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Abstract  

Public service outsourcing has been a decades-long practice of governments intent 

on downsizing and leveraging private enterprise to realize market efficiencies. 

The practice has delivered challenges for public managers, a key one being 

detecting and managing opportunism, service provider advantage-seeking 

behaviour. Outsourcing challenges may be met with the emerging potential of data 

analytics, but to realize the potential, an organization is faced with learning how 

to use data, analysis and scientific methods so that an orientation for evidence-

based management becomes an organizational norm. In this thesis the literature 

from outsourced service management, the phenomenon of opportunism, data 

analytics and organizational learning is examined to synthesize significant 

findings and validate exploring the research question: When data analytics is 

introduced to manage opportunism and accountability for an outsourced public 

service, in what ways does the organization learn to use data and analytical 

methods for performance management? The research was designed using the 

foundational tenets of qualitative research, involving participants in an action 

research case study. Through prolonged, longitudinal engagement the case 

delivered the experience of a learning journey using the interview as purposeful 

conversation. The research was designed in three phases to implement technology 

and processes for data analytics in a public registry service outsourced to a 

network of providers, then support the organization to develop familiarity with 

using analytics, and finally evaluate the learning journey. This study shows that 

pressure from authoritative sources in the government and enthusiasm for the 

public service value of accountability led to accelerated learning to work in new 

ways with data and analytics to manage service provider performance. But the 

outsourced environment, and more particularly the business environment played 

critical roles to limit learning and shift the focus from new ways of working to 

exploiting existing ways and to mire the perceived problems of the organization 

as top-of-mind for many. This study underscores how complex and fraught with 

barriers a learning journey is and supplies lessons on organizational learning for 

academics and practitioners.  The study adds depth and nuance to the value of the 

learning lens, where learning was an outcome from a study of learning.  
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Glossary 

Term or Acronym Explanation 

Agent (Registry Agent) Term used by Alberta public managers for 

service providers 

the Audit Tacit reference used by study participants to 

refer to the audit performed by the Alberta 

government auditor. 

Business Process Collection of related and structured activities, 

performed in a structured sequence to produce 

a service or product 

Data Analytics 

Also, Data-driven Decision Making 

and Evidence-based Management 

Use of data, analysis, and fact-based 

management to drive decisions and actions 

(Davenport and Harris, 2007) 

Failure Data Data identifying deficiencies in the delivery of 

services to citizens by outsourced service 

providers 

Function of Used to identify the relationship between 

variables where one varies as a function of 

another 

IoT Internet of Things. Used to identify devices 

commonly found, such as a stove or fridge, 

that is identifiable on, and transmits data over, 

the Internet (Jennex, 2017) 

Mental Model Firmly ingrained “internal images of how the 

world works, images that limit us to familiar 

ways of thinking and acting” (Senge, 2006, p. 

163) 

Metadata Data used to describe or provide information 

about other data 

MV Motor Vehicle. Used to identify a business 

unit responsible for managing a program of 

services for licensing and registering motor 

vehicles 
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Term or Acronym Explanation 

MVRA Motor Vehicle and Registries Administration. 

Branch of Alberta government responsible for 

administering the Motor Vehicle program and 

the service provider network. 

NGO or NPO Non-government organization; Non-profit 

organization 

OCM Organizational Change Management. The 

practice of formally managing change in an 

organization (Giraud and Autissier, 2013) 

the Order Tacit reference used by study participants to 

refer to the order delivered by the Alberta 

Privacy Commissioner for the MVRA branch 

to investigate and take action on outsourced 

partner management of citizen information. 

Organization Social institution of members pursuing a 

common goal with structures and rules to 

regulate behaviour (Schilling and Kluge, 

2009) 

Opportunism Self-interest seeking with guile (Williamson, 

1993) 

Organizational Learning The process of improving organizational 

action through better knowledge and actions 

(Fiol and Lyles, 1985) 

Outsourced Public Service 

Management 

A reliance on for- and non-profit organizations 

for delivering government goods and services 

(Kettl, 2000) 

Performance Indicator A collection of data elements providing an 

indication of service provider performance. 

May have attributes attached, such as problem 

identifier, risk severity, business process used 

to find the indicator, date found, found by, etc. 

Public Manager Used to identify any individual with 

responsibility and authority for interacting 

with, and managing the contracted relationship 

with an outsourced service provider  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the past forty years, outsourcing has been the practice of governments intent 

on downsizing and leveraging private enterprise to realize market efficiencies 

(Hood, 1995; Kettl, 2000). The practice delivered a myriad of challenges for 

public managers, one of which was detecting and managing service provider 

opportunistic behaviour (Poppo and Zenger, 2002). Outsourcing challenges may 

be met with the emergent potential of data analytics to manage provider 

performance. However, the view that data will solve business problems is naïve 

(Roth and Senge, 1996), given studies show when individuals are motivated to 

believe something is true, the use of data is unlikely to shift one’s belief (Sharot, 

2017). Therefore, to realize the potential of data analytics to positively impact 

performance management, an organization must learn how to trust and use data, 

analysis and scientific methods, so that an orientation toward learning from data 

and evidence (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006; Davenport, 2010) becomes an 

organizational norm. 

A central argument in this thesis is that introducing an analytics orientation to 

manage service provider performance is a considerable learning exercise, one 

with the potential to be transformational (Davenport and Harris, 2007; Tim, 

Hallikainen, Pan and Tamm, 2018). An analytics orientation represents a shift 

from using ad hoc methods of performance assessment often found in government 

organizations managing outsourced services (Milward and Provan, 2000; Van 

Slyke, 2007; Bowman, Ertürk, Folkman, Froud, Haslam, Johal, Leaver, Moran, 

Tsitsianis, Williams, 2015) to learning how to use data and analysis to understand 

and evaluate performance, and to make informed decisions to act on performance 

inadequacies. The challenge of the transformation is predicated on how an 

organization learns, which is complicated by how people learn within an 

individual context, and how learning occurs in the organization by the ways in 

which individuals are encouraged and discouraged to share their insights with 

others. Sharing and learning is confounded by conditions in the environment that 

act to facilitate and impede learning (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). 

This chapter begins with an overview of the study, which considers the research 
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aims, objectives, and the research question, then summarizes the research areas 

contributing to the knowledge base of the study. In the second and third sections 

the business context, and the study importance, assumptions and limitations are 

described in turn. The final section provides an overview of how the thesis is 

organized. 

1.1 Study Overview 

This research is a case study grounded in action-based research in which the 

researcher assisted a government organization in building an accountability 

framework using data and analytics for managing the performance of an 

outsourced service provider, then studied the learning journey through the 

experience as recounted by study participants. The study was executed over 

several years to accommodate the complex undertaking of introducing data 

analytics (Davenport and Harris, 2007) and to provide sufficient time for the 

organization to learn about the data being generated and how to extract value. 

The research was executed in three phases. In the first, the researcher embedded 

in the organization to support developing analytics technology and business 

processes for performance management. In the second phase, the researcher 

stepped back, allowing time for data to accumulate, and for the organization to 

gain familiarity with the new processes and to become informed by the data. 

During this time, the researcher extracted data at intervals and provided the 

organization with descriptive analysis to promote learning about the data and its 

potential for supporting decision making for provider performance management. 

In the third phase, the researcher again embedded in the organization and gathered 

observational data through interviews and in situ observations to explore the ways 

in which the organization learned to use data and analytics. 

1.1.1 Study Rationale 

Significant study of outsourced service management has been conducted, 

delivering value from the perspective of the outsourcing movement and its 

challenges (Hood, 1991; 1995; Kettl, 2000; Milward and Provan, 2000; Bowman 

et al., 2015; Froud, Johal, Moran  and Williams, 2017), agency theory and 

transaction cost economics (Brown and Potoski, 2003; Van Slyke, 2003; 2006; 

Lambright, 2008), governance (Bovaird, 2016), trust (Fernandez, 2009; Lamothe 
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and Lamothe, 2012; Babin, Bates and Sohal, 2017; Lumineau, 2017), and 

performance management (Heinrich, 2002; Romzek and Johnston, 2005; 

Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015; Campbell and Lambright, 2016). 

Outsourcing has become an entrenched method of government service delivery, 

and attention is turning to making a well-informed outsourcing decision (Bovaird, 

2016; Bowman et al., 2015; Government of UK, 2019), avoidance of contractual 

disasters (Brown, Potoski and Van Slyke, 2018) and the pernicious effects of 

outsourcing (Osborne and Brown, 2011; Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017). 

Few studies have focused at the level of business process for managing provider 

performance, a level that can be argued offers direct value to public managers 

tasked with managing opportunism and accountability.  

Data analytics has emerged to wide attention, mostly recognized for its analytic 

techniques applied to large volumes of data. At the heart of data analytics are basic 

concepts from scientific methods (Davenport, 2010; Agarwal and Dhar, 2014) 

which offer promise because these concepts can be applied in the absence of 

significant technology investment (Liberatore and Luo, 2010), and with any size 

of data. If studying business processes for outsourced service management can 

add value to on-the-ground public administrators, and if scholars and practitioners 

are offering advice to the effect that analytics should be embedded at the level of 

business process (Davenport and Harris, 2007), there emerges a convergence of 

ideas that will extend the knowledge base of both fields. 

While studies suggest business performance and decision making will be 

improved by the introduction of an analytics orientation (Brynjolfsson, Hitt and 

Kim, 2011; Frisk and Bannister, 2017; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 

2018) these are studies focused on the effects of introducing data analytics. And 

while they are valuable for their contribution to the end state potential, more study 

is needed to understand the learning journey to reach the end state. Hence, this 

study sits at the nexus of outsourced service management, data analytics and 

organizational learning. 

1.1.2 Research Aim and Objectives 

The aim of the research is to explore the learning journey of an organization that 

has introduced concepts and practices from data analytics to manage opportunism 

and accountability in an outsourced service environment.  
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The research has three primary objectives: 

 To introduce technology, concepts and techniques from data analytics to a 

government organization managing an outsourced service. 

 To support the organization in becoming familiar with the data generated from 

accountability processes and explore its potential for performance management. 

 To apply the lens of organizational learning to interpret the ways in which the 

organization learns to use concepts and practices from data analytics. 

1.1.3 Research Question 

This study explores the following research question: 

When data analytics is introduced to manage opportunism and 

accountability for an outsourced public service, in what ways does the 

organization learn to use data and analytical methods for performance 

management? 

1.2 Research Areas 

The research areas contributing to and expanded by this study are the public 

service and the practice of outsourcing, the phenomenon of opportunism, data 

analytics, and organizational learning. How each area contributes to the study is 

described below. 

1.2.1 Public Service Outsourcing 

Public service delivery and management has evolved from the value paradigm 

known as Progressive Public Administration, popular in the late 19th century, to 

New Public Management, a paradigm that embraces values of accountability, 

disaggregation, adoption of private-sector management practices, an emphasis on 

discipline and frugality for doing more with less, and increased contract-based 

competition for service delivery (Hood, 1995). Kettl (2000) argues the change 

represents devolution of government organizations, delivering fragmented 

ideologies, values and institutions, where “no one is in charge of everything” (p. 

492). The strategy of outsourcing served the emergent values of disaggregation, 

increased accountability, discipline and frugality, and contracting to the private 

sector to take advantage of private sector practices (Hood, 1991).  
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1.2.2 The Phenomenon of Opportunism 

Outsourcing separated service ownership from service delivery (Brown and 

Potoski, 2003; Van Slyke, 2007; Bowman et al., 2015) and created an 

environment primed for opportunism, advantage-seeking behaviour manifest as 

shirking, gaming and misrepresenting performance (Williamson, 2010). Studying 

opportunism through the lens of transaction cost economics, the boundaries of the 

firm and principal-agent theories suggest that parties involved in an outsourced 

arrangement will seek to serve party interests, which may diverge substantially 

(Bloomfield, 2006; Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017) or converge to the 

same interest (Parrado and Reynaers, 2021), depending on motivations for 

behaviour. Holding service providers accountable for opportunism is managed 

using accountability processes of monitoring, assessing performance and 

managing inadequate performance (Romzek and Johnston, 2005), and there are 

many challenges to performance management that include difficulties with 

performance evaluation (Van Slyke, 2007; Osborne and Brown, 2011; Arnaboldi, 

Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015), insufficient market competition (Van Slyke, 2003; 

Lamothe, 2004), and political influence (Romzek and Johnston, 2005; Van Slyke, 

2007; Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017). 

1.2.3 Data Analytics 

Data analytics is an orientation to doing business in new ways (Mayer-

Schönberger and Cukier, 2013), using data, analysis and scientific methods to 

improve business decision making (Davenport and Harris, 2007). Concepts and 

techniques from data analytics are relevant to a study of outsourced service 

management, since they can be applied to small data environments (Mayer-

Schönberger and Cukier, 2013) and using readily available technology 

(Liberatore and Luo, 2010). Some scholars conclude data-driven decision making 

leads to improved performance (Brynjolfsson, Hitt and Kim, 2011; Frisk and 

Bannister, 2017; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018) while others 

explore and recognize the considerable challenges of using data and analytics 

(Vidgen, Shaw and Grant, 2017). A key finding from a study of data analytics is 

that culture is a bigger predictor of data-driven decision making than the 

sophistication of analytic technology (Thirathon, Wieder, Matolcsy and Ossimitz, 

2017). This finding, together with the finding that a technology implementation 
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can hinder accountability (Romzek and Johnston, 2005), support an approach to 

introducing data analytics starting conceptually and using readily available 

technology. 

1.2.4 Organizational Learning 

Introducing data analytics into outsourced service management is a learning 

exercise, and organizational learning is complex, messy, political, and subject to 

many barriers (Berends and Lammers, 2010; Lawrence, Mauws, Dyck and 

Kleysen, 2005; Schilling and Kluge, 2009). The 4I Framework (Crossan, Lane 

and White, 1999), so named for its four learning processes, proposes a theory of 

how organizations learn, placing focus on learning at levels, and balancing new 

learning with processes for exploiting extant knowledge. The theory was 

expanded with an overlay to examine the role of power and politics in learning 

processes (Lawrence et al., 2005), and later with barriers that inhibit learning, 

again overlaid on learning processes (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). In 2013, a 5I 

Learning Framework was conceptualized (Jenkin, 2013), extending the 

framework with a process for information foraging and analytical tools to 

accommodate the growing role of data in learning. This study uses the 4I 

Framework and its expanded forms as a theoretical frame for exploring the ways 

in which an organization learns to use data analytics. 

1.3 Business Context  

Known as civil registration, the business of managing a registry of information 

for government purposes, is defined by the United Nations as “continuous, 

permanent, compulsory and universal recording of the occurrence of vital events,” 

which are primarily concerned with establishing legal documents1. Events take 

many forms, most obviously, births, deaths, and marriages, but may also include 

land and personal property entitlement, establishing a business entity, and 

licensing to operate a motor vehicle.  

 

Managing a registry is a data-intensive exercise, tracking who people are, the 

                                                 

1 Refer to UN Statistics Division 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/Demographic/sources/civilreg/default.htm, accessed May 17, 2021. 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/Demographic/sources/civilreg/default.htm
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businesses they control, the property they own, the motor vehicles they operate. 

It enables planning and managing services such as health care, education, road 

infrastructure and business development, in addition to the intricate administration 

of taxation. The data supplied to register events has high street value for those 

trading in identity theft and fraud.  

1.3.1 Managing a Motor Vehicle Registry 

Administrators responsible for managing a registry balance the tension of 

managing a reasonable policy framework to keep citizens and information safe in 

a digital age against the important and persistent demand for services. Motor 

vehicle administrators feel the tension acutely: motor vehicles are ubiquitous and 

foundational to modern life. There is constant pressure to licence individuals who 

need to drive for work or life enablement. A motor vehicle registry requires 

managing the personal identities of drivers, vehicle identifiers, and the association 

of people to vehicles. A motor vehicle license is a multi-purpose feeder document, 

used to apply for credit, verify identity, gain entrance for age-restrictive venues, 

and provide authorization to drive a vehicle. Losing a licence can be life-damaging 

and obtaining one life-changing. Issuing a licence appropriately within the 

numerous scenarios under which it is requested is a significant public 

responsibility.  

A motor vehicle registry is transaction- and data-intensive. Volumes stem not only 

from renewal activity but also by the movement of people and their life-changing 

events. A marriage, divorce, reaching legal age to drive, moving from one location 

to another, buying and selling a vehicle are all events that require updates to the 

motor vehicle registry. Registry updates are often complex because people’s lives 

are complex. Moving from one country to another requires cross-jurisdictional 

licensing interpretation, and the complexity is increased substantially when 

movement is caused by refugee flight. Government accountability is 

undiminished under these conditions. 

1.3.2 Motor Vehicle Registry Services in Alberta, Canada 

Alberta, a provincial jurisdiction of Canada, outsourced its registry services to a 

network of more than 200 service providers in 1993. In addition to motor vehicle 

licensing, the network provides services for many other registries, such as health 
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card registration, organ donation, personal property registration, and business 

incorporation. A single branch of one government department has responsibility 

for the contracts used for service provision, and each government registry owner 

is responsible for complying with government policy. Personal information about 

citizens is collected by service providers under provincial government legislation, 

which covers requirements for data privacy and protection. Service provider 

performance data are collected under legislative authority and provisions 

specified in contracts between service providers and the government. 

Service providers operate in a quasi-market where they charge what the market 

will bear for some services, and for others they charge a government-controlled 

fee. If a service provider incorrectly performs a service and a client returns to have 

it corrected, the client may attend any office in the province and be exempt from 

additional payment. The service provider that corrects the service will request 

reimbursement from the government for its service fee. This policy, and others 

like it, introduces substantial contract complexity, since each of the more than 200 

service providers is managed as a separate competing entity, meaning the 

government is managing more than 200 individual contracts and a network of 

service providers. The branch must manage performance at the service provider 

level, while continuously looking more broadly for trends across the network. 

The motor vehicle registry and the unit responsible for managing service provider 

contracts on behalf of all registries are combined in a government branch under a 

single executive who expressed interest in studying the business problems 

associated with outsourced motor vehicle services within the context of two 

technology initiatives enabling the introduction of data analytics. The first 

involves implementing a system to capture performance data from monitoring and 

using it to evaluate performance, and the second captures motor vehicle service 

transaction keystrokes, useful for pattern analysis and monitoring transaction 

details. The author has substantial understanding of the business and has a trusted 

relationship with the organization. 

