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The Shaping of the Scandinavian Socio-Technical 
IS Research Tradition

Confessions of an accomplice

Niels Bjørn-Andersen and Torkil Clemmensen
Copenhagen Business School 
nba@digi.cbs.dk; tc.digi@cbs.dk

Abstract. This paper relates stories instrumental in shaping the career of an individual and 
which have also contributed to shaping of the IS field in general and the ‘Scandinavian So-
cio-Technical (S/T) Information Systems Research Tradition’ in particular. The method in this 
paper is an autoethnography (Lanamäki 2015) of Niels Bjørn-Andersen from Copenhagen 
Business School (CBS), an S/T researcher who started his career in Information Systems at 
CBS on 1 September 1969, at a time when the IS field for all practical purposes did not exist. 
It is written as a dialogue that includes both the confessional voice of the autoethnographer 
and the questioning voice of a younger researcher, the second author, who wants to bridge 
S/T into the future. The main contributions of this paper are to provide: 1) insights into ca-
reer development in IS in general and in one of the Scandinavian IS pioneers in particular; 2) 
a historic account of some of the key events in the early days of S/T IS in Scandinavia; 3) an ac-
count of the experiences and the challenges in creating a new research field such as IS; and 4) a 
summary of Niels’s key learnings hopefully relevant to young and mid-career IS researchers.  
 
Key words: Scandinavian IS research, socio-technical tradition, academic career, autoeth-
nography, historical method.

1 Introduction
We are at a time in history when the IS field has become mature, when the field’s pioneering 
researchers have retired, and when an historic perspective can preserve stories in order to bridge 
to the future. Looking back on the development of the information systems (IS) research field in 
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a renaissance. It is being adopted, reformed and further developed by newer generations of 
researchers, who are often ignorant of the contributions of those who came before them (Van 

The key characteristic of almost all Scandinavian IS research is that it challenges a purely 
technical perspective. While the starting point is typically some (new) information technology, 
Scandinavian IS research does not focus on technology per se, but on social issues on four differ

1 

to all four levels. It is also characteristic that in all his work over five decades, he has attempted 

Anyone attempting to bridge the Scandinavian IS research into the future, should be aware 

ing and innovating relations between the technology, on the one hand, and on the other, the or

creation and formation of the IS field in general and the Scandinavian IS tradition in particular.

association.



We write this paper in order to illustrate how both individual academic career development 

it takes a lot of effort to build and develop an academic discipline such as IS, since an academic 

of the community), to walking around at conferences being confused and wondering what was 

researchers in their 70s become one of the oldies’, attending conferences with fewer and fewer 
familiar faces, and when even former enemies will become embraced as academic friends.

2 for saying in his presentation: ‘take away mathematics and there is no science 

chairperson continued to approach Niels that day, sincerely wanting to learn what else there 
could be to science if one took away mathematics.

the margin of the community, moving away from the center to the margin. In the same move

hard scientific work, is actually nothing more than the beginning of a research area, something 

that Niels has obtained over the many years. However, at the end of the article, we present ten 



recommendations for young researchers on how to survive and thrive when making a career in 
the IS research field.

However, he found them to be a depressive collection of papers, and since his keynote became 

not know why I was invited, and I am sure that in 30 minutes, you will all wonder why.” In his 

has developed from a small local, national trade school to becoming an institution generally 

opportunities and support not only during his career but also during the development of the 

contributed to the transformation of the school and the creation of what we believe is the largest 

In sum, we attempt to provide two overlapping historical accounts: The first is to provide 
a (personal) career perspective on challenges, initiatives and efforts involved in what it takes to 
become a renowned (IS) scholar. The second is to provide an overview of the characteristics of 

2 Methodology



attempts to make sense of them.
The second tier in the framework is the approach, which is largely pragmatic and dialectic. 

It is pragmatic in the sense that even though a lot of historical information can be obtained 

approach has been checked against empirically verifiable information regarding dates of events, 

physical books, conference material and minutes of meetings.
The third tier in the framework is the method or methods used. Here, we have largely ap

per is written as a dialog that includes the confessional voice of the autoethnographer (Niels) and 

which the paper was actually produced. It was developed over a series of meetings between the 
two authors, ending up with the use of two voices, the autoethnographer and the active listen

the autoethnographic writing process.
The many different stories became the topic of discussion in a meeting, followed by theo

of books, papers, photos related to the events, as well as relevant career literature was used to 

or a story was that it had an important message not only related to literature, but also regarding 



special issue and one of the editors of this special issue, Arto Lanamäki, presented background, 
ideas and views on researcher career retrospectives. Among other things, these discussions led us 
to be more humble in our claims about the accumulation of wisdom, both individually and on 
behalf of the research field.

italic, contain

references, etc. In spite of the presentation format, both authors have contributed to all sections 
of the article.

tradition

This list of topics may seem rather accidental, and indeed, not derived from an overall rationality 

of inductive reasoning. First, a large number of what could be called as ‘key incidents’ in the 

nature of the events and elicit the meanings of these. Third, after a number of iterations, the 

3 Context for EDP3 and IS research in the early years

3.1 Early days of IS industry practice
T: When you started at CBS in 1969, it was not an empty field. Industry was developing EDP 
(Electronic Data Processing) systems, and at least there was a number of handbooks. Some of the most 
important ones were:



 SYSKON: En bog om konstruktion af datamatiske systemer (SYSKON: A book about the 
construction of computer systems), (Andersen et al. 1972). Christian Andersen (professor) 
and Anders Petersen (associate professor) were both at Aarhus Business School, and they 
spearheaded a huge initiative with 30 senior EDP practitioners, including the third author 
Fritz Krogh-Jespersen, to provide a collection of best business practice.

