding headcount. 

To improve 
performance in 
terms of processing 
speed and 
throughput. Desire 
to cut costs 
dramatically, as 
type of business is 
very cost 
competitive. 
 

Continue the 
performance 
improvement 
programmes 
already in place by 
undertaking 
business re-
engineering as 
opposed to just 
process re-
engineering 
 

Role of ISp 
before BPR 

Responsible for 
disparate back-
office systems. 

No policy and 
standards; Users 
expecting ISp to 
support these 
disparate systems. 
 

Short term 
technology focus. 

Support existing 
functional 
strategies. 

Role of ISp 
during BPR 

Becoming an 
element of the 
change initiative 
where cultural 
change is given 
prominence over 
technological 
change. 

Helping to identify 
where processes 
could be simplified. 
Introducing 
standards. 

Effective systems 
being a 
differentiator in 
respect of service 
quality and 
responsiveness. 
 

Support role for 
business in change 
programme; 
Help with 
streamlining 
processes 

Role of ISp 
after BPR 

Focused on 
business 
performance 
improvement 
through business 
systems 
integration. 

Disparate business 
units enabled to 
access and process 
information using 
centralised systems. 

Sharing and helping 
in performance 
improvement 
solutions using 
continuous 
improvement 
techniques. 

Role of IS 
increasingly 
focused on the 
business; 
Business support 
function. 
 

Anticipated 
future role of 

ISp 

Part of the highly 
structured” 
change 

Due to the increasing 
numbers of workers 
requiring remote 

Formation of 
Information 
Systems (IS) 

Must pay attention 
to needs of the 
internal process 
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management 
framework”  
 

access to enable them 
to work in flexible 
and effective manner, 
the future ISp will 
have to ensure 
support for such 
working 
environments. 
 

steering committee 
involving key 
stakeholders from 
other departments. 

‘customers’; 
Development of 
knowledge sharing 
mechanisms. 
 

Table 1. Summary of Key Points from Case Study interviews 

 

Conclusion & Conceptual Framework Formation 
The specific aim of the paper was to investigate the role of ISp as a change agent of 
business improvement initiatives such as BPR and to test the proposition that the role of 
the ISp in BPR initiatives and resultant process oriented organisations is different from 
that of the traditional IT/IS technical specialist. IT enabled performance management 
and its strategic implications would be key to measuring the effectiveness of BPR and 
the role of the ISp is an vital part of this. In particular, evidence has been sought to test 
the theory that in process oriented organisations ISps play a wider, more pro-active and 
more business oriented role than previously.  

The research has provided detailed empirical investigations into the actual experiences 
of organisations that have undertaken BPR as performance improvement initiatives. It 
also suggests a reference framework which companies might use in considering their 
future use of ISps. In addition, post-BPR the ISp’s role as a business-aware and IT-
literate ‘hybrid’ emerged as a strong theme in the research. The future ISps needs to 
cater for the more complex information requirements of cross-functional and extra-
organisational processes. The organisations surveyed postulated that the ISps role will 
develop still further, suggesting the ISp will become a catalyst for change, using IT to 
add more value to a more customer-focused business. The suggestion was also that 
increasingly mobile workforces and dependency on outsourced operations or the 
services of ISPs would enable the organisation to focus on its core business. IT/IS and 
Performance Management initiatives should be aligned with the implementation of 
corporate strategy and appropriate IT enabled performance metrics.  

Whatever the future ISp is called, the role will be the same: to facilitate performance 
improvement through IT, and hence an understanding of the key and fundamental needs 
of the business is increasingly paramount. Measuring this added value is complex and 
will again place new demands on ISp. These authors suggest that ISps will more and 
more need to understand and communicate the increased value to be gained from the 
deployment of IT. 

Change programmes will be business-led, and increasingly supported by a ‘hybrid’ 
professional, who is technology and IS-aware, whilst also understanding the needs and 
expectations of the business. In addition to supporting change programmes such as 
BPR, those organisations surveyed suggested that the ISp will in fact become a 
‘catalyst’ for change, using IT to add value to the business. The role will be more 
‘customer-driven’. In order to fulfil this role, performance measurement needs to be at 
the heart of the ISp role. Some organisations believe this will also include the needs of 
the new mobile work force, and involvement in outsourcing programmes. 
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The ISp has been found to be an essential participant in BPR projects. The organisation 
must be made aware of the capabilities of technology as an enabler of new process 
designs, and it is essential that an understanding of current IT is represented within the 
BPR team. In order to judge the effectiveness of the BPR implementation, appropriate 
IT enabled performance metrics need to be developed which can facilitate effective data 
collection, analysis and presentation. 

This new role of the ISp, to be more aligned with the business and to become far more 
customer focused. This shows how the new role encompasses not just the primary 
activities, but the support activities of an organisation as well. Information management 
across all functions has been shown by this research to be a key deliverable of the IS 
infrastructure during and after BPR, as the traditionally isolated and insular processes 
within the organisations become cross-functional and open. Information sharing is 
essential. The role of the ISp has thus evolved to encapsulate the business needs of the 
organisation, and become a change agent, enabling this new way of working with the 
dual focus of information technology and the needs of the business. It is now 
appropriate to consider the impacts of these findings in two ways.  Firstly, the extent to 
which they are consistent with or contradictory of previous published work is of 
interest, especially to business academics. Secondly, the relevance of the findings to 
practitioners in the future recruitment and deployment of ISps is a matter worthy of 
comment. 

 

Figure 1. ISp Strategic Engagement Matrix 

(Adapted from Hayes & Wheelwright (1984) 

This evolution of the ISp follows the path from being a reactive internally neutral 
approach to a proactive role which underpins the organisation’s competitive advantage. 

 
Driving the Strategy 
(Redefining Industry 

Expectations) 
 

 
Corporate view; Strategic focus; IS steering committee; Consultancy; 
Innovative use of IT; Process innovation; Information management;  
E-business 
  
 

 
Supporter of Strategy 
(Internally Supportive) 
 

 
Information requirements; Information Sharing; Integration; Process 
Redesign; Streamlining; Process definition from customer viewpoint;  
Workshops; Education; Project Management. 
 
  
  
 

 
Implementer of 

Strategy 
(Internally neutral) 

 
 

 
Operational; Back office; System support; Functional focus; Technology led;  
Support of disparate systems; Separate from the main business.  
Innovative use of IT; Process innovation; Information management;  
 
 
  
  
 

Departmental Organisational Extra-organisational 

Dimension 

IS Value 

ISp Focus 

Organisational Value 
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Our model (Figure 3.0) highlights the ISp focus and the corresponding organisational 
value. The model shows that the traditional role of the ISp is shifting from a 
functionally based role and focused on the implementation of strategy to a strategic role 
which is not only organisational wide but can link outside the organisation to other 
organisations within the supply chain or value network. The relevance to practitioners is 
that it demonstrates the importance of the ISp in influencing and driving strategies 
which involve process reorientation. However without effective performance 
management the effectiveness of the change and the satisfaction of strategic goals will 
be difficult to appraise. 

Further search in this area may consider a longitudinal time horizon in a single case 
company which could further explore the evolving role of ISps. 
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