1.4 Study Importance and Value 

This study is of interest and importance to academics and industry practitioners. 

For academics, it expands the research fields of outsourced service management 

and opportunism, offering insights into one method for managing provider 
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accountability. It expands the research field of data analytics through the case 

study of how data analytics was introduced into outsourced service management 

using data and analytics to detect opportunism, assess provider performance and 

manage inadequate performance. And lastly, it offers insight to learning theorists 

from the perspective of a processual view of organizational learning, adding to 

the knowledge base of the learning perspective to explore phenomena (Bapuji and 

Crossan, 2004). 

For industry, this study has value to any organization contemplating outsourcing 

or with existing outsourced services in need of a fresh perspective on performance 

management. It has more specific value to any government department that 

outsources a service or is contemplating outsourcing because it offers a novel 

approach to managing opportunism and accountability in a government setting. It 

is of interest and benefit to registry administrators, and any motor vehicle registry 

administrators who manage outsourced services or are contemplating outsourcing. 

And lastly, it directly benefits the Alberta motor vehicle branch by supporting its 

adoption of data analytics to manage service provider accountability. These 

nestled values are depicted in Figure 1 below. 

 

Value of the Study 

 

Figure 1. Value of the study depicted as nestled values. 

Source: Author. 
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1.4.1 Assumptions and Limitations 

The study draws conclusions using a Western perspective of communication flow 

and hierarchical rules as described by public service managers. The findings may 

not be applicable outside of Western societies and must be understood to reflect 

only a public service managerial view of performance and accountability, and not 

the service provider perspective. Moreover, the public service studied is 

transaction-based: service provider performance is assessed by examining 

transaction details for compliance to policy. Indicators of poor performance are a 

function of policy interpretation and may not reflect a customer service view.  

The research explores a single case, generalizable to the theoretical proposition 

that an analytics orientation will have an impact on performance management, 

and that the impact will be a function of how an organization learns. The study is 

a platform for additional learning (Lincoln, 2005). As learning interviews are 

conducted, more learning occurs. The impact of introducing an analytics 

orientation and learning to use it to manage service provider accountability may 

well deliver a different set of results if the organization were subsequently studied 

to include the learning that occurred as a consequence of participants articulating 

their views about the learning journey. 

1.5 Document Navigation 

The thesis is organized into eleven chapters. The first, this introduction, provides 

an overview of the thesis, establishing the research aims and objectives, the 

research question and the research areas underpinning the study. In Chapters 2, 3, 

4 and 5, the literatures on public service management and outsourcing, the 

phenomenon of opportunism, data analytics and organizational learning are 

explored within the context of their application to outsourced service 

management. In Chapter 5 the literature is synthesized to recognize the challenges 

introduced by government outsourcing that separated service ownership from 

delivery, the variables that influence the impact of introducing data analytics, and 

the ways the learning perspective can be used to explore the journey to introduce 

an analytics orientation. The study design, conceptual framework and details of 

the methodology are described in Chapter 7. In Chapter 8, the pilot study 

objectives and methodology are described, and the results of the pilot study are 

assessed to identify needed changes and validate the approach. Chapter 9 contains 
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the findings, and in Chapter 10 the findings are discussed to draw conclusions. 

Chapter 11, the final chapter, contains a summary of the conclusions, limitations 

to the study and recommendations for future research. 



 

26 

2 OUTSOURCING THE PUBLIC 

SERVICE 

The foundation of the public service was established over more than a century of 

hard work, and has delivered large reforms such as mass education, health care 

and environmental protection (Stiglitz, 1998). But despite the progress made by 

governments in public service delivery, the environment in which public servants 

work presents considerable challenges, subject as it is to persistent ideological 

shifts driven by political agenda.  

Public servants are charged with keeping services functional in an ever-shifting 

landscape. In her 2005 reflection of the post-reform public sector, Ingraham 

(2005) describes a US public service as one that gets things mostly right while 

being judged by a harsh public critic, where government failures are 

communicated, while success is not. Like Ingraham, Mintzberg (1996) 

acknowledges there is much to value in the public service, and he suggests 

unwarranted attacks on government are attacks on the fabric of society. He calls 

for a proud government that should be lauded for delivering a complex array of 

services in an environment marked by the challenges of outsourced service 

provision.  

This chapter explores the literature on the public service in Western societies, and 

the reforms that began in the 1980s, changing how services were delivered to 

citizens through outsourcing, the predominant strategy of the reform. Outsourcing 

has been a contentious subject and the second section of the chapter considers 

proponent arguments for the perceived benefits of outsourcing and then compares 

those arguments to scholarly study that examines purported benefits to what was 

actually delivered over the past forty years.  

2.1 Emergence of the NPM  

Scholars have been studying the complexity of public service delivery through the 

lens of the trend that shifted government from the dominant paradigm of the 

Progressive Public Administration (PPA), popular from the late 19th C, toward the 
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New Public Management (NPM), which began to supplant the PPA in the 1980s 

(Hood, 1995). Some scholars have concluded the change has confounded the 

relationship between government and business and introduced unprecedented 

complication in government service provision (Mintzberg, 1996; Kettl, 2000; 

Bowman et al., 2015). 

The PPA was structured to address the “inherently venal” nature of politicians, 

relying on accountability measures to limit corruption, waste and incompetence 

(Hood, 1995, p. 93). It operated under two major doctrines. The first was a belief 

that the public sector should be separated from the private in terms of how careers 

were managed, the approach for doing business, and in the organizational design 

of the public service, which relied on firm command and control and clearly 

defined hierarchies. The second was a belief that there should be buffers against 

political and managerial discretion through procedural rules that limited 

corruption and favouritism and ensured there was an arm’s length between 

politicians and those managing the public service (Hood, 1995). Distrust was 

implicit in the PPA model, in particular where activity involved the monetary 

aspects of handling contracts and services. For these types of activities, elaborate 

record-keeping was required to establish an audit trail to appease perceptions of 

untrustworthy government officials. The public service came to be viewed as 

cumbersome and bloated, and some considered the only way to correct for its 

failures was a radical shift in thinking about the delivery of public services and 

how the business of government was managed (Hood, 1991). Hood (1991) coined 

the term ‘New Public Management’ to describe the emergence of trends and new 

thinking about the public service. Other labels have also surfaced, including 

‘Alternative Service Delivery’ (Furlong and Bakker, 2010), ‘Purchase of Service 

Contracting’ (DeHoog and Salamon, 2002), ‘Public Service 2000’ and ‘Next 

Steps’ (Hood, 1995).  

2.1.1 Why the NPM Found Roots 

Kettl (2000) argues the transformation to the NPM followed two courses: 

devolution and globalization. He describes devolution as pushing the work of 

government into elaborate networks of contracting, grants, loans and new 

regulations that operate through indirect administration. When the US government 

“ended welfare” by passing the responsibility to states, and by states devolving 
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the job to counties working with non- and for-profit organizations, the existing 

system of government was upended (Kettl, 2000, p. 492). Welfare reform, in 

particular, marked the end of a generation-long trend of community governance. 

It wired non-government organizations (NGOs) into the service delivery system, 

allowing government to increase its reach without increasing its size (Kettl, 2000). 

Conceptualizing globalization as more than the expansion of a global 

marketplace, Kettl (2000) suggests its course was marked by an ideological shift 

guiding expectations about behaviour and culture, and sophisticated 

communications systems such as the Internet and mobile devices, which enabled 

extensive information sharing. Information was easy to access and cheap to 

spread. The result of the ideological shift was “rampant fragmentation of norms, 

ideologies, values, and institutions” (p. 491). The effects of globalization meant 

no single government department had complete jurisdiction, and no department 

was untouched, while new forms of governance surfaced dynamically, 

superseding the PPA-style of centralized government management and control 

(Kettl, 2000). Kettl (2000) concludes the movement toward a global orientation 

and its attendant ideological expectations set the stage for a new public service 

paradigm. 

In Hood’s (1991) exploration of why the NPM found roots, he theorizes many 

possibilities, such as the appearance of the flavour of the day, and the attraction 

of opposites, where the German tradition of state-led economic development by 

professional public managers, and Anglo-Saxon liberal economics matched self-

interest with duty, drawing on utilitarianism and parsimony to promote doing 

“more with less” (p. 5). He acknowledges other theories that suggest the NPM 

emerged because the PPA was hunted into extinction by the predatory interests of 

accountants and consultants, and the PPA was a self-induced extinction as older 

frameworks degraded the values previously encouraged. One attractive theory is 

to attribute the NPM to the right-wing politics of the Thatcher and Reagan 

administrations of the 1980s (Bovaird, 2016). During this time, conservatives 

rolled back government bureaucracy and the welfare state to recast the public 

sector along the lines of private business management. However, Hood’s (1995) 

analysis of OECD data suggests that if conservative ideology for less government 

were the cause, the emergence of NPM would be prevalent in those countries with 

right-wing politics, and he found this was not true.  
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While Hood (1995) rejects most popular theories as inconclusive for explaining 

not only the emergence of NPM but why it emerged when it did, he suggests a 

more logical explanation is that the NPM emerged as a response to a set of social 

conditions that developed over the long peace after WWII, and during a period of 

unique economic growth. Although the theories from Kettl (2000) propose two 

specific trends and a host of social circumstances created conditions for the 

reform, the considerations from Hood (1991; 1995) point to a broader set of 

conditions. In the 25 years since Hood (1995) concluded there was no single 

accepted explanation for the shift to the NPM, scholars broadly concur the NPM 

emerged to correct “perceived pathologies” (Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-Fuentes, 

2015, p. 644), meeting the pressure for reform driven by neoliberal policy 

(Furlong and Bakker, 2010), and serving the ideological preference for private 

over public service provision because private sector management reigns supreme 

(DeHoog and Salamon, 2002; Osborne and Brown, 2011; Bowman et al., 2015). 

2.1.2 Scope of NPM Reform 

Although there is no single agreement on why the shift occurred, it is useful to 

think of the numerous and significant changes of the NPM as the consequence of 

many “emergent strategies,” the term here borrowed from the Mintzberg, 

Ahlstrand and Lampel (1998, p. 12) discussion that recognizes a strategy often 

emerges from a pattern of behaviour and is realized without deliberate intention. 

In support of this idea, Hood (1995) makes the point that central to the shift was 

disaggregated movement on many fronts generally aimed at increasing 

government accountability. The NPM was never a single coalesced idea across 

the many jurisdictions that Hood (1995) evaluated for evidence of reform. 

Hood (1995) captures the scope of the NPM reform by noting many debates about 

it fall into seven dimensions of change. There was increased disaggregation of 

departments into separately managed units; a shift to increased contract-based 

competition for service provision; greater application of private sector 

management style; an emphasis on discipline and frugality for managing 

resources; a move toward hands-on management and increased accountability 

through the assignment of responsibilities and managerial discretion; explicit and 

measurable standards of performance; and performance assessment focused on 

results. To this list can be added devolution (Kettl, 2000), related to 
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disaggregation and contract-based competition for service provision, but 

recognized separately here for Kettl’s (2000) view that the shift was not only a 

breaking down of parts, but led to a reduced state of government operations. 

2.2 Outsourcing: A Predominant Strategy of NPM Reform 

Where outsourcing, or contracting services out to private companies, has been a 

conventional practice in the US since the beginning of the Republic, Kelman 

(2002) notes the services outsourced were predictable, like catering and waste 

collection. However, in 1980s and 1990s, outsourcing was arduously adopted and 

often interpreted as political manoeuvring (Bloomfield, 2006; Bowman et al., 

2015). Scholars describe outsourcing in the UK as a franchise, extending beyond 

traditional models of procurement to deliver a full range of local authority services 

with an estimated value of 100 billion GBP, where 1 in 3 GBP spent by 

government goes to service providers (Bowman et al., 2015). Alonso, Clifton and 

Diaz-Fuentes (2015) note the growth of outsourcing for EU countries between 

1983 and 2011, citing outsourcing as contributing, on average, to 54% of 

government consumption. Thirteen years earlier, DeHoog and Salamon (2002) 

estimated outsourcing, an “immense industry” in the US, accounted for 50% of 

federal spending on social welfare, employment and community development (p. 

319). Furlong and Bakker (2010) cite similar figures for Canada, estimating 55% 

of public services operate outside of government direct provision. 

2.2.1 Outsourcing, Privatization and Public-Private Partnerships 

The practice of outsourcing is broadly defined by scholars as services delivered 

in the name of the state in a principal-agent relationship (Milward and Provan, 

2000) and more broadly yet, simply as an alternative to direct provision by 

government (Furlong and Bakker, 2010). Bovaird (2016) characterizes it in terms 

of the parties contracted to deliver services: “externalization to public-sector 

organizations, third sector organizations and to cross-sector partnerships” (p. 67). 

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) fall under these definitions as services 

provided through partnership are delivered in the name of the state, they are 

external, they offer alternatives to direct provision, and they involve cross-sector 

parties. A more cynical definition of outsourcing comes from Froud and 

colleagues (2017). They describe it as “the consolidation of elite power through 
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large contracts which exclude other (smaller) providers, as well as preventing 

much opportunity for democratic accountability” (p. 79). 

Like definitions of outsourcing, definitions of privatization have broad 

application, such as converting a government enterprise to private firms (Stiglitz, 

2000), and “changing from an arrangement with high government involvement to 

one with less” (Savas, 1987, p. 88 cited by Van Slyke, 2003, p. 296). Fernandez 

(2009) characterizes privatisation not as a single idea or an innovation, but “a 

broad set of alternative delivery arrangements” (p. 67). Thus, it is possible to study 

the literature by folding privatization, public-private partnerships and single or 

bundled government services contracted using competitive procurement under the 

broad label of outsourcing to examine it as a predominant and enduring strategy 

of the NPM. 

2.2.2 Outsourcing Proponent Arguments 

An oft-cited argument in favour of outsourcing suggests the marketplace can be 

‘harnessed’ to take advantage of free market potential, creating incentives for cost 

savings and improved service quality while serving the laissez faire ideology that 

emerged with the NPM (DeHoog and Salamon, 2002; Van Slyke, 2003; 

Bloomfield, 2006; Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-Fuentes, 2015). A related argument 

was the benefit of government adopting a private sector management style, 

deemed attractive because private sector management was considered lean and 

competitive, delivering the benefits of services and products that survive in a free 

market (Osborne and Brown, 2011). The marketplace was also argued to have the 

additional advantage of naturally disciplining bad actors so that only the best 

service providers would survive to deliver quality improvements (DeHoog and 

Salamon, 2002; Romzek and Johnson, 2005; Bloomfield, 2006).  

The argument that outsourcing was a solution to an unnecessarily large 

government was grounded in economic data. Stiglitz (2000) shows that the size 

of the US government, as measured by expenditures relative to GDP, was 10% in 

1913, and by 1997 had grown to 32%. In the UK, spending as a percent of GDP 

for the same period indicates it was 15% in 1913 and it had grown to 31% by 
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20002. Unknown from these figures was whether the growth was justified with 

21st century conditions that included globalization, environmental concern, and 

technology advances, all of which would greatly affect the services government 

delivers. Notwithstanding the possibility that a larger government was justified, 

the promise of smaller government that could, despite its reduced size, extend its 

reach (Kettl, 2000; DeHoog and Salamon, 2002; Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-

Fuentes, 2015) appealed to the NPM doctrine of doing more with less through 

increased discipline and frugality, and disaggregation from large centrally 

managed departments to smaller units.  

Related to large government was the suggestion that government had an unhealthy 

monopoly on services, and outsourcing was a way to decrease public monopoly 

inefficiencies (Van Slyke, 2003). Arguments in the literature contend the 

monopoly was self-serving and that government bureaucrats and politicians had 

incentives to preserve it, since government service provision was a tool for 

maximizing personal utility and political power (Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-

Fuentes, 2015; Bowman et al., 2015). Outsourcing could break the monopoly and 

deal with insensitive political leaders that kept impoverished communities 

disempowered (DeHoog and Salamon, 2002). 

And lastly, an argument in favour of outsourcing and the NPM in general, was 

that government could be held to account more effectively because the service 

provider could be held to account (Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-Fuentes, 2015). A 

separation of service delivery from service management would increase 

accountability, as both government and their agents could be measured by results 

instead of processes (Heinrich, 2002; Moynihan and Ingraham, 2003; Bowman et 

al., 2015). Separating management of the work from those doing the work would 

also enable greater control, a management philosophy from the PPA that focused 

on power and strict oversight to keep parties from acting opportunistically (Hood, 

1991). Moreover, providers who operated under the governance of a contract and 

shirked their duties could be held accountable by the courts (Beaty and Cizmar, 

2017). 

Public-private partnerships, in particular, were argued to offer many of the 

                                                 

2  Figures drawn from: https://www.ukpublicspending.co.uk/uk_20th_century_chart.html. 

Accessed May 17, 2021. 

https://www.ukpublicspending.co.uk/uk_20th_century_chart.html
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benefits noted above. Partnerships were depicted as innovative and flexible 

collaborations that bound partners with mutual objectives and trust, delivering 

market competition, smaller government, transparency, service quality 

improvements and the transfer of risk (Bloomfield, 2006; Furlong and Bakker, 

2010).  

2.2.3 Did Outsourcing Deliver on Purported Benefits? 

A useful question to ask in light of the arguments in favour of outsourcing is 

whether there is evidence it delivered on its purported benefits. The difficulty with 

assessing outsourcing and NPM reforms in general is that NPM policies are 

multiple, distinct and overlapping, in places contradictory, and often difficult to 

quantify (Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-Fuentes, 2015). However, empirical studies 

and exploratory thinking on the subject provide some insights. The following 

sections are organized to explore to what extent outsourcing:  

 Made government smaller and more cost effective 

 Improved service delivery 

 Delivered benefits from private sector management practice 

 Decreased public monopoly inefficiencies 

 Improved accountability 

Did outsourcing make government smaller and more cost effective? 