Systembeskrivelse (System description), (Andersen et al. 1969) was the result of a similar 
initiative and focused on description of systems requirements with a number of standard 
documents intended to help the practitioner.

Systemarbetets metodik (The methodology of system development work), (Bäckström 1973) 
was another practitioner handbook for how to develop EDP systems, based primarily on 
experiences of Manne Bäckström from Sweden.

Systemering 70 (System development), (Bubenko et al. 1970) was a collection mostly written 
by researchers and senior students at Swedish universities, providing attempts at somehow 
making EDP development more scientific. This was strongly inspired by the thinking of Börje 
Langefors.

ADB (Administrative data processing), (Brandinger 1966) were also practical how to do 
handbooks based on the personal experiences of the author.

 Systemrationalisering (Rationalization of systems), (Brandinger 1968).

provide a useful collection of tools and methods for practical work with describing and devel

followed a waterfall model.

most of these bells crashed on the heads of their proponents. With the technology available at 
that time, it was not possible to develop such humongous integrated systems. Large Scandinavi
an companies such as Ericsson and Saab embarked on the process to develop such systems, only 

T: So you left industry in August of 1969 to acquire knowledge about how to design, develop and 
implement EDP/IS systems.

bored in industry. I felt there were many employees in industry that I did not consider very 



tremely important for providing a reality check for the kind of research I did. I cannot help 

T: Apart from learning from handbooks, I assume there were other sources like conferences and 
industry contact as inspiration.

N: Yes, conferences were a highlight, especially if you got funding. From the middle of the 

that time, we had got a number of academic conferences, especially IRIS (se later).
T: Do you mean the IRIS conference?
N: Yes, the first regular annual academic research conference in Scandinavia was the IRIS 

was not the first annual academic conference. I think I attended the first IRIS, but I am not 

3.2 Political turmoil in universities
T: A very important contextual factor for IS research in the early days was the sequence of very tumul-
tuous events for universities in the early years when the very nature of the Humboldt University was 
challenged, and the governance of universities went through significant changes. The student protests 
had started at Berkeley with the sit-ins in Sproul Hall in 1964, and they spread like wildfire to places 
like Berlin, Paris and Copenhagen. Where were you in these events?

N: I had the privilege of witnessing some of the student protests first hand in autumn of 

men burning their draft cards in protest against being sent off to fight the war in Vietnam, and 



ing first that education was and always had been political, and second that the governance of 
universities was utterly archaic. We protested that professors ran universities as their god given 

education.
T: In 1968, student demonstrations had been quite dramatic at Copenhagen University, peaking 

in 1969 with the students’ occupation of the office of the president of Copenhagen University and 
with the Danish government agreeing on a new governance act for universities in April 1970. This 
new law gave students 25% of votes in the University council and a 50% vote on the Study boards. 
Student influence on study boards became extremely important, since study boards decided everything 
about educational programs. Where were you in this?

N: I will not claim that I was the frontrunner in these political developments at a societal 

including that of treasurer for the student association, and I took part in demanding from, and 

ernance of study programs and for evaluating professors’ performance in class.
T: So you were socialized as a societal rebel in Berkeley, and you brought that with you as a student 

in CBS, where you took part in the overturning of the old professor regime. This probably matched 
well with pursuing an academic career at the university in times when the university culture of work 
was changing dramatically towards leftist democratic ideas.

degrees from a rather conservative, to a very socialist, political orientation.

4 The antecedents of a young IS scholar

4.1 Early childhood influences
Any ethnography dealing with historic academic development over five decades ought to in

that is where we shall start.
T: When did you realize that you wanted to become a researcher? Was it always a clear personal 

goal? Did you have some kind of mentoring in developing your interest in IS research?
N: I remember my grandmother calling me the ‘little professor’ when I was seven years old. 

She would come to our home every day to take care of my sister and me after school, since my 
mother was the main breadwinner. For many years, my mother ran a small clothing factory in 
our basement until one day it caught fire, and she had to establish a proper factory in the center 



becoming a professor. From the perspective of the front row in the auditorium, the life of a pro

reward as a professor was something much deeper: being allowed to work with young people 

school and starting work. When I was appointed full professor in 1987, I went to the grave of 
my grandmother and told her that her prediction had come true.

T: It seems clear from your story that your grandmother’s trust in your abilities and your mother’s 
sharing of how to run a factory business provided you with a role model and gave you early mentoring 
in becoming an ‘IS type’ professor. We know from the literature that role models are important in 
shaping and developing individual careers (Gibson 2004).

role models of my grandmother and mother were important in my life as inspiration for work
ing hard in order to obtain ones goals.

