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In 1994, Orlikowski (1996), a professor at MIT’s Sloan School of Management, conducted a field study of the adoption of Lotus Notes for an Incident Tracking Support System (ITSS) by the U.S. technical support division (Support) at Zeta Corporation, a multinational software company, with $100 million in revenues and 1000 employees. Zeta’s primary product is the Omni programming language upon which they have developed many application products for multiple platforms. As support personnel, known as specialists, must respond to highly varied and often complex programming problems, they spend a lot more time than typical technical support, usually hours per call, doing detailed background research. They also all require university degrees in computer science or engineering; thus, they already possess a high technical awareness.

Initially—prior to ITSS—specialists worked individually, inconsistently filling out tedious paper forms for each call, which were manually input by a special assistant into a poorly designed online database, Inform, written in Omni. Later specialists modified local copies of Inform that were combined nightly in a batch process. Nonetheless, this database was often inaccurate, incomplete, and far behind.

After an initial pilot that was previously studied (Gallivan, Goh, Hitt, & Wyner, 1993), management rolled out ITSS to provide specialists real-time issue tracking, documentation, and improved searchability as well as increase managerial awareness and control of the department. Conceived as groupware, ITSS also conferred new powers of complete read and write access to the database for every specialist, thus making every call visible and editable by everyone.

For a year after roll out, Orlikowski conducted thirty-seven semi-structured and unstructured interviews vertically and horizontally spanning the entire Support division, as well as reviewing the available documentation and observing the specialists on calls. Through qualitative analysis, she observed in this time a highly successful implementation, not only seeing planned changes taking effect, but also giving rise to further advantageous emergent and opportunistic changes. She also observed extreme changes in the organization and self-perception of Support, not to mention large inter-departmental changes as the Support’s growing knowledge base increased their relative power within Zeta, as predicted by Foucault (1977). 

In particular, she discovered that specialists began to use the system collaboratively. Due to the visibility of all calls, checking colleagues’ progress throughout the day became common practice, as would proactively providing assistance by directly modifying the call. Role modeling, peer review, and the fear of admonition pressured specialists to be more articulate and careful when documenting. This same pressure established professional-grade division-wide norms, as well as train junior specialists faster by partnering them with watchdog senior specialists. Further, the openness of the system allowed intermediaries to intervene when junior specialists became unwittingly overwhelmed. As an unfortunate consequence, culture at Support shifted as newer hires became overly dependent on ITSS, often relying religiously on the information it contained and feeling underconfident they solve problems without it to the chagrin of the more senior staff. 

Management benefited as well. The system’s visibility cut down greatly on exaggerated productivity claims as well as fostering mutual awareness of how productive each specialist should be, although this was characterized as non-competitive. Further, although some expressed anxiety that management had a greater awareness of their daily machinations, no abuse was mentioned. Instead, many were appreciative that managers could better assess where resources should be allocated; who was having trouble and how; and could very visibly witness their particular skills and performance.

Despite these positive experiences within the division, external relationships were less positive. Other technical support divisions around the world did not perceive ITSS as collaborative, causing frustration as they silently dumped their workload onto the more productive U.S. division. Enthusiastic attempts by technical support to extend ITSS as a bug tracking system were not equally welcomed by product development. Further, as outside departments noticed the value of their growing knowledge base, ITSS’s openness was so abused that Support opted to tightly control access, even unilaterally terminating access as necessary. However, they did successfully leverage their knowledge base by selectively publishing both inside Zeta and to customers. They further were able to catch customer lies such as “You didn’t call!” as they had complete history tracking.

Orlikowski suggests briefly culture may be a factor, yet she does not conclude from these other cultures’ interactions that ITSS’s success was a function of good management in Support. SCOT Theory (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch, 1987) suggests that an open system like ITSS would be highly sensitive to culture. Studying other departments would have helped to broaden her perspective. For instance, she hints that product development hated ITSS as inferior to their previous system, but does not follow up on this. It may be that Orlikowski was infected (and biased) by Support’s enthusiasm.

Nonetheless, ITSS afforded large yet unpredicted gains from teamwork, previously unheard of in Support. Support consequently gained knowledge-based power, which they failed to share due to possible culture mismatch. Further study is needed.
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