Alonso, Clifton and Diaz-Fuentes (2015) conclude outsourcing did not reduce 

public sector size across EU countries. Their findings show that from 1983 to 

2011, although government outsourcing in EU countries increased as a practice at 

an average of 13%, they found no association with reductions as measured by 

employment and expenditures. However, the study results show the policy of 

decentralizing expenditures leads to a smaller public sector as measured by 

expenditures, compared to employment reductions.  

Scholars have shown that a sizeable shadow workforce emerged to deliver 

services on behalf of government from NGOs (Milward and Provan, 2000). 

Bowman et al. (2015) make a convincing case demonstrating the UK government 

shifted its workforce to private employers and in the process created a hidden 
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social cost. They cite survey data indicating outsourcing companies pay less than 

the public sector and the gain of smaller government, measured by fewer 

employees, is a partial truth because lower wages are subvented by the state in 

financial assistance, housing benefits and subsidies.  

Did outsourcing improve service delivery? 

Andrews and Entwistle (2010) used survey and performance data to study public 

service performance and different types of partnerships in Wales, seeking to 

explore hybrid forms of organization and whether network-type arrangements 

produce benefits to service delivery. Of the three types of partnerships they 

studied, public-public, public-private and public-NPO, only public-public 

partnerships appear to support improvements in effectiveness by extending the 

reach of public service, delivering service improvements, and increasing 

efficiency. They found no statistically significant relationship between 

performance and partnering with NPOs, and they found partnering with private 

organizations was negatively associated with service effectiveness and equity in 

service access. Their findings indicate contracting with private organizations may 

lead to lower service quality. While their study was a moment in time, it is possible 

a different set of results could emerge by extending the study to additional 

jurisdictions over a longer time period and delving deeper into why public-public 

partnerships are different from other partnerships. They surmise public service 

managers may trust other public service organizations more because of shared 

public service values and this may lead to parties working harder to make the 

relationship effective. Other scholars have reached the same conclusion when 

studying government to government contracting (Marvel and Marvel, 2007). 

Did outsourcing deliver benefits from private sector management practices? 

Mintzberg (1996) considers the argument that government should introduce 

private sector management to improve public service quality and cost efficiency, 

and in his analysis of the many services delivered by the government directly and 

through partners, he concludes many are not appropriate for private sector 

delivery, especially given that the private sector does not always treat its 

customers with integrity. Corporations have been shown to plan in obsolescence 

and build quality out of products, bait and switch to lure customers to buy more 

expensive products, and place risk in the hands of the consumer via caveat emptor. 
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He questions whether these practices from private sector management 

demonstrate how citizens expect governments or their agents to behave in the 

delivery of public services, and he argues the question of whether government 

should manage like the private sector should be rephrased to consider whether 

government has become too much like the private sector. 

Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili (2015) consider performance management 

within the context of NPM reform, noting the introduction of tools and concepts 

from private sector, such as LEAN management, benchmarking, the balanced 

scorecard and checklists. They conclude the introduction of private sector tools is 

often done without accounting for the complexity of public service delivery. For 

example, budgeting and benchmarking often focus on what can be measured as 

compared to the key dimensions of organizational performance that are non-

financial and non-quantifiable.  

Osborne and Brown (2011) explored the assumed supremacy of private sector 

business management by examining public sector innovation policies in the UK. 

The authors found product innovation policies were applied to service innovation 

without accounting for the unique nature of public services as perishable, 

inseparable, intangible, and co-produced with public sector users. These 

characteristics make innovation in government services substantially different 

from private-sector product innovation. They further argue against the inherent 

premise in policies that any innovation must, a priori, be good because innovation 

is a normative good. In government operations post-NPM, they suggest the locus 

of innovation must shift from the hero innovator to the environment, and this 

becomes especially important when partners are involved in service delivery. 

Failing to appropriately shift the focus may negate the possibility of learning from 

innovations that fail. Thus, the government will fail to realize performance 

improvements within a frame of policy direction that innovation, a private 

business cornerstone for survival, is how improvement is realized. 

Did outsourcing decrease public monopoly inefficiencies? 

The findings from Bowman et al. (2015) indicate the UK government has 

substituted one monopoly for another. They show how the UK outsources large 

and complex bundles for a full range of services offered by local authorities. Some 

councils buy all services from outside government and some purchase them on a 
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profit-sharing basis. They note that although there is a diverse ecology of 

providers, it is dominated by four large players. Huge conglomerates supply 

services across a wide range of sectors; they are bidding machines that eliminate 

competition. Outsourced contractors and the state have become bound in co-

dependence. While the franchising of services is dependent on income from tax-

payer funding, the government has become dependent on outsourced resources 

and intelligence for service delivery. The outcome of the co-dependence means a 

small number of private firms in the UK have competitive advantage from scale 

and disproportionate amounts of business, and government has lost its capacity 

for service delivery and effective service management.  

Van Slyke (2003) studied social services contracting through the lens of 

competition, addressing the argument that monopolies breed inefficiency, and that 

a market needs competitive bidding to find the lowest cost provider. He focused 

on capacity, competition and reasons for outsourcing, using interview data from 

public managers and NPO executive directors in New York state. A key finding 

was that the availability of providers and capacity in government to develop 

competition was a barrier to competition (Van Slyke, 2003). To serve client needs, 

the market must supply expertise from multiple agencies that coordinate service 

delivery. For example, a single recipient may need the integration of services such 

as job training, transportation, childcare and substance abuse, which includes 

treatment options for severity levels. More suppliers supplying the same need is 

different from more providers supplying varying needs, and this presents a 

nuanced challenge for market competition. Another finding was that many NPOs 

work toward reducing competition by advocating for specialized certification, 

such as accreditation in addictions counselling. Screening mechanisms using 

accreditation was evident in his interviews from almost half the service areas. He 

also found barriers to competition in the nature of the relationships among service 

providers and public managers. Relationships between public managers and NPOs 

were so connected that objectivity was lost. In some cases, public managers were 

directed by politicians to contract with specific NPOs, and contracting decisions 

were influenced by knowledge of which providers could be trusted not to 

embarrass government. Such practices create incentive for outsourced 

organizations to curry favour with politicians and bureaucrats and sustain a 

replacement monopoly.  
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Milward and Provan (2000, p. 359) summarize ten years of researching the 

“hollow state,” a metaphor they use to describe the use of NGOs to deliver in the 

name of the state, and they theorize a system of service delivery can become too 

stable and be subject to rising costs. However, they conclude, like Van Slyke 

(2003), that a stable system of networked relationships to jointly deliver services 

is critical in health services. The question ultimately becomes how to manage 

stability without leaning too far into monopolistic practices that lead to 

complacency, and they suggest a key variable to answering the question is time. 

A principal needs time to learn how to govern. Dealing with a group of providers 

over time increases the likelihood of developing strong ties, cooperation and 

problem solving. Their findings suggest the solution to a complacent monopoly is 

not simply disaggregation, but a better functioning system of some centralized 

control working with networks of service delivery partners, and the system needs 

time to evolve.  

Did outsourcing improve accountability? 

An argument in favour of outsourcing was that government had legal recourse in 

its arsenal for holding agents acting on its behalf accountable. However, Beaty 

and Cizmar (2017) found in their examination of decisions in which a public 

service contractor was a litigant between 1946 and 2012, the US Supreme Court 

became more pro-contractor over time, weighing more often on the side of 

contractors. The Beaty and Cizmar (2017) results refute the premise that 

government could outsource services and rely on legal recourse to manage 

provider accountability.  

In her multi-case analysis of public-private partnerships, Bloomfield (2006) 

recounts how many partnerships undermined successful implementation at local 

levels in the US, often because government lacked appropriate incentives or sound 

contractual means to hold contractors to account. The assumed benefits of 

improved service quality, risk sharing, and cost savings were often illusory. She 

cites how taxpayers have been frequently saddled with revenue shortfalls and 

contractual costs from partnerships, such as the 23 Massachusetts communities 

that were contractually required to pay disposal fees at twice the market rate for 

the region and pay for disposal of trash not produced, since recycling and other 

efforts over time reduced actual rates of trash relative to contracted forecasts 

(Bloomfield, 2006).  
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In Heinrich’s (2002) study of performance management in US federal job-training 

programs, she found relying on administrative data to measure outcomes vs. 

impacts produced information that could misdirect public managers in managing 

service provider accountability. Moynihan and Ingraham (2003) also examined 

the US policy of managing for results (MFR) in 1998 and 2000 to identify the 

common factors enabling government to introduce effective MFR programs and 

improve accountability. They found successful MFR reform is linked to strong 

leadership and support, and the effective creation and distribution of performance 

information depends on the environment in which “integrative facilitators” 

function to ensure performance evaluation systems work as theorized (Moynihan 

and Ingraham, 2003, p. 473). The authors observe when performance information 

is lifted from a focus on inputs to outputs and decision venues, and when 

integration links providers and managers to performance information, MFR has 

the potential to improve government effectiveness and provider accountability. 

When it does not, it is a source of cynicism.  

That cynicism is threaded through the well-reasoned assessment of outsourcing 

conducted by Bowman et al. (2015). They note numerous examples of UK 

performance fiascos that failed to place responsibility on the shoulders of the 

outsourced contractor, shifting it instead to government bureaucrats unskilled in 

contract definition and performance monitoring. In addition, they observe 

contracts are written to allow large service provider organizations to walk away 

from unprofitable or challenging contracts, but still bid on other contracts, so that 

contracted agencies can obtain future work without being accountable for past 

performance. Froud et al. (2017) extend the assessment of compromised 

accountability by demonstrating that the fallibility of government holding 

contractors to account is embedded in deconstructing the role of elites and elite 

power in the UK outsourced market.  

In a study of the NPM phenomenon driving results-oriented performance 

management in the UK, scholars exposed the unintended consequences of 

outcomes measurement (Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015). In one National 

Health Service case study, they found manipulation of reporting wait lists 

hindered informed decision making; large amendments to the wait list figures 

occurred before target reporting dates; and patients who refused treatment on short 

notice were removed from the target numbers to avoid counting them as waiting 
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for treatment. In a second case study, they found a focus on targets and financial 

reports, and a good news culture masked tolerance for poor standards and denial 

of concern despite high mortality rates. 

Contrary to the many findings above, a multiple, longitudinal case study of 

private-public partnerships in Spain and the Netherlands found government could 

exercise required controls to impose a state logic of public service values in 

provider operations and successfully manage accountability (Parrado and 

Reynaers, 2021). The study took place between 2012 and 2018 and the authors 

concluded there was greater accountability in these contracted relationships than 

in direct government provision. These findings concur with Milward and Provan 

(2000) in that time is an important determinant, since monitoring processes are 

key to success and these mature over time, failing to function well in the early 

stages of the contract. Another critical determinant to managing accountability is 

vendor attitude toward relational norms and the willingness to adopt public 

service values. 

2.3 Summary 

This chapter considered the doctrines guiding public service delivery introduced 

with reforms associated with the New Public Management and the predominant 

strategy to outsource government services. The government extended its reach to 

citizens using delivery partners, but evidence that outsourcing delivered on its 

purported benefits is not clear from scholarly studies. 

Harnessing the marketplace and adopting private sector management practices to 

deliver performance improvements is difficult to isolate and study, but there is 

evidence outsourcing did not deliver more cost-effective service provision, and 

there are good reasons why private sector management should not be accepted as 

a normative good. Evidence shows that outsourcing did not result in the reduction 

of the size of government among EU countries over approximately 30 years of 

study. Bowman et al. (2015) suggest outsourcing has hidden costs as government 

employees were transitioned to employees of private companies, suffering wage 

loss and likely increasing the social costs of financial assistance.  

Instead of a large, cumbersome monopolistic public service being disaggregated 

into smaller units of service delivery, scholars found one monopoly has essentially 
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been replaced by another. And where outsourcing to NGOs and competition for 

services should have been an enabler to breaking up a monopoly, the reality of 

developing competition is nuanced in the actual need for less competition, more 

specialized experts, and centralized management focused on networks of 

relationships. The premise that government could hold service providers 

accountable for delivering services as an agent has been refuted. Accountability 

is not ensured via the contracting tool, despite there being legal recourse. Research 

shows accountability has been compromised by blame shifting from outsourced 

companies to lower-level government bureaucrats unskilled in defining contracts 

and monitoring performance. The evidence for the assumed benefits of 

partnerships suggests many partnerships are problematic and subject to provider 

opportunism.  
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3 THE PHENOMENON OF 

OPPORTUNISM 

The literature review thus far has considered the broad environmental conditions 

of the NPM reform and identified outsourcing as a strategy for realizing NPM 

reform. Attention turns now to the theoretical underpinnings for making the 

decision to outsource, and opportunism as a phenomenon of the outsourcing 

decision. The first section examines two predominant theories for making the 

decision to outsource: transaction cost economics and the boundary of the firm, 

and how principal-agent theory is used to explain the motivation of key players in 

an outsourced arrangement. The second section considers what opportunism is, 

why it manifests, the evidence available for its existence, and challenges with 

detecting it. The difficulty of managing the performance of service providers and 

the role of trust in curbing self-seeking behaviour is also explored. 

3.1 Theoretical Underpinnings of the Outsourcing Decision 

The question of when and why a firm would outsource instead of producing its 

own goods and services gave rise to the prominent theory of transaction cost 

economics (TCE) (Williamson, 2010) and associated theories of firm boundaries 

(Zenger, Felin and Bigelow, 2011) and agent theory (Davis, Schoorman, and 

Donaldson, 1997). Each of these is discussed below to create the context for 

exploring opportunistic behaviour among the economic parties in the outsourced 

arrangement. 

3.1.1 Transaction Cost Economics 

TCE proposes that organizations will choose to outsource or retain production of 

goods and services inhouse based on the goal of minimizing transaction costs to 

deliver the greatest profitability. The theory rests on several concepts: a 

transaction is the transfer of goods and services; the transaction serves as the 

theoretical unit of analysis; transactions have key attributes that affect the costs of 

the transaction; the lens for studying transactions is the contract as a set of legal 

rules or as a framework supporting cooperative exchange; and the decision maker 
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is a human actor, limited by bounded rationality (Williamson, 2010).  

Williamson (2010) theorizes that transactions which differ in their attributes will 

align with a mode of governance by rational actors economizing on the costs of 

the transaction. Three modes of governance are the market, the internal 

organization, oft referred to as the hierarchy, and a hybrid of the two. David and 

Han (2004) note three attributes of the transaction are foundational for predicting 

the outsourcing decision. The first, asset specificity, is the degree to which the 

asset is specialized and can be reproduced or redeployed to alternative uses 

without sacrificing productive value. The second, uncertainty, is a general 

condition that can apply to the environment in which the asset is produced and 

distributed or the relationships of the economic actors. And the last is the 

frequency with which goods and services are produced. Thus, a government 

service such as waste disposal, characterized as having low asset specialization, 

can be easily reproduced by many alternate service providers, is associated with 

little uncertainty in terms of specifying the parameters of the service, and is 

deployed with high frequency. As such, in theoretical terms, it is a rational 

candidate for outsourcing to the market instead of government provision. 

The lens for studying transactions within the context of outsourcing is the 

contract, which may be a set of legal rules, or a framework that supports 

cooperative exchange (Williamson, 2010). Contracts are considered incomplete 

given there is no ability to foresee the range of potential outcomes that may result 

in contract execution. Contract incompleteness gives rise to uncertainty for many 

transactions. 

Combining these concepts into arguments enables making predictions about the 

outsourcing decision, summarized by David and Han (2004) into the following 

core tenets: 

 As asset specificity increases, so do costs associated with governance using the 

market. 

 As asset specificity increases, hybrids and hierarchies become preferred over 

markets, and when the asset is highly specific, the hierarchy is the preferred 

option. 

 When asset specificity is present to a non-trivial degree, uncertainty raises 
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transaction costs associated with market governance. 

 When asset specificity is present to a non-trivial degree, market governance is 

preferable to hybrid forms, but hierarchies are preferable to both hybrids and 

markets. 

 A mode of governance that is aligned with the characteristics of a transaction 

should have performance advantages.  

David and Han (2004) tested the core tenets of TCE and found significant 

variation in support for TCE predictions, especially for asset specificity predicting 

the make or buy choice. And although they found evidence that asset specificity 

leads to the decision to produce in-house, they found no evidence that it delivers 

efficient performance. Schermann, Dongus, Yetton and Krcmar (2016) examined 

contract types and uncertainty in information technology outsourcing decisions, 

concluding TCE has had diminishing relevance in IT outsourcing since 1999. 

3.1.2 The Boundary of the Firm 

The decision of which assets to own and which to access through the market 

defines the boundary of the firm. Zenger, Felin and Bigelow (2011) have explored 

the determinants of firm boundaries to explain outsourcing decisions by broadly 

considering TCE, the knowledge-based view, property rights, agency theory, 

organizational capability and organizational failure. They propose that 

establishing firm boundaries must consider theoretical considerations for when 

and why markets work and the circumstances under which they fail, when and 

why organizations work for in-house production and why they fail as a 

governance mechanism, when market-hierarchy hybrids are more and less 

successful, and which dynamic circumstances affect any boundary decision. 

Important to the Zenger, Felin and Bigelow (2011) framework are several 

considerations. The first is that organizational boundary decisions are affected by 

the bundle of activities in which a firm is already engaged, and a decision to 

integrate a good or service will be influenced by extant capabilities and resources. 

Another one is the role played by time and the organizational environment. As a 

firm develops capabilities, these capabilities may displace governance costs, but 

it may also be necessary for a firm to incur governance costs to develop 

capabilities. Outsourcing decisions may appear sub-optimal over the short-term, 
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but when observed over time, they may reveal a larger strategic pursuit. The third 

is a learning-related dynamic. TCE theory predicts that selection pressure will 

eliminate inefficient governance. This point is succinctly captured as governance 

misalignment creating its own demise (Williamson, 1996 as cited by Zenger, Felin 

and Bigelow, 2011). But while market selection is theorized to focus on the 

transaction, the in-house skills of a firm’s resources can affect the boundary 

decision because firms over time develop skills by learning from market players. 

Thus, a greater learning dynamic comes into play influencing a boundary 

decision. 