4.2 Initiation to academia
For most researchers, the early choice of research field, paradigm, approaches and methods is 

T: In those days, the entry qualifications to a PhD study was a completed Master’s degree, and for 
you it was a bachelor of business and a two year part time program in Organizational Behavior. You 
wrote a master’s thesis on evaluation of programmer aptitude tests, which at that time were considered 
crucial? Is that right?

N: Programmer aptitude tests had a high predictive validity of future success as program
mers. There was no doubt about that, but I also believe that there was a clear learning effect. I 
took nine of these tests as part of data collection for my thesis, and when I took the last one in 
Siemens, I got the highest score they had registered, so they offered me employment. However, 

was so boring that visiting the gents was a welcome break in the work. Furthermore, when I 

T: So Unilever provided the industry socialization to IT, and pursuing a part-time Master’s 
program at CBS provided socialization to academia. That is consistent with the research knowledge 
that socialization and individual commitment to organizations are well known pre-conditions for a 
career as a professor (Lindholm 2004). When you finished your master’s degree, CBS offered you a 
PhD scholarship.



I called on Friday, he said he had forgotten, but he would bring it up the following Thursday. He 

T: Well that has certainly changed. However, did CBS have a well-structured PhD school with 
courses, supervisors, etc.?

and I more or less had to figure out everything by ourselves. Actually, looking back, doing my 

study today. There were no photocopiers nor direct access to library facilities without physically 
going there and finding the stuff. Furthermore, there were no word processors nor electric type

there were changes. The only help was that we had secretaries, who most of the time did our 
final typing, I have to admit.

es one week ahead of our meeting. However, when he twice had started the meeting by asking 

instead to ask a lecturer to be my supervisor, but although he was a nice person, he was not a 
great scholar, and he could not really help me.

After about one year, Associate Professor Flemming Agersnap found me. His field was or

would never have been able to finish and submit within the three years allotted, if it had not 

commented very constructively. If it had not been for him, I doubt that I would have succeeded 
 

T: In the relationship between the PhD student and the supervisor, there is a difference between, 
on the one hand, mentoring or supervising with the aim of promoting the assimilation of the PhD 
student into the existing system, and, on the other hand, having an inspiring ‘muse’ and/or collab-
orator who has a focus on the social relation and on the subjectivity of both the lesser and the more 
experienced researcher (Angelique et al. 2002).

N: Flemming Agersnap was everything from a muse and an engaged discussant to an active 

T: I understand that you also quickly made a career advancement, once your PhD was submitted?



 did not wish to deal 

working in her home to write her doctoral dissertation. She only came in once a month, but I 

4.3 Starting Information Systems in CBS
T: In 1969, when you started at CBS as a PhD student, IS did not exist, except for the practitioner 
handbooks mentioned above. However, these handbooks were largely practical and non-theoretical, 
and I assume that EDP/IS was not a major topic in business schools?

out any pressure to study the ‘core’ topics of that department.
T: Do you see any parallels to the situation today, where some of our IS colleagues have a narrow 

view of what constitutes IS, while others are more inclusive. The arguments are that, on the one hand, 
there is an obvious need to identify the nature of IS, to create an IS identity, and to achieve a kind of 
agreement internally and externally about what constitutes the core of the IS discipline. On the other 
hand, where is the room for creativity and innovation, for example, when we force our PhD students 
towards ‘mining’ the core by forcing them to read the 150 most important IS journal articles. Why not 
be more relaxed and allow students to explore research issues that are borderline with other disciplines?

and Industrial Sociology, and a very liberal interpretation of what constituted the research at 

T: You started at CBS in a geographically small area (Denmark) and in a theoretical periphery 
(a business school without IS). However, the department of Organization at CBS was probably much 
broader, more sociological, and more organizational than the standard in business schools. During 
your career you researched several topics (decision support, impact of IT on job, IT strategy, etc.), 
which contributed to defining and shaping what we now define as core IS topics. Intertwined with 
this, you contributed to shaping the IS field. Your career reminds me of situated learning theory: 
through legitimate peripheral participation—beginning with simple, low risk tasks—newcomers start 



at the periphery and gradually move towards becoming old timers at the center of a (sometimes new) 
community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991).

N: You are correct. I am convinced that we should never define the core of IS too narrowly 

looking into possibilities for solving problems relevant to our stakeholders.

4.4 Official Danish recognition of the IS field
T: When was IS formally recognized in Denmark? I guess it was around your early/mid-career. Were 
you part of establishing the rule of the game for IS research in Denmark?

mark. However, I remember working at my desk in September of 1982, when the phone rang. 

Education. When he said his name on the phone, I stood up from my seat in respect! He told me 

penhagen universities.
The director called me to ask whether there was something about the use and management of 

this definition relevant, albeit a little generic and perhaps ‘altmodich’ (outdated). However, it 
could have been one of the first definitions of IS.

T: So we might conclude that the establishment of IS in Denmark was due to a societal oppor-
tunity created by government administration, rather than driven by industry needs or visions of 
politicians.

T: It is perhaps taking it too far, but it seems as though IS research in Denmark in your mid-career 
can be described as ‘blue sky’ research; i.e.; without solving many of the real-world problems, which 
perhaps is true even today for much of IS research, as argued, among others, by Kawalek (2008).

N: Absolutely not. I was not addressing blue sky problems in those days, nor have I done 

aimed at solving real world problems, nor adding value to any of our key stakeholders: students, 

of writing papers because we are measured on the number of publications.