TCE and firm boundary theories both place a central decision maker at the heart 

of the governance decision, connecting the creation of value with the boundary 

choice. Zenger, Felin and Bigelow (2011) contend that before a manager makes 

an outsourcing decision, the manager engages in a cognitive exercise of sorting 

through many combinations of assets and activities to determine what is feasible 

to produce and what is feasible to outsource. Their point is that the exercise of 

making the decision is no small matter. And while TCE theory assumes human 

actors involved in transaction decisions are rational, maximizing their utility 

through transaction cost economizing, agent theory proposes there is much more 

to consider about the human motivation for making the decision.  

3.1.3 Principal-Agent Theory 

Principal-Agent theory proposes agents are the human actors involved in 

transaction decisions, and principals have delegated authority for them to act on 

the principal’s behalf. Agents may have divergent interests from the principal and 

can take advantage of information imbalance to maximize their individual utility 

at the expense of the principal’s interest (Davis, Schoorman and Donaldson, 

1997). This model of the agent assumes an inherently opportunistic individual 

who is motivated by extrinsic rewards such as monetary incentives. The agent 

presents considerable risk which the principal must manage with governance 

controls that are matched to the value of the assets. Agency theory underscores 

the PPA doctrine that the venal nature of politicians and bureaucrats need control 

to minimize the risk of “turning the hen house over to the fox” (Davis, Schoorman 

and Donaldson, 1997, p. 26).  

An alternative to agent theory is the depiction of the agent as a steward of the 
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principal’s interests, where the agent demonstrates pro-organizational and 

collectivist behaviours because they have higher utility value than self-serving 

behaviours. A steward is intrinsically motivated by rewards such as opportunities 

for growth and affiliation. Davis, Schoorman and Donaldson (1997) use language 

from game theory to suggest that even when interests diverge, the steward places 

higher value on “cooperation than defection” (p. 24). Steward opportunism is 

constrained by the steward’s perception that the utility gained from pro-

organizational behaviour is higher than that gained by self-serving behaviour. 

However, a steward’s behaviour is affected by the structure of the environment. 

Controls by risk-averse principals to mitigate the risk of opportunism can be 

counterproductive because they may undermine a steward’s pro-organizational 

behaviour and lower his or her motivation to act in the principal’s interests. 

While transaction cost economics and theories of the boundary of the firm seek to 

explain the outsourcing decision and predict how the decision is made, principal-

agent theory examines the relationships among the economic parties and theorizes 

those conditions that may lead to opportunistic behaviour. Sitting in the centre of 

these theories are the decision-making individuals who create the conditions for 

opportunism. However much the theories point to rational decision making 

underlying the outsourcing decision, several scholars point out in well-reasoned 

arguments that a political agenda often overrides rational decision making, 

creating inherent complexity in managing the outsourced relationship (Arnaboldi, 

Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015; Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017). 

3.2 Opportunism 

Opportunism is commonly defined as self-interest seeking of a secretive, 

deceptive or guileful nature (Williamson, 1985 as cited by Carson, Madhok and 

Wu, 2006). The language of opportunism in the outsourced services literature 

describes a range of behaviours that fall on a spectrum from “shirking” (Carson, 

Madhok and Wu, 2006, p. 1059) to “untrue representations” (Ngwenyama and 

Sullivan, 2007, p. 623) to “lying and cheating” (Vandaele, Rangarajan, Gemmel 

and Lievens, 2007, p. 239) to “honest incompetence” (Hendry, 2002, p. 100). 

An acknowledged double-edged consequence of a market economy is that 

organizations operating in a free market will discover opportunity and realize 

improvements to products and services through innovation, while at the same time 
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acting opportunistically to manipulate the system for advantage-seeking in ways 

difficult to predict (Bowman et al., 2015). If opportunism is a natural consequence 

of a market economy, its detection and management are critical to public 

managers working in an environment that facilitates opportunistic behaviour. 

3.2.1 Conditions Under Which Opportunism Manifests 

Theories of economic transactions propose opportunistic behaviour is enabled by 

adverse selection and moral hazard. Adverse selection occurs when agents 

misrepresent their abilities, claiming they can provide outcomes they cannot 

deliver. Agents may also put in less effort than agreed, a concept known as moral 

hazard, which leads to behaviours such as shirking, misappropriation and 

protectionism. Adverse selection and moral hazard are concepts made more 

friendly by portraying them as opportunism (Williamson, 1993). They are made 

possible by information asymmetry, when one party or the other has better 

information about the transaction that can be used to advantage, and goal 

incongruity, when the parties to the economic transaction have differing interests 

and expected outcomes of the transaction that drive them to act opportunistically 

to satisfy those goals. Information asymmetry and goal incongruence are two 

conditions of market governance recognized for enabling opportunism 

(Williamson, 1993).  

Public service scholars have attributed the information imbalance to the separation 

of service ownership from service delivery in an outsourced arrangement (Kettl, 

2000; Milward and Provan, 2000). The information imbalance was tilted ever 

further toward what providers knew and public managers did not with the erosion 

of public manager expertise (Kettl, 2000; Bowman et al., 2015). However, 

information asymmetry applies equally to knowledge held by public managers 

that providers do not have. Because government objectives must be 

communicated to service providers, there will be a degree of misunderstanding, 

misinterpretation and misjudgement that occurs in the transfer of information 

from government to providers (Hendry, 2002). Tenbensel, Dwyer and Lavoie 

(2014) point out that public managers are continually faced with fluctuating 

performance expectations held by government stakeholders, and these shifting 

expectations must be communicated to providers, which adds to the potential for 

misunderstanding. Although information asymmetry creates an ideal condition for 



 

47 

service provider opportunism, it is equally possible that what appears to be self-

seeking behaviour may instead be human fallibility caused by insufficient 

information (Hendry, 2002). This idea has roots in Williamson's (1993; 2010) 

proposition that opportunism is the consequence of bounded rationality. Both 

principals and agents may well act in their own interests or with a shared interest 

but be limited by their cognitive abilities, the information available to them, and 

the "frailties of motive and reason" (Williamson, 1993, p. 97). 

Goal incongruence seeks to explain opportunism as a consequence of economic 

parties pursuing different interests. Where government pursues public service 

values of citizen well-being, financialized providers pursue goals of profitability 

and maximized shareholder value, leading to gross examples of contract gaming 

and mishandling (Bloomfield, 2006; Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017). 

Williamson (2010) suggests behaviour will defect from a spirit of cooperation 

when the stakes are high. Certainly, Bloomfield (2006), Bowman et al. (2015) and 

Froud et al. (2017) have demonstrated stakes can be very high in government 

outsourcing decisions. Contracts with billion-dollar values drive providers to 

pursue profitability and sacrifice public service values by, for example, 

abandoning unprofitable contracts without regard for the service need, and the use 

of corporate structures to immure profitability within a network of companies 

(Bowman et al., 2015). 

Kauppi and van Raaij (2015) view goal incongruence and information asymmetry 

as integrated variables falling on a spectrum, thus, shifting the agent-steward 

dichotomous view toward one of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation dependent on 

many variables. Dou, Li, Zhou and Su (2010) have shown that goal incongruence 

grows as information asymmetry increases, and Kauppi and van Raaij (2015) 

demonstrate the corollary is also true: when information asymmetry is reduced, 

there is a decrease in goal incongruence and improvements to policy compliance. 

Like Kauppi and van Raaij (2015), in her study that considered the response of 

service providers to actions taken by public managers, Lambright (2008) found 

providers are motivated by a multiplicity situational factors affecting 

opportunistic behaviour.  

Ultimately, the ability of information asymmetry and goal incongruence to 

explain opportunism relies on many variables contextual to the environment, and 

a key variable is the presence of a central authority figure who can use political 
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behaviour and power to influence and intervene in ways that favour and protect 

certain directions and actors (Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017). That 

influence leads to perceptions of protectionism and can create a context for 

provider opportunism, where providers perceive they operate under political 

protection. 

3.2.2 Evidence of Opportunism 

Williamson (1993) contends most economic agents are engaged in the business of 

the transaction without giving much thought to opportunism; therefore, 

contractual safeguards are necessary only to "protect a (well-socialized) majority 

against the predatory tendencies of a determined minority" (p. 98). Although the 

statement suggests opportunistic behaviour is the action of few, the truth of the 

statement is not grounded in evidence from the government outsourcing literature.  

Some scholars begin with the premise that opportunism exists, reflecting the 

widespread influence of TCE and its proposition that opportunism is a potential 

outcome of the conditions created by making the decision to buy from the market 

(Carson, Madhok and Wu, 2006; Van Slyke, 2007; Ahimbisibwe, Muhwezi and 

Nangoli, 2012; Kauppi and van Raaij, 2015). Other scholars cite evidence from 

case studies and analysis of market behaviour to characterize it as pervasive. 

Milward and Provan (2000), Bloomfield (2006), Bowman et al. (2015) and Froud 

et al. (2017) have documented widespread opportunism in the context of contract 

manipulation. Opportunism has been described as prevalent among members of 

networks that successfully petition elected members to curry favour with local 

authorities for contract awards (Milward and Provan, 2000; Bowman et al., 2015). 

It has been documented that many providers park difficult clients in favour of 

those easy to serve in order to meet contractual service thresholds (Bovaird, 2016; 

Muller, 2018). It is described as widespread among companies that dominate the 

marketplace and discourage competition by being superior at contract bidding, 

despite lacking expertise in service delivery (Bowman et al., 2015). It is portrayed 

as prevalent among those taking advantage of government contracting capacity 

limitations and government unwillingness to sanction (Bloomfield, 2006; 

Bowman et al., 2015), and among those using the contract as a tool and a weapon 

to financialize government service provision, sacrificing public service values in 

the process (Froud et al., 2017). In sum, scholars start with the premise 
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opportunism exists and depict it as prevalent and problematic, and in that 

characterization substantiate the risk of harm not only to public service delivery 

but also government reputation. Thus, detection becomes a critical activity for 

public managers. 

3.2.3 Challenges with Detecting Opportunism 

Detecting and managing opportunism requires skills and knowledge that have 

been eroded by government outsourcing. Outsourcing, and NPM reforms in 

general, resulted in downsizing and disaggregating government units responsible 

for a service (Ingraham, 2005; Kettl, 2000; Bowman et al., 2015). As employees 

were transitioned into an outsourced model, not only were there fewer of them, 

because downsizing often occurred at the same time a service was outsourced, but 

work responsibilities also changed dramatically when government resources 

became responsible for managing a contracted provider (Kettl, 2000; Bowman et 

al., 2015). Ultimately, public servants operated in a deficit of contract 

management knowledge and skills (Kettl, 2000; Milward and Provan, 2000). They 

were required to interpret contractor behaviour against the terms of the contract, 

and this depended not only on knowledge of service characteristics, but also 

knowledge of how to navigate contract terms against a new model of service 

delivery. Thus, the public service became characterized as hampered in its ability 

to monitor service performance and detect opportunism because of capacity 

limitations (Lambright, 2008; Bowman et al., 2015). 

One challenge to monitoring and detecting opportunism is the volume of 

transactions requiring examination. When volumes are too large to monitor all 

performance data, as was noted in Van Slyke’s (2007) study of welfare services, 

valid sampling becomes critical for ensuring representative data are collected. 

However, valid sampling is difficult to get right. Not only is the risk of reaching 

the wrong conclusion about performance considerable, but invalid sampling 

practices have been found to be widely practiced. A study of 84 professional 

psychologists (Tversky and Kahneman, 1971) garnered years of interest for its 

finding that even experts fail to attend to sample size. If experts are not attending 

to appropriate sampling practices, it is reasonable to assume valid sampling is not 

the norm among public managers overwhelmed by a full complement of new 

responsibilities for managing an outsourced service. 
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Monitoring is also described as plagued by problems of irregularity. It is described 

as performed infrequently and inconsistently (Brown and Potoski, 2003; Marvel 

and Marvel, 2007; Lambright, 2008), and sometimes not performed because it is 

sacrificed for other responsibilities (Van Slyke, 2007). In a politicized and low-

trust environment, monitoring practices are influenced by fear of culpability, 

public exposure, and media reports of malfeasance and abuse (Van Slyke, 2007), 

which suggests monitoring is performed contingent on fear of reputation harm 

instead of performed to gather valid data to assess performance.  

Government reputation harm is a substantial concern for public managers because 

even single instances of opportunism can have severe consequences. When a 

single instance of provider opportunism makes its way into public limelight and 

stirs negative sentiment, that single instance can be judged by the public as 

government failure. Neuroimaging and contagion studies (Rozin and Royzman, 

2001; Kensinger, 2007) show that a negative emotion enhances the sharpness of 

a memory and the potential for remembering detail, giving “priority to bad news” 

(Kahneman, 2011, p. 301). Thus, occasional instances of opportunism may skew 

perceptions about the extent and nature of it, overestimating its prevalence and 

severity in the minds of public managers and the public. The use of social media 

has demonstrated how quickly news can spread and how a rush to judgement can 

conflate offences (Tavris, 2017). In 1887, Woodrow Wilson suggested public 

opinion should play the part of “authoritative critic” in judgement of government 

performance (Woodrow Wilson quoted by Heinrich, 2007, p. 281). In today’s 

world where news spreads swiftly by conventional outlets and social media, the 

public readily assumes the role Wilson envisioned, often engaging swiftly and 

acting as a harsh judge. Such behaviour increases the criticality of managing 

opportunism and its attendant risks. 

The influence of an economic perspective that assumes humans will seek to 

maximize personal utility and personal gain when motivated by self-interest is 

evidenced in studies of opportunism that explain pervasive advantage-seeking as 

a systemic problem (Milward and Provan, 2000; Bloomfield, 2006; Furlong and 

Bakker, 2010; Bowman, et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017). As a potential outcome 

of the conditions created by outsourcing, opportunism requires management. To 

Williamson’s (1993) point, naïve contracting and an uncritical assessment of 

opportunism will lead to the failure of an organization to make provision for it.  
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3.3 Managing Provider Performance 

As was noted in the examination of what outsourcing delivered relative to its 

purported benefits, 

outsourcing did not improve government’s ability to successfully manage service 

provider performance. Three concepts surface in performance discussions: 

monitoring, the process of collecting performance data and detecting 

opportunism, measuring, the process of evaluating performance, and managing, 

the process of determining consequences for inadequate performance (Heinrich, 

2002; Hatry, 2014). Consequences are generally depicted as sanctions, invoked 

from the evaluation of aggregate monitoring data, or from single egregious 

instances of opportunism. Systems scholars (Senge, 2006) have demonstrated 

how processes operate in loops of positive and negative reinforcement, where the 

weaknesses in one component can amplify effects in the other. Weaknesses in 

monitoring may be amplified to weaken the defensibility of measurement and the 

acceptance of performance management consequences. A weakness may be 

monitoring processes performed haphazardly (Van Slyke, 2007), or using only 

one type of monitoring technique instead of many diverse techniques 

(Amirkhanyan, 2011). If the monitoring process for collecting performance 

indicators cannot withstand process scrutiny to validate and substantiate 

performance indicators, using those indicators for measurement and management 

may also fail to withstand challenges. Ultimately, valid measurement depends on 

the processes used to collect performance data during monitoring, and 

management strategies will only be as effective as monitoring and measuring 

processes that are interrelated in a system of accountability. 

 

Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili (2015) show the inherent complexity of the 

government environment, confounded as it is by political influence on managerial 

discretion. Accountability has been complicated by the adoption of fads from the 

private sector, such as benchmarking and the balanced scorecard, which are often 

narrowly focused, failing to accommodate that which is not easily measured but 

has immense value. Performance management systems are difficult to get right, 

being fraught with pitfalls that undermine motivation and morale (Arnaboldi, 

Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015). Underscoring this point is the Cuganesan, Guthrie 
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and Vranic (2014) study of the risks of performance management, which 

demonstrates performance measurement is plainly associated with perverse 

outcomes and unintended consequences. Scholars over time (Campbell, 1976; 

Muller, 2018) have sounded warnings over the use of quantified data in 

measurement. Muller’s (2018) recent examination of performance measures used 

to reward and punish demonstrates the practice and perverse outcomes is not 

limited to the public sector. 

3.3.1 Trust and Performance Management 

Some scholars have studied accountability through the lens of relational norms, 

such as trust and reputation (Poppo and Zenger, 2002; Fernandez, 2009; Kauppi 

and van Raaij, 2015). Although the conventional approach to managing 

performance is to formally specify contractual terms to account for all possible 

exigencies, TCE theory recognizes the impediment to fully specified contracts is 

the inability of parties to predict and account for all possible outcomes 

(Williamson, 2010). Where a formal contract is constructed to mitigate the risks 

of exchange hazards, public managers may complement formal contracts with 

relational norms to narrow the “domain around which parties can be 

opportunistic” (Poppo and Zenger, 2002, p. 721). Relational norms are 

expectations of behaviour built on trust between parties, and they accommodate 

environmental uncertainty by allowing parties to navigate ambiguity and change 

using a shared belief that neither party will take advantage of the other (Carson, 

Madhok and Wu, 2006). Broadly defined as a willingness to be vulnerable (Davis, 

Schoorman and Donaldson, 1997), trust is characterized as a “lubricant” for the 

relationship (Arrow, 1974 cited by Fernandez, 2009, p. 23) and a mechanism for 

controlling behaviour (Carson, Madhok and Wu, 2006). Trust develops over time 

when observed behaviour reinforces a belief that trust is appropriately placed 

(Williamson, 1993).  

Levels of trust interact with contract completeness to influence contract efficacy. 

Brown, Potoski and Van Slyke (2007) illustrate how refuse collection and social 

services contracting adapt contract completeness in response to changes in levels 

of trust. They show contracts become less complete over time as trust evolves, 

and that less complete contracts become more complete when trust deteriorates. 

Breaches of trust have been shown to increase transaction costs because the 
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government’s response is increased monitoring and performance oversight 

(Babin, Bates and Sohal, 2017). In their study of Ugandan government 

procurement, Ahimbisibwe, Muhwezi and Nangoli (2012) found combining trust 

with a formal contract was the best combination for reducing opportunism. 

Likewise, in a study that considered relational contracts compared to formal 

contracts, trust, reputation and continuity worked to deter opportunism in either 

relational or formal modes of governance (Carson, Mahhok and Wu, 2006). 