5 Establishing Socio-Technical research in Scandinavia

approach, which is so characteristic to the Scandinavian IS tradition. In this section, we shall 

5.1 The Börje Langefors school of IS
T: I assume that from the early years of your employment, you were in search of a theoretically based 
approach on how to design, implement and possibly manage EDP systems, and it did not take too long 
before you found what we can today identify as the origin of IS research in Scandinavia?

should probably be called the first theoretical IS book in Scandinavia and probably even glob
ally. When I started, I became familiar with the book. However, it was not an easy read, and, 
at least in my opinion, it did not present a coherent picture. Therefore, it was very appropriate 

and further develop his theories. These were truly important events towards identifying this new 

his ability to think in abstract terms, and his insight into how one might develop a theory of 

as we discussed in section 3.1.

thinking.

against each other. As I saw it, the social system were largely either forgotten or not dealt with 

the result, and it is not surprising that keypunch operators got pains in shoulders and backs and 



T: I understand that Langefors acted as one of your mentors in the early days. However, you also 
rebelled against his overall optimization view and went along—perhaps in youthful over-optimism—
with a distinction between the social and the technical.

being so brilliant and in some way being the father of the IS discipline.
T: In the early days of IS, it seems that a dominant type of learning was what some researchers 

now refer to as peer mentoring: faculty sharing the same interest and status forming small groups for 
sharing job information and career strategies in order to give each other emotional support. In that 
way, they could explore new fields and support career building (Angelique et al. 2002). I would think 
that peer mentoring would have been helpful, because the S/T approach appeared to be controversial 
from the beginning with its distinction of the social and technical.

researchers, but many others like myself felt that we needed a different theoretical basis, which 
was not so much founded on engineering, mathematics or computer science, but was founded 

low, there was a lot of peer mentoring.

5.2 Different IS schools in Scandinavia
T: But the Langefors tradition was only the start. According to Bansler (1989), it is possible to distin-
guish three major schools or traditions in the early Scandinavian IS research: the Systems Theoretical, 
the Critical tradition and the Socio-Technical tradition, characterizing the early days of Scandinavi-
an IS research. Were these clearly identifiable and was there any collaboration among the researchers? 
It seems that there were very clear differences of opinion between the Socio-Technical approaches 
pursued by you and your colleagues and the more Marxist inspired critical approaches.

of the difference between these three Scandinavian Information Systems traditions in the 80s.



also put myself into this group.

also be classified as belonging to this group.

5.3 Theoretical background for Socioe-Technical research
T: You have mentioned above that Arbejdsforskningsinsituttet and Tavistock Institute were the great 
inspirations for the early S/T IS approaches. However, the early research in these two places did not in-
clude IS. They focused almost exclusively on organizational development. Tavistock had large projects 
in coalmines (long-wall-short-wall-methods) and in the harbor docks. Thorsrud and Emery worked 
with self-government among others on ships and in administration, but EDP or IS was not part of 
their focus. Who brought those ideas into the IS field?

she would use heavy perfume to alert the workers, so that they could modify their foul language 
and not be embarrassed, when she suddenly turned up 1800 feet above ground. Her work on 

premises that had guided the development. That would be like the drunkard searching for the 
key under the lamppost, where there was light, instead of where he had lost the key. We had to 

oration with them.



T: You have told me that the very first book you ever reviewed was a book by Mumford and Ward 
(1968), published in a Danish translation in 1969, and that you subsequently were invited by Rolf 
Høyer to meet with Mumford early 1971.

thought was a man!), while I found the part written by Ward rather traditional. I met with 

and the sun shining through the window and her fair hair. She looked like Florence Nightingale 

Immediately after handing in my thesis in September of 1972, I received an invitation to 

T: If I may summarize, you studied different types of IT impact studies over 15 years starting from 
1972, applying a S/T framework and arguing that technology (EDP/IT) was not deterministic and 
that job content or organizational decentralization were design variables. However, is it not correct 
to say that your research had limited practical impact? A large number of Scandinavian researchers; 
e.g.; (Bødker et al. 1987; Ehn and Sandberg 1979; Kyng and Mathiassen 1982; Nygaard and Terje 
Bergo 1975; Sandberg 1979); argue that Socio-Technical values were often not taken into account 
in the design of new IT systems in spite of your recommendations and ‘fantastic models.’ These and 
a number of other researchers formed what Bansler (1989) called the ‘Critical tradition’ that was 
using a Marxist paradigm. They were assuming fundamentally opposing interests between workers 
and management, with the argument that the organization should be understood as a framework for 
conflicts. A very explicit demand was power to the central trade unions in order that it could support 
decentralized action in the workplaces.

barrows, they only move when they are pushed.’ Accordingly, it was the role of (IS) researchers 



this could only happen through a revolution. Accordingly, their work focused on providing the 
workers and trade unions with tools to enable their taking over the production assets. That did 

not too costly!

department.
Second, in the late 70s we had more than 1,000 union members (mainly shop stewards) 

by teaching on almost all of them. Although we cannot directly measure the effect of these 

the Royal Horseguards hotel in London. I was arguing that we should consider the social issues 

commented that what we presented was ‘communism.’ Later with the trade unions, we did 

5.4 Conflicts about research direction
T: These theoretical controversies between the critical tradition and the socio-technical tradition were 
not just playing out in the form of academic debates in papers, were they?



interests of workers.

tic, but fortunately, no waiters or cooks went on strike at the conference site.
T: This actually sounds like fun to me and it seems that the controversies were important for 

society.
N: It certainly was not fun! I must admit that I felt strongly intimidated. Researchers belong

ing to the critical tradition had no respect for the research we were doing. I was seen and treated 

T: Do you agree with Bansler (1989) that although the three Scandinavian IS traditions were 
concerned with practical systems development, they were focused on different problems: the system 
theoretical school at rationalization and optimizing of work processes, the Socio-Technical school on 
job satisfaction/job design, and the critical school on economic democracy/emancipation of workers?

T: How do you see the three schools developing in the following years? Problems of IS are perhaps 
murkier today, with debates about privacy, outsourcing, cultural values (refuges, democracy), and 
work engagement (boring excel spreadsheet for academic work) and knowledge work being taken over 
by robots). The big technological innovation in IT in the 80s was office automation, which funda-
mentally changed office work, if not in the first years, then over a couple of decades, as we see today. 
Gone are the days of the keypunch card sweatshops of the 70s, as well as typing pools and huge book-
keeping / accounting clerk assembly work. However, a lot of work is still very routinized and boring. 
Did all three schools continue, and is there still a need for the S/T IS development?

N: I do not see the research traditions of all the three schools continuing today, and espe



ing the choice to the employees). The second problem was that the technology at that time was 

for others at the same time. We had to find a standard solution, and very often, we were torn 

5.5 Growing the IS group and getting appointed full professor
T: Originally, IS was not a business school discipline, that is, internationally, in other business schools, 
to the extent that IS was studied, it was within Management Science, Accounting, Insurance, Supply 
Chain Management or other departments. How did you achieve IS becoming a discipline (a depart-
ment) at CBS?

fessors from other departments, we proposed to establish an ‘Information Systems Research 

the same economic responsibilities and independence as if we were a department, and we report

and we had to teach more than anybody else did. However, we had our freedom to decide on 

for a year. However, as he maintained his professorship at Stockholm for the full period, we did 
not see him that much, and we never managed to integrate his work well with that of ours. We 
could not get him to comment on our work beyond getting references to his own work that he 
felt we needed to take into account.

T: But you also had other visiting professors, and you yourself had visiting positions at other 
universities?

time, my visits were driven by knowledge about interesting research environments, but all visits 

T: So IS research at CBS began without a professor in IS. However, when the professorship was 
advertised was it a professorship in Socio-Technical IS or in something else?



chairperson of the committee found that I was too politically leftist, since I had worked with 
trade unions. Accordingly, he traveled around to the other four members of the committee for 

divided due to internal fighting. Then the Faculty board proposed that our IS group should be 
merged with one of the two accounting groups. The price they offered was to advertise a full 

was 3:2 in my favor. Actually, the chairman of the committee voted for another candidate from 

to forgive. It was very political.
T: Perhaps it is fair to say that forming the IS research group and becoming professor in IS re-

quired breaking some established boundaries and traditions where politics always seemed to play an 
important role. A few decades after the 80s we saw global growth in the number of IS departments, 
but now it seems to have gone down due to the global tendency of creating larger departments. A 
number of well-known business schools no longer have independent departments. Harvard does not 
even have one full professor in IS, nor does LBS, and LSE have merged IS with Management. How 
do you see this development/downgrade of IS research? How does it feel to be a late career person in a 
dying field? Will you recommend that we change our research field away from IS?

have the keys to the magic kingdom. We are in a better position than any other business school 

much stronger in meeting the demands of our three groups of stakeholders. If we do that, we 

5.6 Funding Socio-Technical research
T: In many lines of research, external funding has provided the basis for expanding research pro-
ductivity. You did not get any large Danish research grants in those days, but you got quite a few 
international ones?

It also meant that I could travel, which I liked. I think that I have probably been able to fund 



about 200 other researchers, industry representatives and other lobbyists. The task was to draft 

programs, I was told to chair a group with four industrialists to draft a research program about 

what Fiat could do with the QLIS results. For the review meeting, Fiat was a little apprehensive 

Agnelli (and his four body guards), to the review meeting in order to impress and intimidate the 

the reviewers were not impressed.
T: How do you see the future prospects for obtaining funding for S/T research?

that reviewers, evaluators and the political decision makers are keen to integrate IS knowledge. 

the programs, take part in preparatory meetings, take part as a reviewer of proposals to build up 
your competence regarding the process, and build up an international network to apply when 
opportunity knocks. If you wait until the calls for proposals are published, it is usually too late.

6 Theoretical contributions of Niels Bjørn-Andersen 
to the Scandinavian Socio-Technical IS research

scientific footprint. Accordingly, in this section, we have attempted to group Niels scientific 
contributions under four headings, and in the process point out the red thread running through 
his research work.