Fernandez (2009) explored 400 contractual relationships among local government 

and outsourced service providers in the US to understand the effects of 

monitoring, competition and trust on contracting performance. He found trust had 

an independent positive effect on many dimensions of contract performance and 

could be used to justify reduced effort put into managing accountability. In sum, 

the literature suggests trust helps to keep self-serving behaviour in check, reducing 

the effort to manage accountability. 

In Lumineau’s (2017) conceptualization of trust in contracted relationships, he 

separates trust from distrust, noting both constructs can positively influence 

accountability management. Trust is assumed to increase contract satisfaction and 

improve performance, but trust can produce systemic bias resulting in flawed 

judgement. To this point, Marvel and Marvel (2007) found public managers 

monitor for-profit organizations more intensively than non-profit and other 

government service providers, without evidence of increased opportunism to 

justify the practice. The positive side to distrust is that it can lead to skepticism 

and suspicion, keeping managers on the alert for opportunistic behaviour.  

3.4 Summary 

The theoretical propositions from TCE, the boundary of the firm and principal-

agent theory support explaining how the outsourcing decision is made; however, 

in the case of government decision making, it is less a matter of rational choice, 

being confounded by political influence. Principal-agent theory explains the 

motivations of actors in a relationship characterized by delegation by a principal 

to an agent who may be motivated to maximize personal utility at the expense of 

the principal’s interest or adopt the role of a steward who protects the principal’s 

interest. The literature provides evidence of opportunistic behaviour in an 

outsourced relationship, recognizing it is difficult to detect and manage, given the 
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capacity limitations consequent to government downsizing and the erosion of 

expertise. Detecting opportunism and managing the performance of providers is 

a significant challenge for public managers, but one that may be supported by 

introducing data and analytics into processes for detection and performance 

management. 
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4 THE POTENTIAL OF DATA 

ANALYTICS 

Although data analytics has been appearing in scholarly research journals for 

more than 40 years (Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2013), it has appeared under 

various descriptors without obvious linkage. Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier 

(2013) reveal the evolution of big data and analytics can be observed in its labels: 

business analytics, business intelligence and analytics, data analytics, and big 

data. They suggest its fast evolution and varied language causes confusion and 

makes the concept resist definition, being so many things.  

Agarwal and Dhar (2014) suggest it is not many things. They distil its basic 

premise to collecting data and analysing it to gain useful insights, tracing its roots 

to the 18th century. And while it is useful to acknowledge its foundations and long 

history, Davenport (2014) uses a more current lens to mark the beginning of the 

current manifestation with decision support systems in the 1970s, to business 

intelligence in the early 2000s, to analytics between 2005 and 2010, to the current 

focus on large, unstructured, fast-moving big data. Big data is an oft-used label 

(Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2013; Gandomi and Haider, 2015), and while this may 

be an expedient descriptor, Gandomi and Haider (2015) make the point that what 

may be considered ‘big’ by today’s standards may not apply in future.  

Scholars (Kiron, Prentice and Ferguson, 2014) report that while US investment 

levels in analytics grew at 8.5% during the explosive growth years of big data 

(2009 – 2013), the growth occurred during years characterized as “lacklustre” for 

IT spending in general (p. 4). These figures speak to the intensive interest in 

analytics, for it attracted investment even during the difficult years of the US 2008 

economic downturn. Chen, Chiang and Storey (2013) demonstrate interest in, and 

the academic study of, data analytics has been growing substantially since 2005. 

Their bibliometric study found studies in analytics increased by 60% between 

2005 and 2011, compared to the previous five years, during which publications 

increased by half as much (Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2013). The interest has been 

infectious –a Google search for data analytics returns more than a billion results. 
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Moreover, the popularity of the topic is creating increased interest in evidence-

based management, regardless of data volume (Davenport and Harris, 2007; 

Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier, 2013; Hatry, 2014).  

Although both scholars and practitioners studying the subject suggest advances 

involving data and sophisticated analysis are transforming life and work (Mitchell 

and Brynjolfsson, 2017), the literature presents a picture of considerable 

challenges for business to shift to an analytics orientation. This chapter begins by 

exploring definitions of data analytics, and in the second section considers the 

opportunities and challenges of extracting value from data and analytics, 

including the unique challenges faced by government. The third section examines 

the roles of technology, analytics expertise, and leadership in making the shift to 

an analytics orientation. The final section considers how business decision making 

is impacted when an analytics orientation is introduced. 

4.1 Data Analytics Defined 

Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier (2013) broadly define data analytics as an 

orientation to doing business in new ways, but that could apply to any number of 

new technologies such as the use of social media and mobile devices. Information 

services scholars and practitioners alike (Chaudhuri, Dayal and Narasayya, 2011; 

Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2012; Gandomi and Haider, 2015) orient the definition 

of data analytics toward the attributes of data, which are generally recognized as 

volume, variety and velocity. Volume is the size of the dataset; variety refers to 

the structure of the data (structured, unstructured, semi-structured); and velocity 

refers to the speed at which data are generated (Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2012). 

A definition from the Gartner IT glossary (as cited by Gandomi and Haider, 2015, 

p. 138) places emphasis on the size of the data and the technology that enables 

decision making: "big data is high-volume, high-velocity and high-variety 

information assets that demand cost-effective, innovative forms of information 

processing for enhanced insight and decision making."  

An oft-cited definition (Liberatore and Luo, 2010; Chen, Chiang and Storey, 

2012; Akter, Wamba, Gunasekaran, Dubey and Childe, 2016; Tim et al., 2018) 

comes from Davenport and Harris (2007, p. 7): “the extensive use of data, 

statistical and quantitative analysis, explanatory and predictive models, and fact-

based management to drive decisions and actions.” This definition recognizes the 
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role of data, it specifies the nature of analysis, and through the process of 

collecting and analysing data, it suggests managers have access to ‘facts’ to 

support decision making and business action. Likewise, from the 2014 Data and 

Analytics Global Executive Study and Research Report, “‘analytics’ refers to the 

use of data and related business insights developed through applied analytical 

disciplines … to drive fact-based planning, decisions, execution, management, 

measurement and learning” (Kiron, Prentice and Ferguson, 2014, p. 4).  

From an operations research perspective, Liberatore and Luo (2010) contend 

analytics must be defined as much more than the applied mathematics and “logical 

analysis” (p. 314) used traditionally in operations research. They suggest a key 

differentiator delivered by data analytics is the ability to transform data-based 

facts into actions to solve problems. Defining data analytics by focusing on its 

opportunity to support decision making with facts incorporates the foundational 

elements of scientific study: formulate a question, then use data and analysis to 

answer it. Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) suggest business managers will benefit from 

an orientation toward evidence-based management, given there is a million-dollar 

industry of business management fads influencing a less systematic approach to 

management.  

4.2 Extracting Value – Opportunities and Challenges 

This section explores the challenges and opportunities organizations face with 

making an investment in analytics and extracting its value. A key challenge 

identified in the literature is the need for identifying a data stream and managing 

its validity. Large data streams offer new opportunities; however, working with 

relatively small datasets relies on conventional approaches to managing data to 

ensure analytic capability. In the public service, government managers have 

unique challenges extracting value from analytics, working with funding tied to 

election cycles that may place more and less prominence on an analytics strategy 

determined by political agenda. 

4.2.1 Data Validity and Availability 

In their case study, Vidgen, Shaw and Grant (2017) found data quality and 

availability number in the top three challenges for creating value from an 

introduction of analytics. The critical data challenge they report is data 
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inconsistency across repositories, compromising the availability of data and the 

trust in data individuals need to make data-driven decisions. Trust in data is 

foundational to extracting value from it. 

From the perspective of the US justice system, scholars are examining the role of 

data and analytics in jurisprudence (Ferguson, 2015). With the advent of increased 

data collection and aggregation available to law enforcement, a key consideration 

becomes whether the aggregation of non-criminal specific and individual data 

points can justify suspicion for stopping a suspect. In other words, will the data 

collected via disparate methods be seen as valid for making a case to investigate 

an individual. Ferguson (2015) explores a thought experiment where police 

investigating a robbery may be patrolling a neighbourhood and upload arrest 

photos, using them to scan people on the street. Making a match, the officers 

access the suspect’s personal information, and discover prior arrests and robbery 

convictions, then access third party GPS data to find the location of the individual 

over the past 24 hours, discovering the suspect was in the vicinity of the robbery. 

This leads to particularized suspicion about a person who is not engaged in overt 

criminal behaviour. The question to consider is whether data aggregated in this 

matter are valid for stopping a suspect, and will they withstand process scrutiny 

for how they were collected and aggregated (Ferguson, 2015). While Ferguson 

(2015) was exploring a possibility in 2015, in 2021 this type of surveillance is a 

contentious reality.3 

Certainly, the simple existence of data does not make them valid. In the above 

example, if the GPS data are gathered from a phone company, and if there are 

issues discovered with how the phone company manages the data, data validity 

may come into question. Vidgen, Shaw and Grant (2017) make the important 

point that data age, their availability changes, and their value may diminish over 

time because of how they are managed. 

Scholars observe that working with data starts by identifying sources. In the 

Brynjolfsson, Hitt and Kim (2011) study on analytics and performance 

improvement, researchers made no assumptions about the availability of data, 

asking in the survey whether data exist for decision making before questioning 

                                                 

3  See https://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-news/clearview-ais-scraping-of-images-a-clear-

violation-of-canadian-privacy-rights-privacy-commissioners. Accessed February 4, 2021. 

https://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-news/clearview-ais-scraping-of-images-a-clear-violation-of-canadian-privacy-rights-privacy-commissioners
https://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-news/clearview-ais-scraping-of-images-a-clear-violation-of-canadian-privacy-rights-privacy-commissioners
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how it is used. Organizations introducing data analytics may need to engineer a 

data set if data are not readily available. Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier (2013) 

acknowledge the problem of biases creeping into data collection when data sets 

are engineered. They note how Google avoided the problem when developing a 

spell checker. A data source of misspelled words was identified by collecting data 

from people keying in words while searching online. 

4.2.2 Engineering a Dataset 

One method of engineering a data stream is by combining datasets (Chen, Chiang 

and Storey, 2012), which may involve trading data precision and accuracy for a 

larger pool of data by relaxing standards and overlooking data errors (Helland, 

2011). Chen, Chiang and Storey (2012) suggest that combining data sets into a 

“mashup” enables insights not available from a single dataset (p.1176). This idea 

is validated by a study of Danish cancer patients and cell phone users which found 

no association between cancer and cell phone use, despite earlier studies that 

relied on data sampling and demonstrated an association (Frei, Poulsen, Johansen, 

Olsen, Steding-Jessen and Schuz, 2011). The scholars reached their conclusion 

after merging complete datasets of health identification assigned at birth, cell 

phone usage records, and incidents of cancer. The merged datasets meant no 

participation or recall bias was introduced because the study started with health 

identification records issued to all Danes. Researchers used that dataset to divide 

the data into cell phone users and those that did not, and, lastly, they correlated 

the dataset with records of individuals who contracted cancer.  

Another method of engineering a dataset is “datafying”, a term coined by Mayer-

Schönberger and Cukier (2013) to describe the action of putting any type of data 

source into a quantified format for charting and analysis as (p. 77). For example, 

datafying a unique sitting posture collects pressure points from a seated 

individual, turning the data into numbers to create a digital print, which can link 

the print to the seat of a single user, such as the driver of a car (Mayer-Schönberger 

and Cukier, 2013). Similarly, optical character recognition (OCR) software 

datafies the contents of documents by converting content into quantifiable text 

and speech (Mithe, Indalkar and Divekar, 2013), creating value from the data by 

lifting it into a format for analysis. 

Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier (2013) suggest data are available everywhere, 
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found in unexpected sources and made quantifiable via digitization. The 

importance of this concept is to recognize not only the ubiquity of data, but also 

the notion that an analytics orientation will drive creativity for discovering sources 

of data and extracting the value.  

4.2.3 Using All the Data vs Data Sampling 

Data analytics scholars suggest another method for extracting value is to use all 

the data instead of sampling it. The idea of using all the data for analysis, instead 

of sampling or breaking data into sub-sets, marks a departure from conventional 

statistical analysis (Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier, 2013). Although sampling is 

a norm for many scientific studies, if sampling contains biases in data collection 

methods, it can lead to incorrect conclusions (Tversky and Kahneman, 1971). 

Sampling precision improves with randomness (Mlodinow, 2009) not larger 

volumes that contain the same bias. In the analytics literature, West and 

Bhattacharya (2016) demonstrate the efficacy of analysis on an entire dataset, 

sidestepping the practice of studying only a portion of the data and from there 

extrapolating conclusions. While proponents suggest this is a significant benefit 

introduced by big data, incorrect conclusions may still be the outcome. Agarwal 

and Dhar (2014) cite the case of Google flu trends in which the algorithm that 

seemingly detected cases of the flu was criticized for “masking a simple question, 

namely, does [the algorithm] predict flu or is it merely reflecting the incidence of 

winter” (p. 446). Where using all the data may deliver beneficial insights, it is 

subject to the same analytical errors possible in many scientific methods. 

4.2.4 The Value and Challenge of Working in a Small Data Universe 

Although big data is where much popularity resides, scholars note a data analytics 

orientation is equally useful in a “small data universe” (Mayer-Schönberger and 

Cukier, 2013, p. 65). When working with small data, the rules for extracting 

intelligence from business data apply, unlike the relaxed rules introduced for a big 

dataset. In a small data universe, data must be structured into a taxonomy, 

cleansed to remove inconsistencies, fragmentation and errors, and the data require 

data entry rules to keep them structured and clean (McCue, 2006). A lack of 

taxonomy and rules for recording data surface as challenges in studies involving 

law enforcement and health care (Adderley, 2007; Bettencourt-Silva, 2014; 

Camacho-Collados, Liberatore and Angulo, 2015). While data inconsistencies are 
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reported as troublesome to data mining in big datasets (Davenport and Harris, 

2007; Chaudhuri, Dayal and Narasayya, 2011), in smaller datasets, 

inconsistencies, fragmentation and errors have been shown to completely subvert 

meaningful analysis (Adderley, 2007). For example, Adderley (2007) finds when 

rules are in place for entering descriptions of offenders, offender descriptions can 

be classified and analysed, creating the ability to attribute undetected crimes to 

known offenders in high volume crimes such as burglaries. 

4.2.5 Government Challenges to Extracting Value 

Kim, Trimi and Chung (2014) observe how governments are particularly 

challenged by large volumes of legacy data often sitting in structured and 

unstructured siloes, making data sharing difficult, and exacerbating the challenge 

of extracting value. Governments also grapple with maintaining the balance 

between keeping data private and secure while enabling appropriate data access 

for parties inside and outside government. Governments are faced with breaking 

down the siloes and managing controls while complying with security and privacy 

policy regulations (Kim, Trimi and Chung, 2014). This challenge is not made 

easier by government managers having to work within short term funding 

windows.  

Despite reports of the increase in private industry analytics investment, Kim, 

Trimi and Chung (2014) report governments do not follow the same investment 

paths. They note governments generally have limited investment budgets, often 

working on short term windows aligned to election cycles and shifting priorities. 

Governments also experience difficulty drawing a direct line between the benefits 

of service delivery improvements and the investment. This line is distanced by 

time and influenced by the priorities of an administration managing the delicate 

balance of choosing a strategy, such as an investment in analytics, while managing 

a political agenda.  

4.3 Shifting to an Analytics Orientation 

The literature identifies the shift to an analytics orientation must be recognized as 

a complex undertaking, and scholars acknowledge the importance on the 

underlying technology as well the effort to make the cultural change. One strategy 

scholars observe is the need to recruit specialized talent, and leadership is 
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recognized as a critical enabler to organizational change. This section considers 

the roles of technology, the analytics expert, and leadership to explore how 

organizations make the shift to an analytics orientation. 

4.3.1 Role of Technology 

In the literature are arguments that extracting value from data and analytics does 

not require complex technology and that technology can be a barrier, while other 

arguments claim technology is the prime dimension of analytics capability. The 

polarization of thought begs the question of how important technology is when 

making the shift to an analytics orientation. 

Kiron, Prentice and Ferguson (2014) acknowledge the importance of culture for 

making the shift to an analytics orientation, but they argue culture is “built on the 

backs” of advanced technology (p. 10). The analytics literature identifies an array 

of methods for identifying relationships among data that rely on sophisticated and 

less advanced technologies. Complex statistical analysis can be performed using 

mathematical models or computational analysis. Mathematical models often 

employ multivariate analysis using regression, factor analysis and clustering 

(Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2012). Computational analysis, using neural networks 

and machine learning, are sophisticated methods for analysing data, where a 

computer program learns as it systematically examines data relationships 

(Chaudhuri, Dayal and Narasayya, 2011; Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2012).  

From the public service literature, Romzek and Johnston (2005) find introducing 

technology as a means for improving information about performance of 

outsourced service providers does not enhance accountability effectiveness 

because the capacity of service providers and public managers to adapt to 

technology change is underestimated. The emergence of “novel, rich and 

interactive” technologies (Chaudhuri, Dayal and Narasayya, 2011, p. 98) for 

obtaining, manipulating and analysing data streams are available for innovative 

ideas like digitizing posture, but even in the absence of novel technology and 

technology investment, Liberatore and Luo (2010) argue from an operations 

research perspective that data analytics may be introduced using accessible and 

relatively simple functionality found in spreadsheets. They propose that analysing 

data can be as simple as counting instances or finding central tendency measures 

using common spreadsheet applications. From decision-making studies, 
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Kahneman (2011) concludes that algorithms, a set of steps or rules, can be applied 

to a dataset and developed with limited statistical expertise: “simple, equally 

weighted formulas based on existing statistics or on common sense are often very 

good predictors of significant outcomes” (p. 226). 

Data analytics may appear daunting in its big data form and sophisticated 

technologies, but the case made above suggests a basic cultural orientation to 

statistics and analysis can be the starting point for extracting value. This was 

demonstrated by Thirathon et al. (2017) who find while technology is a critical 

underpinning, culture is bigger predictor of data-driven decision making than 

sophistication of analytic technology, and shifting culture is a more complex 

challenge than implementing technology, especially in large organizations. Their 

evidence that an analytics culture outweighs other factors, such as data 

management technologies and specialized talent, reveals the role of technology in 

achieving value from data analytics is less important than making the cultural 

shift. 