T: Some researchers are known for one large significant theory that they have exploited for decades. 
In the Socio-Technical tradition, for example, Peter Checkland with his SSM (Checkland 1981), 



Mats Lundeberg with his ISAC method (Lundeberg 1982), Ken Kramer with his large scale societal 
impact studies of new IT (Kraemer 1969), Enid Mumford with her Ethics Method (Mumford 1996; 
Mumford and Weir 1979), and Trevor Wood-Harper with Multiview (Wood-Harper et al. 1985). 
Did you develop one such grand theoretical gestalt, or can you point to a text that explains your ap-
proach to Socio-Technical research?

N: I never developed one (grand) theory, which I have nurtured, refined and tested in many 

cards optimally, or whether I should have done things differently. Largely, I have been rather 
opportunistic in my choice of research topics, focusing on what I found most interesting and 

would claim it to be an ethic value orientation.

6.1 Decision support
T: Your first major research was your PhD on Decision Support Systems. However, that term had not 
been coined when you were working on your thesis, was it?

as diverse as estimating the amount of cash to be available in the bank branch in the morning, 

contribution here was an attack on the dominant paradigm of the economic man defined as the 

can surface in many places almost at the same time.

into account as well. What is the use of designing a perfect system, if nobody uses it?
T: Your work on DSS is, of course, central in IS work, but it is at most peripheral to S/T. How-

ever, I guess one can say that, to some extent, you were defining the requirements of the technological 
systems to fit with the requirements of the social systems. Furthermore, you were exploring another 
way of identifying requirements for IS. In those days, IS was typically developed to support company 
functions through automating existing functions. Other researchers later emphasized goals/objectives 
of the company; e.g.; (Langefors 1966; Sjöberg 1969), Critical Success Factors and Critical Failure 
factors (Bullen and Rockart 1981), or speech-act (Auramäki et al. 1988). In retrospect, none of these 
attempts were successful until we got the idea to focus on business processes (Davenport and Short 



1990). However, your early work on identifying decisions is to some extent still relevant for the current 
strong research efforts in Business Analytics, Business Intelligence and Big data.

with the 20 most important cost and income variables from the annual statement of the bank. 

put into the model. When we then ran the model, we got the same result that the bank would go 

6.2 Identifying computer impact and normative solutions
T: When companies introduced EDP/IT in the 70s and 80s — and some might argue that they even 
do it today — it was done predominantly on technical premises. According to the literature, especially 
in these early years, the aim was profit maximizing; the organization was seen as a cybernetic sys-
tem, where employees were sub-systems that had to fit in with the new technologies being introduced 
(Bansler 1989).

Employers would argue for 12,000 keystrokes per hour, trade unions would argue for 10,000, 
and eventually they would agree on 11,000. However, none of the negotiators had ever used a 

was arguing. In

system. That was a massive challenge.
T: Has the challenge been met or is it still relevant? It seems to me that the majority of current IS 

research focuses on technology rather than the development of technology. They study human agency 
rather than human requirements. Perhaps there should be room for a new interpretation of the S/T 
approach. Maybe we need to coin a new term? From an HCI perspective, I would suggest human 
work interaction design (Clemmensen et al. 2006; Nocera et al. 2015).



foreseen and hopelessly behind schedule when being implemented.

6.3 Information systems strategy
T: When you realized that the S/T strategies working with trade unions did not always have a high 
effect, you became more interested in IT strategy as a way to influence system design, implementation 
and management.

not prepared to give up the right to make the final decisions. Accordingly, we had to come up 

6.4 Towards ambient organizations
T: After the breakthrough in office automation in the 80s, and all the time looking at systems support-
ing the individual and the organization, the next big thing in the 90s became inter-organizational 
systems. For this work, you had obtained an EU grant to work on EDI. Would you say that you also 
studied EDI using S/T theories and methodologies?

chapter of the book. We sat in one large room, and each of us could write on the document that 

but that went belly up. Actually, it is surprising that it has taken so long for such systems to 
become a backbone of scientific collaboration.

T: But would the S/T be adequate for the huge jump in technologies with the Internet and 
WWW? It seems to me that not much is left now of the job design and organizational theories.



was adopted. The knowledge we so painstakingly had achieved and assembled for employees in 
the 80s were in most cases also relevant when developing and deploying end user applications. 

less than 230 individuals were crowding our largest auditorium at the inauguration. Never in my 
life had I felt that there was a bigger interest from industry in my research. Everybody could see 
that their skills could be made redundant and that they could be intermediated by the Internet 

T: If you are prepared to forecast the implications of future development of Internet and all the 
other knowledge enhancing technologies using S/T, how will these technologies influence our future 
way of organizing? Is it possible to apply an S/T framework for that too?

of future ambient intelligence in ambient technologies. I suggested the term ‘Ambient organi

is a framework with five levels of increasing arm’s length. The five levels were 1) creating special 

T: Summing up, your personal theoretical contribution to Socio-Technical research falls in four 
categories: 1) Identifying decisions as the key basis for defining requirements and the development of 
IS in general and Decision Support Systems in particular, 2) Understanding the impact of IT on the 
job content/job satisfaction, and developing models for designing what you called the human side of 
information processing in order to enrich jobs and create more effective organizations, 3) Enhancing 
business strategies with e-commerce, e-business, and what you called e-Management and 4) Devel-
oping new organizational forms and inter-organizational eco-systems, creating what you have called 
ambient organizations.