4.3.2 Analytics Expertise 

In an examination of the skills and qualities needed in an organization for 

becoming analytics oriented (Davenport and Kim, 2013), the authors distinguish 

between mathematical knowledge and analytical reasoning, suggesting successful 

organizational analytics will be built on a culture of creative thought among 

specialized analysts who are able to grasp new relationships among variables after 

identifying and measuring them. In the Rovio Entertainment case study (Tim et 

al., 2018), which examined an implementation of analytics in a software gaming 

company, the authors found a contributing factor to the success was ‘renting’ 

analytics expertise to gaming teams, thus marrying domain knowledge with 

analytics expertise. The underlying premise is that a successful implementation of 

analytics requires recruiting specialized expertise and “fusing” it with domain 

expertise, a point also made by Xu, Franwick and Ramirez (2016). In a study 

exploring big data analytics capability (Akter et al., 2016), researchers questioned 

why analytics pays off for some organizations and not others, examining the 

dimensions of management, technology and talent capability. Using survey data 

from US business analysts, the study demonstrated that big data analytics 

capability is positively associated with all three dimensions, with talent having the 
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strongest association.  

In sum, scholars acknowledge analytics expertise is critical to realizing analytics 

capability; however, benefits are realized not only from recruiting specialized 

talent but by coupling it with business expertise to gain insights only available by 

the fusion of knowledge.  

4.3.3 Leadership and Vision 

Scholars suggest leadership and leader vision are key to a successful 

implementation of analytics (Tim et al., 2018), and that leadership and culture are 

two significant challenges organizations face (McAfee and Brynjolfsson, 2012). 

However, the need for visionary leadership when introducing an analytics 

orientation should not be divorced from the larger study of leadership in 

organizations. Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) offer evidence that the effects of 

leadership on performance are modest: leadership action does not explain more 

than 10% of performance between the best and worst performing organizations. 

Their proposition that there is a general tendency to overattribute outcomes to the 

causal agency of leaders, the “fundamental attribution error” (p. 195), aligns with 

studies cited by Kahneman (2011) and Mlodinow (2009) who both attribute 

successful outcomes in organizations to random events more than leader 

expertise. Placing excessive faith in leadership is a common cognitive shortcut 

that satisfies a desireable narrative that successful business performance is a 

function of leadership (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006), but this narrative should be 

questioned for its potential to mask consideration of the many variables that 

contribute to successful performance of an organization. 

While leaders can and do make important differences, there are many constraints 

that are not visible or discernible when studying organizational performance, and 

this is as true for an implementation of data analytics as it is for other types of 

changes. Kiron, Prentice and Ferguson (2014) suggest the transition to an 

analytics culture requires pressure from senior management to use facts for 

making decisions. Their findings also indicate that finding data to use is an ever-

increasing challenge, which underscores the point that leadership, per se, is only 

one of many factors influencing the challenge of transitioning to an analytics 

culture. Leadership must be recognized as an influence, able to direct the cultural 

climate of an organization (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006), but to suggest it is a critical 
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challenge for a successful implementation (McAfee and Brynjolfsson, 2012) does 

not recognize the myriad of variables at play contributing to the success and 

failure of shifting to an analytics orientation. 

4.4 The Analytics Influence on Decision Making 

Definitions of data analytics inherently promise that business decision making can 

be improved with data and analysis because facts are available to decision makers. 

Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) suggest decision making is based on fear, hope, or on 

what others have done, generally “on lots of things other than the facts” (p. 5). In 

their decision-making case study, Frisk and Bannister (2017) observe that making 

decisions is messy, encumbered by issues of bias and information availability, and 

is compromised because information is often “incomplete, inaccurate, unreliable, 

unstructured or even overwhelming” (p. 2077). Kahneman (2011) argues making 

business decisions is a flawed exercise when incomplete information invites 

competing interpretations, and chance events are misinterpreted as extraordinary 

accomplishments. Others support Kahneman’s claim that luck and chance play 

the greatest role in a decision outcome (Mlodinow, 2009; Bertrand and Schoar, 

2003, and Bloom and Van Reenen, 2007, as cited by Kahneman, 2011, p. 205).  

If business decision making is complex, encumbered by bias and poor 

information, and subject to chance, a question to explore is how a shift to an 

analytics orientation can positively influence decision making. 

4.4.1 Evidence for Improved Decision Making 

West and Bhattacharya (2016) show how decisions identifying behaviour as 

fraudulent can be automated via algorithms, thus, lifting decision making from 

human judgement. Sensitivity is the term used when comparing items correctly 

identified as fraudulent to the items incorrectly identified as fraudulent, and it is 

expressed as the ratio of true positives to false positives. West and Bhattacharya 

(2016) cover a range of automated investigation methods for 12 empirical studies, 

finding sensitivity results ranged from as low as 13% to as high as 100%. They 

note that in the financial sector it is generally more expensive to misdiagnose a 

fraudulent transaction as legitimate than the opposite. This strengthens the 

argument for using data and automation to support decision making, although this 

application is limited to a specific type of decision. 
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The Hurrah case study (Davenport and Harris, 2007) offers some, albeit limited, 

validation that data and analysis will improve decision making with reports from 

the Hurrah CEO that databases and analytical tools supporting decision making 

were key to reported performance improvements. Brynjolfsson, Hitt and Kim 

(2011) sought to draw a more direct relationship between data-driven decision 

making and performance. They use survey data from 179 publicly traded 

companies and the information processing view of the organization, which 

proposes that technologies enabling the greater collection and efficient processing 

of information should lower costs and improve performance. Their findings 

indicate firms that characterize themselves as data-driven have output and 

productivity 5% - 6% higher than what would be expected, given an 

organization’s IT usage and other business investments. The limitation to this 

study is self-reporting the use of data and analytics for making decisions. 

Characterizing the organization as driven by data may be a desired perception of 

the organization, and those reporting could have been more inclined to report 

positively on this subject given its wide appeal. 

Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein (2018) surveyed 151 IT managers and 

found a positive relationship between data analytics competency and decision-

making performance. Data analytics competency was defined along an index that 

used data quality, size, analytical skills, domain knowledge and tool 

sophistication. Their findings demonstrate a significant positive relationship 

among all dimensions of data analytics competency and decision-making 

performance, which includes not only a relationship between data analytics 

competency and decision quality, but also decision efficiency. The managers 

involved in the study were IT managers, which could mean their familiarity with 

the technicalities of data and analytics positioned them to use analytics in their 

daily operations. These IT managers may have been culturally fluent in the use of 

data and analytics, which could have contributed toward positive reporting.  

4.4.2 Frame Business Questions as Research Questions 

Where scientific methods and statistical analysis were once the domain of 

operations research and academia (Mortenson, Doherty and Robinson, 2015), 

scholars are advocating bringing scientific methods into mainstream decision 

making by using hypothesis testing and deductive reasoning (Pfeffer and Sutton, 
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2006; Davenport and Harris, 2007; Agarwal and Dhar, 2014). The proposition is 

that when business questions are turned into research questions, and answering 

questions relies on collecting data, performing analysis and drawing conclusions 

based on evidence, the subsequent decisions will be superior to those made by 

other methods, such as relying on intuition.  

Drawing from the public service literature as an example, if public managers could 

quantify or make quantifiable through digitization, data from performance 

management processes, business questions about how to optimize accountability 

may be answered with data and analysis by turning them into research questions 

and proving or disproving hypotheses to support a proposed course of action. To 

illustrate, a potential question could be: to which monitoring process should the 

organization dedicate resourcing to obtain the most valuable data for managing 

opportunism? This question could be answered using performance data by 

analysing the relationship between severity of performance indicator and business 

process used to find the indicator. Another question might be: how is the value of 

the data impacted when monitoring practices are changed? Data collected to 

establish a baseline of opportunism related to a set of monitoring processes could 

be used as a comparison to data collected after the change to validate the impact 

of the change. The above discussion, although theoretical, illustrates the potential 

for improving decision making by turning business questions into research 

questions, and the ideas represent a cultural shift from using judgement and 

intuition to using data and analysis. 

Agarwal and Dhar (2014) also envision improvements to decision making 

occurring by turning computers into question-asking research machines. By 

processing large volumes of data, the computer creates new knowledge through 

its own discovery. They present the hypothetical case of a computer discovering 

from healthcare data that diabetes is rising among young people and the computer 

conjecturing hypotheses and testing trends to discern causes. Other scholars 

(Jennex, 2017) also envision this possibility and view the outcome as profoundly 

affecting our concept of knowledge generation and how we learn.  

4.4.3 Anomaly Detection: Find and Learn from Irregularity 

As discussed above, West and Bhattacharya (2016) demonstrate the value of using 

algorithms in the financial sector to detect anomalies. Anomaly detection creates 
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business value by eliminating non-problem data to focus on what appears to be 

problematic (Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2012). Routines scan a data repository 

using an algorithm to identify matches to a pattern, and either collect the matches 

for human intervention or act on them automatically, as sometimes occurs when 

a credit card is frozen on the detection of a seeming anomaly (West and 

Bhattacharya, 2016). Analysing patterns to detect an anomaly is especially 

effective when the balance of legitimate transactions outnumbers the non-

legitimate, making the non-legitimate difficult to detect (West and Bhattacharya, 

2016).  

Neural networks and machine learning are analytic techniques capable of learning 

about and adapting patterns without human intervention (West and Bhattacharya, 

2016). They iterate over billions of data points and with each iteration they learn 

and adapt, modifying the starting pattern with new associations. One interesting 

application comes from a study of premature babies, where collecting continuous 

large volumes of vital sign patterns leads to predicting when intervention is 

required, well in advance of physical signs of distress (Percival, McGregor, 

Percival, and James, 2015). 

Anomaly detection using machine learning is a highly technical manifestation of 

pattern analysis, but pattern analysis can also be a simple algorithm that scans a 

conventional database (Chaudhuri, Dayal and Narasayya, 2011). And it can also 

be an individual reviewing a document to detect anomalies in the data entered on 

the document. Data analytics scholars recognize the benefits of anomaly detection 

and its ability to deliver significant value in finance and medicine (Percival et al., 

2015; West and Bhattacharya, 2016). However, the concept, when distilled to its 

constituent element of ‘find the irregularity to learn from it’, is a simple one, and 

one adopted by the health sector. 

The health sector has grappled with the challenge of focusing on anomalies for 

more than a century (Epstein, 2012), realizing there is much to be learned from 

physician failure, where the consequences are often life and death. The morbidity 

and mortality (M&M) conference reviews anomalous and adverse events, in 

which morbidity or mortality occurred, or there was a near miss. Scholars argue 

M&M value is immense when education and not culpability are emphasized 

(Kravet, Howell and Wright, 2006; Epstein, 2012). The challenge in M&M 

adoption has been de-emphasizing culpability since medical litigation is a 
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considerable concern in matters of physician error, and that challenge continues 

to be the subject of study devoted to how M&M conferences can achieve their 

goals of continuous physician education and policy changes in the face of 

resistance (Kravet, Howell and Wright, 2006; Epstein, 2012).  

Veterinarians, too, have recognized the value of an M&M, recommending M&M 

findings can be datafied by collecting them in an institutional reporting system for 

broader sharing, a significant step forward for shifting the emphasis to learning 

from culpability (Pang, Rousseau-Blass and Pang, 2018). Gawande (2009) reports 

how anomaly detection using a checklist has been adopted for aviation safety, 

building construction and in medicine. A study introducing data analytics can 

benefit from learnings from other disciplines by exploring how the collection of 

data to focus on irregularity can support performance improvement when the 

objective is to learn from the irregularity. 

The literature demonstrates that a relationship between data analytics and 

improved decision making exists when human intervention is removed as in 

automated anomaly detection. However, much business decision making involves 

human judgement, and the evidence is limited for the proposition that decision 

making in general is much improved simply by introducing data and analytics. 

The McAfee and Brynjolfsson (2012) claim that “data-driven decisions are better 

decisions” (p. 63) appears overstated against the evidence. Moreover, if the data 

driving a decision lack quality, veracity and validity, it is unlikely the decision 

will be better than one made without data. Learning from irregularity, the basic 

premise of anomaly detection, and an approach adopted by other disciplines, has 

the potential to help organizations learn to make better decisions by studying 

failure data. A reasonable conclusion from the literature on analytics and decision 

making is that new thinking is being introduced for business decision making and 

understanding its impact will unfold with more study. 

4.5 Summary 

This chapter examined the data analytics literature within the context of how its 

value can be extracted, given the many opportunities and challenges organizations 

face pursuing its adoption. The shift to an analytics orientation is confounded by 

the interaction of technology, the talent needed to gain insight from data and 

analysis, and how talent must be fused with domain knowledge. Leadership 
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influence is mediated by many variables at play in an organization. A recurring 

theme in the literature is that business decision making will improve with an 

introduction of data analytics, but business decision making is complex and 

messy, unlikely to be singularly improved by analytics, except in specialized 

circumstances when analytics technologies are used for automated decisions. The 

concept of anomaly detection for making better decisions introduces the idea of 

learning from anomalies, a concept from other disciplines that may be brought to 

bear.  

Vidgen, Shaw and Grant (2017) acknowledge the many confounding variables to 

introducing analytics and extracting its value, proposing an all-encompassing 

organizational exercise is needed to develop capability. They frame the challenge 

in terms of the interaction between people, the organization, its technologies and 

processes, influenced by data as an input and value creation as an output, as 

depicted in Figure 2 below.  

 

This is a concise depiction, useful for its recognition of the interconnectivity of 

people, process and technology, all discussed above. Not depicted are the 

complexities and challenges of introducing analytics; they lie at the level of 

‘confounding variable,’ which might be in identifying and managing data, 

Challenge of Introducing an Analytics Orientation 

 

Figure 2. Challenges of introducing an analytics orientation. 

Challenges depicted in terms of data as an input, value extracted and 

the dimensions of developing an analytics capability. Source: Author, 

adapted from Vidgen, Grant and Shaw (2017). 

. 



 

71 

experimentation with analytic techniques, and organizational culture, in 

particular, the cultural shift toward working with evidence to improve decision 

making. The variables may be a myriad of discrete and interrelated conditions. 

Davenport and Harris (2007) anecdotally report the transition to data-driven 

decision making using data analytics has the complexity of a 15-level chess game. 

In the next chapter, the literature on how learning occurs in an organization is 

examined, since an introduction of analytics will rely on individuals learning to 

work in new ways. 
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5 ORGANIZATIONAL 

LEARNING 

A noted in the previous chapter, introducing data analytics is a significant 

undertaking for an organization, a change with the potential to shift from what 

Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) refer to as faulty, ad hoc decision making toward what 

data analytics theorists call acting with knowledge gained from data and analysis 

(Davenport, 2010; Brynjolfsson, Hitt and Kim, 2011; McAfee and Brynjolfsson, 

2012; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018).  

An important question arises: how best to study such a complex undertaking - 

what lens adds value? Of the many possibilities, these are a few: organizational 

change management (OCM) because an analytics orientation can be 

transformational, requiring a systematic approach to avoiding the pitfalls of 

transformation projects (Kotter, 2007). Introducing analytics is about changing 

process and culture, and the field of OCM has generated considerable study about 

managing change (Giraud and Autissier, 2013). Dynamic capabilities is another 

useful lens because introducing data analytics is a strategic change that will extend 

ordinary capabilities (Winter, 2013; Akter et al., 2016). Another candidate is 

organizational knowledge management because at the heart of this change are 

data, information, knowledge and wisdom with the added complexity of the IoT 

(the Internet of Things) and big data informing the data layer (Jennex, 2017). 

Despite these rich possibilities, organizational learning (OL) is the lens used in 

this study because its threads are found running through studies of OCM (Giraud 

and Autissier, 2013), learning guides how dynamic capabilities evolve 

(Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000), and although managing knowledge is focused on 

cognition, facilitated by an organizational context (Nonaka, 1994), knowledge 

management does not account for cycles of knowledge acquisition and action 

characterized by organizational learning (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999). 

Organizational learning can train the lens on how individuals make sense of the 

learning journey, and while they are making sense, continue the learning journey 

(Lincoln, 2005).  
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This final chapter of the literature review begins by appraising theories of 

organizational learning, then focuses on individual learning research to explore 

how individual learning is represented in organizational learning theories, and to 

develop a more comprehensive understanding of the theoretical bases of 

organizational learning. The 4I Learning Framework (Crossan, Lane and White, 

1999), adapted to include information foraging and use of analytic tools (Jenkin, 

2013), is presented as processual view of organizational learning, useful for 

supplying a conceptual view and language for studying the complexities of 

organizational learning as a interrelated system. The 4I Framework has been 

conceptually oriented to link forms of power to learning processes (Lawrence et 

al., 2005), and this orientation is examined to understand the role of power and 

politics in organizational learning. The final section presents impediments to 

organizational learning within the context of their application to introducing data 

analytics for managing an outsourced service in the public sector. 

5.1 Theories of Organizational Learning 

In their review of organizational learning research, Bapuji and Crossan (2004) 

identify the emergence of a learning perspective to explain phenomena, 

recognizing the consensus among scholars that “learning can be behavioural and 

cognitive, exogenous and endogenous, methodical and emergent, incremental and 

radical, and can occur at various levels in an organization” (p. 400). The Bapuji 

and Crossan (2004) conclusions illustrate how studies of organizational learning 

spring from considerable theoretical diversity. 

Fiol and Lyles (1985) acknowledged 35 years ago that while there was no 

widespread acceptance of a theory for organizational learning, there was 

consensus on several key ideas. Those ideas recognize cognition and behaviour 

are not reflections of each other, meaning organizational learning may occur 

without discernible behavioural change. The organizational context will affect the 

likelihood that learning will occur because learning occurs within a personal 

context influenced by environment. While individuals may learn, individual 

learning does not translate into organizational learning. And while organizations 

align with their broader environments and adapt, but this does not mean learning 

occurs since adaptation may be defensive reaction compared to the reasoning and 

understanding that underscore processes of learning, unlearning and relearning.  
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March (1991) recognizes the tension between an organization seeking to remain 

constant while also seeking change, concluding adaptive processes which focus 

on exploiting existing knowledge (constancy), can be self-destructive because an 

impetus to experiment is lacking. He posits organizations make rational decisions 

to divide resources between activities to exploit existing knowledge and explore 

new knowledge, but lessons learned about achieving an optimal balance are 

complicated by issues occurring at individual, group and organizational levels. 