7 Contributing to community services

of learning in educational programs, and academic services instrumental in shaping a research 
field. In this section of the paper, we focus on the academic services of Niels, which have contrib
uted to creating the Scandinavian and global IS community while at the same time have been 
instrumental in shaping his career.

7.1 Establishing the first IS association in Europe
T: In the 70s, the field of IS had not been recognized as an independent research field. Some IS re-
search was done in the department of computer sciences in the faculties of science or engineering, and 
there were a number of individuals in faculties of social sciences or business schools. When did we see 
the first associations?

formation Systems within IFIP (International Federation of Information Processing). IFIP was 

T: To what extent were you active in that process?

portion of the attendees in the first meetings were interested in formal methods, including Janis 

and Richard Welke.

T: There can be little doubt that those conferences helped to establish the identity of an IS com-
munity internationally, and it seems clear that it also helped you in becoming very visible as an IS 
researcher. Socialization and having an environment with structured opportunities are important for 
academic careers (Lindholm 2004); IFIP TC 8 provided a good platform for you as an S/T researcher 



aspiring to become a professor. I myself have done something very similar with a series of conferences 
in the IFIP TC 13.6 WG.

connect to others who shared their interests. These conferences went a long way towards estab
lishing the IS field, especially in Europe.

7.2 Developing the first European directory of IS academics 
published in 1992

T: The European IS scene was quite fragmented in spite of these conferences. A substantial barrier 
was that in continental Europe, it took several decades before English became the dominating research 
language. Before that, German researchers would publish in German, French researchers in French, 
etc. Furthermore, contacts were not that easy in the 70s and 80s before email.

T: Identifying and getting in touch with colleagues was not a piece of cake, when the main type of 
communication was airmail or phone in the ‘good old days’ before Internet and WWW?

papers, etc. In the late 80s, it was still only printed using a Word processing machine. In 1992, 

the European directory, since it was folded into the AIS IS directory.
T: I think you are pointing out the influence that IT has had on the way we do research and hence 

also on how our careers are shaped. The increasing influence of social media, including the social 
media on academic careers, is not well understood yet (Veletsianos 2013), but you clearly felt the need 
for collaboration media.

AIS members.
T: What was the influence of Scandinavian S/T on AIS?



7.3 Changing ICIS from being an all-American conference to 
becoming global

T: Although you had this high involvement in IFIP, you were also active in ICIS, which originally 
was an all-American conference.

we had to turn away people who wanted to register at the door. It became a huge success, also 

T: So it was you personally—your personal interest in IS research—that moved ICIS to Europe 
for the first time, despite there being little recognizable MIS research at the time. Of course, there was 
plenty of IS research in Europe, but it was not called MIS or IS. Interestingly, today similar translators 
are working to move HCI conferences such as IFIP INTERACT to new venues such as Mumbai in 
2017, despite the fact that HCI research in those countries is only emerging. It is a good example of 
how the individual career trajectories merge with regional and organizational developments.

7.4 Fighting for the turf of IS
T: Establishing a field of IS was not straightforward. There must have been a number of obstacles and 
turf wars! There is always the question of fighting for resources, what science is, and why IS is even 
relevant. Did establishing the field in Scandinavia require you to apply your (own) rules for, and 
definitions of, IS?

N: I took part in several evaluations of IS and computer science in the Scandinavian coun
tries. In fact, I have been a member of nationwide assessments in both Finland, Norway and 
Sweden at different times. I have also been at about ten assessment committees for professorships 

I was a member of the committee tasked to assess IS and computer science in 19 institutions 
in Finland in five days. There was a strong confrontation with computer scientists. We were 

servative. He refused to give any evaluation of the IS groups because it was not a type of science 

I declared that if he was not prepared to evaluate researchers like Juhani Iivari, Pertti Järvinen 



honen maps). However, this was clearly not my field, and I did not understand the underlying 

a nice evaluation of IS in Finland. Among other things, it created a basis for the very successful 

departments. That had a huge positive impact on the Finnish and Scandinavian IS development.
T: Do we still see examples of such political processes in Scandinavia?
N: I think so, but probably not so overt. IS is now well established in many places, and, as I 

8 Epistemology of engaged scholarship in Socio-
Technical research

An autoethnography about an IS researcher should include not only the beginning of the career 
as we mentioned above, but also say something about the end of the career. In his retirement 

perceived as an increasing lack of relevance of IS research. This section presents the essence of 
these concerns at the end of a long career.

8.1 For whom do we work?
T: Some may argue that IS in general and business schools in particular have been dominated by 
attempts to solve practical system development in the rich OECD countries, that we have not really 
contributed to development of theory in the social sciences, and that we are really an applied science. 
Do you agree?

the research is benefitting somebody, who, one way or another, is funding my research through 



T: Did you always know why you were doing what you did?
N: I firmly believe that all through my career I have been conscious that somebody was pay

I pleased, if it would not benefit somebody? Accordingly, I felt that my research should be of 

benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or 

T: Has your research had such an impact? S/T IS research has been criticized for not having a 
significant impact on practice in IT companies or in companies developing systems and implementing 
them.

paving the way for a large number of methods, tools and guidelines for worker involvement and 

had a substantial impact on the way systems were decided upon, how they were developed and 

8.2 Socio-Technical theory and engaged scholarship
T: Even though you may categorize your research as Socio-Technical IS research at least in the broader 
definition you have suggested, you have recently called for a stronger focus on engaged scholarship in 
IS research.