Moreover, lesson learning is affected by consequences distributed across time and 

space, which compromises decisions to explore. Rivalry for resources in the 

organization may pit business units against each other as they compete for 

primacy, causing exploration to be sacrificed for exploitation when individuals 

perceive higher returns from exploitation, and given that the returns from 

exploitation are more certain than those from exploration (March, 1991). When 

processes focus on improving exploitation more rapidly than exploration, and 

advantages of exploitation accumulate, an organization may learn to inhibit 

exploration, making competency a self-destructive trap (March 1991). Kim, Song 

and Nerkar (2012) validated this finding in their study of pharmaceuticals, which 

demonstrated the difficulty companies had striking the balance between 

exploiting existing knowledge and processes that kept the firm afloat with the 

exploratory pursuit for high impact drug innovation. 

Huber (1991) describes organizational learning in terms of how information is 

sought and managed. He conceptualizes the organization as learning if, through 

information processing, the spectrum of potential behaviours in the organization 

is changed. Organizational knowledge is developed via information processing, 

and information may come from a wide variety of sources: inherited when the 

organization is conceived, through experimentation, through vicarious 

experience, and by individuals simply noticing and searching. As information is 

acquired it is distributed inside the organization, then given meaning by 

individuals, enabling shared understandings to develop. 

Like Huber, Nonaka (1994) focuses on how knowledge in an organization is 

generated. He also asserts an organization cannot create knowledge, it simply 

provides the context for knowledge creation, which he conceptualizes as a much 

broader concept than organizational learning. In spirals of ongoing interactions, 

tacit knowledge is converted to both more tacit and explicit knowledge through 
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internalization, which is the underlying process of learning. He theorizes that 

organizational knowledge is created when modes of learning (convert tacit to 

explicit, explicit to explicit, etc.) are managed to form continuous cycles that 

integrate into organizational routines and norms. Socialization of team members 

is the vehicle for sharing knowledge that is generated. 

Argyris (2010) argues organizations are inherently skillful at failing to learn 

because humans are skillful at defensive reasoning that impedes learning in an 

organization. He observes that humans using a mindset of defensive reasoning 

create behavioural norms in organizations to strengthen defensive routines and 

create ultra-stable systems that are self-sealing and anti-learning. Over many 

decades, Argyris (1995) developed a theory of learning based on a mismatch of 

intention and consequence, and with his colleagues he advanced an intervention 

method for examining reasoning behind actions to expose defensive routines that 

act as barriers to learning. Argyris (1995) concludes that the individual is key to 

learning because “it is the thinking and acting of individual practitioners that 

produces learning” (p. 26). Nonaka (1994) concurs individuals create knowledge 

through sharing explicit and tacit knowledge but argues intervention methods are 

unnecessary because learning is built into the fabric of knowledge creation on a 

daily basis through the reconstruction of framework, perspectives and premises. 

At the heart of his argument is the precept that people in organizations are 

naturally critically reflective, but Argyris (1995, 2010) has demonstrated 

individuals perpetuate systemic incompetence with defensive routines that deflect 

reflection, inhibiting learning at individual, group and organizational levels. 

The idea of intervention being required was a focus of Roth and Senge (1996) 

who, like Argyris, developed an intervention approach for tackling “wicked” 

problems that impede learning, drawing from principles of action research (p. 94). 

They determined that when an organization faces high behavioural complexity; 

that is, extreme diversity of viewpoints and deep conflict in assumptions and 

beliefs, along with high dynamic complexity, which is the extent to which cause 

and effect are distanced by time and space, even first-hand experience does not 

lead to problem understanding. Ultimately, individuals are unable to learn from 

mistakes, and the organization fails to learn to work differently. Roth and Senge 

(1996) purport learning will occur with observation and reflection, but when 

catastrophic mistakes are undiscussable and covered up with defensive routines, 
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individuals and the organization are inhibited from learning. 

Over many years, Senge (2006) studied how organizations learn, eventually 

conceptualizing a systems-view of learning constructed from disciplines guiding 

how people think, interact and learn, woven using a framework of 

interrelationships. Mental models are one discipline, functioning as enablers and 

inhibitors to organizational learning. He defines mental models as firmly 

ingrained “internal images of how the world works, images that limit us to familiar 

ways of thinking and acting” (p. 163). Mental models lead people to interpret what 

is seen and experienced based on mental representations, and this can lead to 

systematic errors in judgement, a finding Tversky and Kahneman (1974) coined 

as judging by representativeness. Senge (2006) proposes that a learning 

organization is one in which individuals, through reflection, unearth their mental 

models to understand how they create a reality and how they can change it.  

The idea of reflection being paramount to individual learning (that can lead to 

group and organizational learning) threads its way through the work of Revans 

(1982) and Raelin (2008). Over his lifetime, Revans (1982) progressed the idea 

that learning occurs by doing and reflecting on sound advice and fair criticism 

delivered by colleagues in the workplace. Like Revans (1982), Raelin (2008) 

holds that the workplace is a forum for learning. When learners work on real 

problems and reflect on their actions using a learning team as the safe place for 

articulating challenges and generating feedback for problem solving, they increase 

their effectiveness. Raelin, like Argyris (2010) and Roth and Senge (1996), 

recognizes the need for intervention as a strategy for encouraging learning in the 

workplace. With intervention and reflection, individuals are able to construct their 

own reality instead of adopting the conventional wisdom found in the 

organizational culture. 

5.1.1 Language and Metaphor 

Language plays a critical role in learning, serving to socialize members, reward 

and penalize them, and create both opportunities and challenges for learning. 

Organizations adopt the use of specific terms and phrases, creating contextual 

boundaries and using language to recruit and socialize members (March, 1991), 

but language may also be used to control learning (Huber, 1991). Language used 

by people in positions of power reward and penalize idea interpretation, 
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effectively constraining organizational learning or facilitating its progress when 

language reflects a desired interpretation (Lawrence et al., 2005; Schilling and 

Kluge, 2009). In a study of corporate entrenchment (Zietsma, Winn, Branzei and 

Vertinsky, 2002), researchers describe how new language emerged when ‘enemy’ 

was replaced with ‘competitor’ to reframe the imagery associated with 

environmentalists, and this facilitated learning new strategies for managing them. 

Language underpins a study of organizational learning because the language used 

in specific contexts can facilitate and inhibit idea generation and how ideas move, 

or fail to move, across levels of the organization. Developing an inter-

organizational common language was a precursor to innovation in a case study of 

software development. Innovation had been absent until teams across 

participating organizations developed their own language (Holmqvist, 2004). In 

short, language creates the possibility for new learning because it is the medium 

through which ideas are shared (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999), generating 

interest and leading to common understanding that creates a path for action.  

Sharing ideas can create shared mental models that may be expressed through 

metaphor (Argyris, 1995; Crossan, Lane and White, 1999), which uses 

imagination and intuition to propose a prototype to help others grasp an idea, 

harmonizing contradictions through analogies (Nonaka, 1994). Metaphors are 

economical, powerful in their ability to package what may be a partially formed 

idea or vision into a symbolic representation (Tsoukas, 1991), and in the process, 

construct an expandable image to which related and evocative images can be 

attached as the image grows in people’s imaginations. Crossan, Lane and White 

(1999) recount how Steve Jobs used ‘appliance’ as a metaphor for his vision of a 

desktop computer, evoking “subsidiary images: easy to use, small, affordable” (p. 

527). The subsidiary images helped to expand the image of appliance into the 

concept of desktop computer. Tsoukas (1991) provides the example of a leader 

who might be described as someone who “sucks the blood of his employees” (p. 

570) as an example of how a metaphor can facilitate the growth of an idea into a 

broader concept, where a value-laden judgement efficiently encapsulates an image 

that may obstruct individuals from thinking about the leader otherwise, despite 

observing characteristics that challenge the image. A mental model of the leader 

emerges that is easily grasped, easily transferred, but is less easily disproven. 
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5.2 Individual Learning 

Scholars of organizational learning and knowledge generation recognize that 

organizational learning starts with individual learning. In 2000 and 2018, the 

National Research Council (NRC) in the US charged a committee of academics 

and practitioners to review and synthesize research across disciplines, placing 

focus on the study of learning from birth through adulthood in formal and informal 

settings. The outputs of both reviews document evidence-based consensus, 

covering, among its many findings, how learning occurs at cognitive levels, the 

influence of cultural context on learning, the constructivist approach to learning, 

the influence of bias, the role played by emotions in learning, and the 

metacognitive learner. Despite the limitation of the research relying heavily on 

study subjects from WEIRD cultures (western, educated, industrialized, rich and 

democratic), it has much to offer to an understanding of organizational learning. 

The NRC publications (2000; 2018) acknowledge that while the behaviourist 

tradition restricted learning theories to observable behaviour, qualitative studies 

of learning have added new dimensions of understanding, enriched by cognitive 

science. Learning must be understood not as a predictable phenomenon, but as a 

function of dynamic processes that occur within a dynamic system influenced by 

individual likes, dislikes, strengths, weaknesses, families, friendships, identities, 

experiences, memories, interests, goals and dreams. The following are six findings 

from the reports. Each explores the implications of how individuals learn, 

informing the study of how organizations learn, and identifying where these ideas 

are represented in theories of how organizations learn. 

5.2.1 Learning Occurs at Cognitive Levels 

Learning research demonstrates there are types of learning that span the learning 

of habits and patterns, referred to in studies as ‘knowledge lean’, to complex 

inferential knowledge, referred to as ‘knowledge rich’ (NRC, 2018). Knowledge 

rich learning may be implicit and occur outside a learner’s conscious awareness, 

compared to knowledge lean learning that occurs with explicit learner intention. 

These ideas are found in Nonaka’s (1994) theories about tacit and explicit 

knowledge generation and the notion that individuals in an organization 

intentionally pursue explicit knowledge. That there are types of learning is a 

concept Argyris (1995) incorporates into his theory of single and double loop 
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learning, which he conceptualizes as layers of learning. Argyris suggests learning 

occurs when a mismatch is detected between intention and consequence, and the 

mismatch is corrected. While both single and double loop learning involve 

detecting a mismatch and making a correction, only double loop learning involves 

changing the underlying values that govern behaviour, and this occurs through 

reasoning processes used to produce and evaluate actions (Argyris, 1995). 

Complex inferential learning likely occurs in the double loop learning layer when 

underlying values change as an individual reasons why there is a mismatch. The 

importance of understanding types or layers of learning in an organizational 

learning context is to recognize not all learning is the same, an idea Fiol and Lyles 

(1985) examined to propose the differences between adaptation (defensive 

judgement) and learning (causal reasoning). Moreover, single loop learning may 

not result in learning that perseveres, and learning may occur but not be 

discernible to the individual or discernible by others (Argyris, 1995). To 

understand what an individual learned, researchers need to rely on both 

observation and the reflections of the learner.  

5.2.2 Learning Is Influenced by Cultural Context 

The NRC reports (2002; 2018) reference studies showing brains are critically 

shaped by social relationships, and what is learned through relationships supports 

the pursuit of more knowledge, influencing motivation and interest. People 

observe others to derive standards of conduct, or normative behaviour. It is 

recognized in the NRC reviews that norms can exert strong effects on learning in 

many contexts. Therefore, the relationships formed in an organization can 

facilitate or impede the adoption of the dominant culture, which will facilitate or 

impede what is learned and how learning occurs. 

The idea that learning is influenced by cultural context is threaded through the 

work of many organizational learning scholars (Revans, 1982; Fiol and Lyles, 

1985; Huber, 1991; March, 1991; Nonaka, 1994; Vince, 2001; Argyris, 2010; 

Senge, 2006; Raelin, 2008). In particular, Raelin (2008) has focused on 

introducing learning teams to facilitate organizational learning to create a safe 

forum for learning. Senge (2006) proposes creating a culture in which all 

organizational participants recognize they are part of a learning organization, and 

there are behavioural expectations associated with that, a key one being the 
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concept of agency, used here to suggest individuals contribute to a set of 

circumstances and are not simply passive recipients of events. Senge (2006) 

underscores the point that in a successful learning organization, every individual 

is responsible for outcomes by acting with purpose or failing to act, an idea Ackoff 

(2006) describes as errors of commission compared to errors of omission. Argyris 

(2010) demonstrates how learning was impeded when individuals could not raise 

faulty logic to the attention of a leader. Even a leader’s direct verbal instruction 

for candid discussion could not override the operating norms that created 

undiscussables. Vince (2001) suggests an approach that focuses on social 

interactions – in particular the interaction of power and emotions – is a useful 

analytical lens for understanding how an organization learns, compared to how 

individuals in the organization learn. These points underscore not only the 

immense influence of culture and social norms on organizational learning, but 

also the immense difficulty in managing learning in the workplace. 

5.2.3 Learning Is Constructed from Existing Knowledge 

The NRC evidence (NRC, 2000; 2018) demonstrates that people construct 

perceptions by drawing from past learning and past environments. Memory is a 

reconstruction, and not a retrieval, of mental representations (NRC, 2018). This 

idea is concisely expressed as: “that people learn by using what they know to 

construct new understandings can be paraphrased as 'all learning involves transfer 

from previous experiences'” (NRC, 2000, p. 68).  

This means that one's existing knowledge not only facilitates new learning, but it 

can also make it difficult to learn new information. NRC (2000) studies recount 

how prior learning impedes new learning when individuals hold firmly 

constructed mental models about the learning context. Research on cross-cultural 

differences demonstrates that the environment in which someone lives and works 

matters greatly in how that individual will learn (NRC, 2000).  

This theme threads through Argyris’ (1995, 2010) research. He demonstrates that 

people use models of behaviour that they believe have served them well in the 

past. Individuals create, store and retrieve designs that direct their behaviour to 

achieve intentions that are consistent with a value system aligned to a cultural 

context (Argyris, 1995). The value system may be espoused as one thing (i.e., act 

as a team player) but be demonstrated as something different (i.e., win at all costs). 
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Raelin (2008) aligns to a constructivist approach, suggesting learning starts when 

people are able to construct their own reality instead of accepting prevailing 

cultural norms. Huber (1991) explores this idea in his theories of knowledge 

acquisition. For example, how knowledge is acquired, such as congenital 

acquisition or inheritance, will affect the full range of learning that can occur. In 

their study that asked why MacMillan Bloedel took more than 15 years to 

discontinue dysfunctional cycles of conflict with environmentalists, Zietsma et al. 

(2002) showed how the perception of environmentalists as enemies was 

perpetuated by learning brought forward by leaders and systematically reinforced. 

Learning to manage the problem differently did not occur until the perception was 

re-constructed with new language. 

The implication for organizational learning is that individuals will bring forward 

their many different past experiences and will learn from within that context. In a 

time of globalization, where individuals may work anywhere in the world, the 

variation of past experience brought to bear on organizational learning can span 

considerable differences. Facilitating organizational learning requires 

understanding the unique frames individuals are constructing to learn new ways 

of working. 

5.2.4 Bias, The Natural Side Effect of Knowledge Acquisition 

The individual learning research (NRC, 2000; 2018) acknowledges individuals 

form conceptual frameworks or mental models for how the world works and their 

place in it. Learning biases embedded in mental models are often implicit and 

unknown to those who hold them. Furthermore, individuals who seek and attend 

to information consistent with their own beliefs create an echo chamber that 

constrains the consideration of new ideas (NRC, 2018). Senge (2006) posits that 

understanding mental models is key to developing the learning organization. 

Mental models help people know what to expect and what to attend to in a 

particular situation, such as when attending an executive presentation compared 

to a working team meeting. Cultural fluency is enabled by mental models that 

tacitly communicate this is the way things work around here. But they also stifle 

innovation in that thinking is limited to what is already known and what is 

socialized as the dominant thinking in an organization. Socialization of ideas, 

while useful for helping individuals develop cultural fluency, has been identified 
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as a barrier to organization learning at the level of idea generation. Schilling and 

Kluge (2009) conceptualize a barrier to new thinking occurs when individuals 

exhibit confirmation bias (search for information to confirm a belief vs. contradict 

it). The distortion that confirmation bias can exert has been much explored among 

psychologists (Tavris and Aronson, 2017; Kahneman, 2011) and noted by 

management scholars (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006) seeking to develop evidence-

based practices as a learning strategy in organizations. The implication to 

organizational learning is the need for diversity in perspective, an idea Raelin 

(2008) and Senge (2006) promote, and March (1991) suggests can help avoid 

learning traps. 

5.2.5 Emotions Steer Behaviour, Thoughts and Learning 

The NRC reviews (NRC, 2000; 2018) identifies learning is enhanced by 

emotional involvement. People are willing to work harder to learn content and 

skills they are emotional about. The corollary to this is that emotions like anxiety 

can undermine learning by causing worry that depletes cognitive resources and 

activates brain regions associated with fear and escape. Vince (2001) pulls from 

psychodynamic theory to argue that learning and change are associated with 

anxiety, making the management of learning the management of anxiety. 

However, this idea does not account for learners in an organization that seek new 

knowledge, anxiety notwithstanding, an idea Huber (1991) proposes in his 

information processing view of knowledge generation. Raelin (2008) argues 

action learning, when learners work on and reflect on actions that occur in the 

workplace, helps people take control of their learning, and with that comes a 

positive emotional experience stemming from autonomy, which facilitates 

learning. Senge (2006) has echoes of the importance of this finding in his 

approach to developing the learning organization, which stresses the importance 

of vision and its role in rallying organization members to develop shared 

understanding of where the organization is headed and excitement about the 

journey. In their discussion of politics and power in organizational learning 

processes, Lawrence et al. (2005) identify the nuanced role champions have in 

managing learning. A skilful champion will frame an idea in a compelling manner 

to move it along and generate excitement and positivity as learning facilitators.  