N: I think that all my research can be labeled engaged scholarship. In accordance with that 
view, we cannot provide value to our stakeholders if we ignore new fads, new technologies and 
new management concepts. If the rest of the world does not want to talk about systemering (a 

ally), it makes no sense to use that. If the world talks about big data, business intelligence and 



business analytics, there is not much sense for us in talking decision support. If the world talks 
about cloud computing, there is not much sense for IS researchers to insist that it is not really in 
a cloud and that a service bureau or a facilities management solution is the appropriate academic 

all, concepts are for improving communication.
T: Ok. What can be done to achieve higher impact?
N: I believe we have had, and can still have, a huge impact by becoming more relevant and 

solving more real life issues in companies or society than what is done in many other business 

ontology in IS.

8.3 Socio-Technical research and sociomateriality
T: A major stream in IS research in recent years has been sociomateriality. This merger of actor net-
work theory, feminism and S/T research suggests that human actors and technological objects are to 
be understood to emerge in sociomaterial assemblages (Orlikowski 2007; 2010; Orlikowski and Scott 
2008). This seems to be a genuine IS contribution to social science that could replace S/T research, 
even in Scandinavia. What do you think? Can sociomateriality and engaged scholarship be partners 
in the future?

N. I think it is interesting that you bring up sociomateriality. In many ways, I see sociomate

technical as two independent entities. I do not think we ever did that, since there is a constant 

I think it is valuable that sociomateriality is bringing that to our attention. However, it has 
not helped me to better understand how to develop systems, how to manage implementation 

contribution is to see sociomateriality as a commentary to mainstream IS research, not really as 
a contribution to practice. I cannot see sociomateriality as engaged scholarship, but that is for 
others to determine.

T: Is this somehow related to the famous quote that “there is nothing as practical as a good theory” 
(Lewin 1945)?

is not practical, it is not a good theory. I do not know whether it is fair to say that, but I found 



many theories of little use. Leonardi (2013) even makes the point that in the last 20 years, no 

awarded for new methods. If a new theory does not help me understand a situation better, if it 
does not help me design better systems, or if it does not create value for the relevant stakehold
ers, I somehow lose interest in those theories. That is how I feel about sociomateriality.

spective insofar as we wish to preserve the ontological distinction between material artifacts and 

Summing this up, I have come to the conclusion that the most important recipe for the long 
term survival for us as IS researchers is to provide value to our stakeholders (students, industry 

9 Ten commandments
T: Niels, would you like to give us a few parting words of wisdom for younger researchers?

have come to structure my recommendations into Ten Commandments about how to develop a 
strategy for success as an IS researcher:

1. Choose your parents wisely. 

for it, if they are wealthy. However, there are also countries, where it is a huge challenge.

2. Choose your name wisely.

would spell it Neils, and they do that all the time! There is a lot to be said for choosing a 

is wise. Having a surname early in the alphabet is also useful when authors are listed in 

on sabbatical when the book went to the publishers, and with alphabetical ordering, he 

off the author list and thank him in the foreword.



3. Choose your working language.
used for some years in Scandinavia, but not many outside Scandinavia like to read in 

ing English as our working language both for written and oral collaboration.

Choose your alma mater to maximize your chances. There is a huge benefit in gradu

Pursue a Real Option strategy. It often pays to keep one’s options open when it comes 

senior scholars as possible, take part in doctoral consortia, submit papers to many con

Network! It is useful to have a good network of people to draw upon, those who know 

following the same strategy.

7. Make your research topics topical.
technology, and they all go through a cycle with invention, diffusion, maturity and 

than 1000 times. There is the obvious problem that technologies in the early stages on 

with many of my colleagues, but I would always choose relevance over rigor. There is a 
lot to be said for revelatory case studies.

8. Strategize your publication. 
easier to eat an elephant in smaller bites. It is possible to get feedback along the route, 
and with a bit of luck and a lot of hard work, once you submit your thesis, you already 



9. Brand yourself. Whether we like it or not, there is a high level of competition among 

to approach senior scholars and propose collaboration. However, be sure to make them 
understand that you have done the bulk of the work, and all they need to do is to apply 
their magical touch on what is going to be a seminal paper.

10. Ensure your research contribution has value. 
ber of publications, tomorrow it will be citations, and the day after tomorrow, it will 
be impact. I think there is a lot of evidence pointing in that direction. After all, IS is an 
applied science, and unless our stakeholders (students, industry and society) perceive us 
as being relevant, deans will have a hard time to defend and protect us. I am convinced 

future, it will not be enough to write many papers that only our colleagues (our mutual 

tuition will not accept that their monetary contributions are only being measured in 

societal value.

10 Conclusion

main contributions of our paper are that we provide: 1) an insight into the career development 
of one of the Scandinavian IS pioneers, illustrated with a large number of selected stories, an

some of Niels’s key learnings in the form of ten commandments, hopefully relevant to young 



pictures, we hope that the structure of the presentation has thrown light onto the birth, growth 

Scandinavian countries. In this way it can be seen as outlining a path bringing IS research in 
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