The implications of this finding for understanding organizational learning is that 
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culture and leadership are learning facilitators. Just as leaders influence learning 

through emotional investment, they can also impede learning when the interplay 

of power and emotions “mute voices, distort opinions and generate defensive 

reactions” (Vince, 2001, p. 1344). Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) argue that 

organizations learning to use evidence for making decisions require a holistic 

approach tied to leaders that are curious and tolerant of failure. These are leaders 

that encourage learning by creating an environment that is not predicated on fear 

and anxiety, but one that engenders positivity and excitement. 

5.2.6 The Mindful Learner  

A metacognitive approach to learning identifies the role metacognition, self-

regulation, and executive functions have on learning (NRC, 2018). All are highly 

interrelated and enable an individual to choose from competing interests and 

sustain interest long enough to make progress. Metacognition can form an internal 

conversation about what is being learned and how to make sense of it (NRC, 

2018). The concepts of action learning proposed by Raelin (2008) focus on 

reflection, sense-making and self-assessment, core activities for a mindful learner. 

The NRC publications (2000; 2018) reveal feedback is critical to successful 

learning; a point echoed in the organizational learning literature by those 

advocating for action learning (Revans, 1982; Argyris, 1995; 2010; Senge, 2006; 

Raelin, 2008).  

5.2.7 Individual Learning Summary 

From the research on how individuals learn, comes an understanding that humans 

are goal-directed and actively seek information, a point emphasized by Nonaka 

(1994). Learners come with a range of prior knowledge, skills, beliefs, and 

concepts that influence what they attend to in an environment and how they 

organize information. This affects their ability to remember, reason, solve 

problems and acquire new knowledge, and the key implication this has for 

organizational learning is that individuals learn from a unique individual 

perspective. They unconsciously attend to some information and not others; their 

learning is influenced by incomplete understandings, implicit bias, and naïve 

interpretations. They are guided by their emotions and the cultural context of the 

organization. 
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5.3 Organizational Learning: A Processual Framework 

Threaded through the organizational learning and individual learning research are 

overlapping ideas informing an understanding of organizational learning. These 

include: organizational learning begins with individual learning and the prior 

knowledge and experiences of the individual; organizational learning is not the 

sum of individual learning; organizational learning occurs in the context of the 

organization; there is necessary tension between constancy and change; learning 

occurs at individual, group and organizational levels; learning can be studied by 

how knowledge is pursued and created, and from a processual view of how it is 

interpreted and distributed; reflection leads to action; and particular use of 

language and metaphor can be learning facilitators and barriers. Crossan, Lane 

and White (1999) synthesized these ideas into the 4I Framework (4IF) to present 

a processual view of how organizations learn. In the ten years following its 

publication, the 4IF established its usefulness for exploring learning processes at 

the micro and macro levels in numerous organizational learning studies (Crossan, 

Maurer and White, 2011). 

In one study of how a knowledge management system was implemented, the 

dynamics of learning are described as a succession of multiple dis-continuous 

cycles of concurrent learning connected in complex and non-linear ways, 

ultimately distilling the description to “messy” and “fragmented” (Berends and 

Lammers, 2010, p. 1064). If learning is messy and fragmented, a process-oriented 

framework is useful because it provides a structure against which messy 

observations of learning can be interpreted, and it creates a shared language for 

talking about those observations.  

The 4IF (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) is named for its four learning processes 

of intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalizing. It was conceptually 

expanded (Jenkin, 2013) to accommodate information foraging as a process and 

to include tools as a level at which learning occurs. Figure 3 below depicts the 

original model, modified slightly to recognize that information foraging and tools 

may present an optional influence, depending on the learning context. 
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5.3.1 4I Framework Components 

The framework explanation provided here uses ‘idea’ in the descriptions of how 

each process works, although it is recognized that idea can represent a collection 

of ideas or innovation that begins in one form and ends substantially different. 

The intuiting process occurs when an individual conceives an idea or possibility 

and shares it with others in dialogue. That conception may arise from searching 

data sources and using tools for analysing the results (Jenkin, 2013). Images and 

metaphors are used by individuals to evolve ideas because they draw on analogy 

to add depth and breadth (Nonaka, 1994) while ideas are in formation. Metaphor 

supports moving the idea from individual inception to creating a shared 

understanding of the idea.  

The second process, interpreting, spans individual and group levels as people 

4I Framework for Organizational Learning, Expanded 

 

 

Figure 3. 4I Framework of organizational learning processes, expanded.  

Sources: Author, adapted from Crossan, Lane and White (1999) and Jenkin 

(2013). 
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develop shared mental models through their interpretation of an idea. The process 

of interpreting will be influenced by the organizational environment, group 

dynamics and individually held mental models, which are powerful filters to 

interpretation. This means as individuals interpret differently, different mental 

models from a single idea may emerge. As the process of interpreting occurs in 

groups, shared mental models emerge and individuals begin to act the possibility 

of the idea, leading to shared activity.  

The third process, integrating, is differentiated from interpreting by action: the 

organization acts to realize ideas and a common language evolves, facilitating 

increasingly larger organizational involvement. Integrating will involve 

negotiation as mental models are mutually adjusted. The last process, 

institutionalizing, embeds the evolved idea into established norms, routines, 

procedures, and organizational documentation, establishing the idea in 

organizational memory, where the idea exists beyond the individuals and groups 

who participated in evolving it.  

Crossan, Lane and White (1999) acknowledge areas of tension when ideas are fed 

forward and when the organization sends feedback. As ideas are conceived, 

shared and integrated into initial action, they are fed forward into the organization. 

How members of the organization interpret the idea, based on individually held 

mental models, leads to organizational feedback that may be positive, facilitating 

the evolution of the idea, or negative, inhibiting it. Tension occurs between 

intuiting and institutionalizing if ideas challenge firmly ingrained knowledge and 

ways of working (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999). Challenges to established 

practices may cause the organization to send feedback that seeks to quash an idea 

to preserve the institution. 

The 4IF model of learning (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) while based on a 

processual view of how knowledge in organizations is generated and shared, 

gaining permanence through documentation, norms, and established practices, it 

is also a model useful for viewing learning through the lens of systems thinking. 

Systems thinking has deep roots as a conceptual framework for viewing and 

learning from patterns of behaviour. Senge (2006) conceptualizes systems 

thinking as being a “discipline for seeing wholes” (p. 68) where snapshots to 

explain what is happening are less useful than seeing a broader picture of 

interrelationships. Ackoff (2006) argues systems thinking is often not adopted in 
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organizations because systems thinking relies on reflection and that involves 

acknowledging mistakes, which are generally considered negative events. 

Spending time reflecting on the reasons for why mistakes occurred is not generally 

considered productive use of time, especially in a good news culture, a finding 

from Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili (2015) in their study of performance 

management. However, without reflecting on mistakes, individuals are unable to 

use them to trace where in the patterns of normative behaviour faulty logic was 

used to justify an action or a failure to act (Ackoff, 2006). The 4IF model 

facilitates viewing patterns through exploration of the four processes not as 

discrete, but as interrelated processes occurring among groups of people as 

information is fed forward and feedback is received to influence behaviour and 

sharing. Thus, using the framework as a tool for studying how an organization 

learns enables a systems view to emerge. 

5.3.2 Politics and Power in Learning Processes 

Lawrence et al. (2005) argue organizational learning is fundamentally a political 

process because organizations are inherently political, and by extension, politics 

will influence process. Politics relies on power, which can take many forms, and 

the model proposed by Lawrence et al. (2005) broadly groups forms of power 

under two modes: episodic and systemic. Episodic power is “discrete, strategic 

political acts initiated by self-interested actors” and systemic power works 

“through routine, ongoing practices of an organization” (p. 182). An overlay of 

power onto the 4IF (see Figure 4) suggests certain forms of power are more 

effective than others to enable specific organizational learning processes 

(Lawrence et al., 2005). 
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Influence, a form of episodic power, is the most effective political strategy during 

interpretation (Lawrence et al., 2005) because during this process individuals 

share an idea and attempt to convince others of the idea’s merits. For influence to 

support interpreting in a learning cycle, individuals become idea champions, using 

their domain expertise and social skills appropriate to the culture to influence and 

convince. The more convincing an individual is, based on idea merit or 

persistence, the more able the individual will be to manage opposition, especially 

if the new idea threatens the status quo. 

Integration requires force based on formal authority, another form of episodic 

power, to construct circumstances that restrict options in the organization 

(Lawrence et al., 2005). Since integration involves collective action, force that 

limits options for action moves activity along in a uniform manner that is 

independent of willingness to participate. If champions lack formal authority to 

force collective action, detractors may conceive ways of opting out of the 

4I Framework, Overlaid with Political Processes 

 

Figure 4. 4I Framework of organizational learning processes, overlaid with political processes.  

Sources: Author, adapted from Crossan, Lane and White (1999), Jenkin (2013) 

and Lawrence et al., (2005). 
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innovation, impeding the learning process of collective execution of activity.  

For learning to become institutionalized, in which an innovation becomes 

routinized and threaded through an organization’s social systems, the most 

effective form of power is domination, a form of systemic power. Lawrence et al. 

(2005) argue episodic power can support discrete idea sharing in single groups, 

but systemic power is needed to maintain new ideas without episodes of champion 

intervention. Domination provides established decision paths, such as those 

embedded in technology systems and in the physical layout of desks and shared 

printers. Domination facilitates innovations becoming part of daily organizational 

life.  

Lawrence et al. (2005) contend discipline, another form of systemic power, is 

most effective for helping individuals gain expertise as part of the intuiting 

process. When disciplinary systems in an organization provide individuals with 

opportunities for developing ever-increasing expertise, they have the greatest 

effect on fostering intuition. Essentially, increased expertise leads to intuition. 

Kahneman (2011) has argued that becoming an expert and able to rely on intuition 

is a collection of skills requiring feedback and opportunity for practice. Within 

this context, discipline in an organization may provide the required structure for 

deep levels of experience that lead to expertise and intuition. However, new 

thinking on idea generation suggests intuition is not necessarily a consequence of 

expertise.  

Mlodinow (2018) considers idea generation in an information age, where idea 

generation is not a consequence of becoming expert, it is combining ideas in novel 

ways, and the non-expert may play a critical role by being untainted by filters 

accompanying expertise. Mlodinow (2018) suggests an approach to idea 

generation that is similar to those advocating for evidence-based management 

(Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006), aligning to scientific methods. He posits when 

individuals rise above conventional mindsets, challenge ingrained assumptions, 

rely on imagination vs. logic, generate and consider a wide variety of ideas, and 

demonstrate a willingness to experiment and tolerate failure, not only will ideas 

be generated, but they will lead to novel approaches. This means another effective 

form of power for intuiting is influence, because conversation is an ideal medium 

for idea formulation, and idea sharing is contingent on influential members’ 

encouragement (Lawrence et al. 2005). If intuiting is enabled by influence, it 
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requires new tactics: the stimulus of diverse perspectives and placing value on the 

naïve. Almost thirty years earlier, March (1991) recognized the benefit of naiveté 

in knowledge generation: “the development of knowledge may depend on 

maintaining an influx of the naïve and ignorant” (p. 86). The National Research 

Council (2018) study on how individuals learn echoes these propositions by 

suggesting experts who see themselves as ‘accomplished novices’ realize what 

they know is a small portion of what can be known, and the accomplished novice 

uses metacognitive strategies to monitor learning and assess gaps to engender 

continuous learning. An organization with an orientation of experts as 

accomplished novices will be positioned as a learning organization versus one that 

seeks to recycle existing knowledge under the guise of expert. 

Lawrence et al. (2005) and Vince (2001) argue the politics of organizational 

learning are not organizational dysfunctions that require remedy. Instead, political 

processes are an intrinsic part of an organization that need appreciation and 

understanding. Organizations with over or underdeveloped forms of power may 

not be successful in completing learning cycles, and organizations lacking a 

balance of power will not manage the exploration/exploitation tension. For 

example, when episodic power is not adequately nurtured, the organization may 

nurture cycles of dependable exploitation because episodic champions are 

unavailable for promoting exploration. Similarly, weak systemic power will cause 

the organization to suffer from an inability to exploit existing knowledge. 

Ultimately, Lawrence and his colleagues (2005) reason that “smart employees 

with great ideas are not enough” (p. 190). Champions with skills and access to 

informal networks are needed to move an idea along, and champions need to know 

how to design and implement systems of domination to institutionalize ideas. To 

learn, organizations need attentive and influential members willing to push an idea 

forward. Without political behaviour, new ideas may be generated but the 

organization may fail to turn them into organizational assets (Lawrence et al., 

2005). 

5.3.3 Organizational Learning Impediments 

The power imbalance Lawrence et al. (2005) acknowledge may be problematic 

for successful organizational learning is joined by many other barriers. Schilling 

and Kluge (2009) use the 4IF (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) to conceptualize 
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organizational learning barriers, which they define as factors preventing 

organizational learning or impeding its practicability. They classify impediments 

as those arising from how individuals think, their attitudes and behaviours, from 

perceptions associated with the structure, technology and culture of the 

organization, and from those related to the environment: an organization’s 

customers, competitors and regulatory system. Schilling and Kluge (2009) present 

organizational learning barriers as a theoretical foundation for examining 

organizational learning because recognizing barriers assists understanding what 

may be causing stagnation and dysfunction in an organization. Examining barriers 

also fosters a deeper understanding of the dynamics of organizational learning, 

and from this deeper understanding, researchers and practitioners can design 

strategies for developing the entity Senge (2006) conceptualizes as a learning 

organization. 

Barriers to intuiting, the learning process where individuals develop new ideas 

and share them with others, include barriers that prevent new insights because of 

mindset restrictions, impediments to developing new knowledge because of its 

content, bureaucratic restrictions to raising and exploring new ideas, and 

supressing new insights because of fear of failure and blame (Schilling and Kluge, 

2009). Two examples from this grouping are noteworthy within the context of 

introducing data analytics to outsourced service management. The first falls under 

the barrier of mindset restrictions and is the tendency to exhibit confirmation bias, 

prohibiting looking for and learning from evidence available from data analytics. 

Sharot (2017) holds a view from neuroscience that suggests the availability of data 

is insufficient to counter confirmation bias. Within the context of managing 

service provider performance, there may be additional strategies needed to raise 

awareness for finding disconfirming evidence as a business practice. The second 

falls under the barrier of developing new knowledge because of its content, and it 

occurs when knowledge is not easily adapted because it appears overly complex. 

Knowledge that is not easily adapted because of its complexity may apply as a 

barrier if individuals view scientific reasoning and statistics as foreign concepts 

that do not belong in outsourced service management, where conventionally 

valued knowledge is knowledge of service characteristics. 

Barriers to interpreting, the process of individuals explaining ideas to other 

individuals and groups, is dominated by interpersonal relationships. Schilling and 
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Kluge (2009) observe that the factors contributing to preventing the acceptance 

and growth of new ideas include the personal feelings of the idea-generator, 

relations in the group, goals, tasks and group working conditions, and a culture of 

failure avoidance. This group of barriers is important to the study because 

individuals may not believe they have knowledge and ideas worthy of bringing 

forward, and they may not have the influencing skills or reputation necessary to 

have their ideas taken seriously by others (Lawrence et al., 2005). If these types 

of barriers are exhibited during the interpreting process, innovative ideas 

untainted by the influences of expertise may be highly creative because of their 

lack of experience boundaries (March, 1991), but they are unlikely to move past 

the interpreting stage. When this happens, the barrier may limit the potential of 

the organization to learn how to use and interpret data, if ideas generated by 

nonexperts conflict with the mindsets of group leaders (Schilling and Kluge, 

2009). 

Barriers to integrating, the process during which shared understanding occurs 

among groups to enable action, are similar to those exhibited during interpreting. 

They may surface if an organizational unit lacks motivation or is resistant to 

change, runs into active resistance from other organizational units, and faces lack 

of support from management (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). These barriers are 

likely to exhibit when teams compete for resources, cross-team communication is 

ineffective, and trust is lacking. An introduction of data analytics could have a 

wide-ranging impact if there are distinct units responsible for monitoring, 

measuring and managing service provider performance. Depending on the power 

position of any one unit, ideas from the less-powerful unit may be effectively 

resisted by the more-powerful (Lawrence et al., 2005). For example, a unit 

managing performance through sanctioning may have greater weight than the unit 

collecting the data through monitoring, and the barrier may manifest when data-

driven monitoring changes are proposed that impact sanctioning practices. 

Barriers to institutionalizing, the process during which changes become embedded 

in systems, routines and processes that exist independent of their origins, may 

cause learning to fail to become formalized and made available for future use 

(Schilling and Kluge, 2009). These barriers surface when there is lack of trust in 

the innovation, a lack of skills and knowledge to implement, and counteractive 

opportunistic behaviour from other organizational units or powerful members of 
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the organization (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). There may be a general resistance 

to an innovation such as data analytics because it may threaten trusted practices, 

especially those practices with a long and ingrained history. Counteracting 

behaviours are more likely to exhibit when an organization has little power to 

control or punish deviant behaviour (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). Introducing data 

analytics to outsourced service management can fail to become institutionalized 

if leaders lose faith in its benefits, are distracted by well-presented resistance, and 

if leaders neglect to manage deviant behaviour, derailing institutionalizing 

knowledge. 

One final barrier deserves consideration: individuals need time to process 

information, and how much time is unique to each individual (NRC, 2000; 2018). 

Like power structures, time can be a resource to learning, but time pressure limits 

learning (Berends and Lammers, 2010). In a case study of a knowledge 

management system implementation, time was a key dimension in the process of 

organizational learning. Berends and Lammers (2010) found “interventions that 

affect when learning occurs simultaneously affect who is involved in learning and 

how learning evolves, making the timing of learning activities an instrument of 

power and control” (p. 1063). 

5.4 Summary 

Scholars have adopted many different perspectives to conceptualize 

organizational learning, theorizing from the perspective of learning vs. adaptation 

(Fiol and Lyles, 1985); knowledge generation (Nonaka, 1994); information 

acquisition and processing (Huber, 1991); managing the tension between 

constancy and change (March, 1991); power structures (Vince, 2001; Lawrence 

et al., 2005) the workplace as a forum for learning (Revans, 1982; Senge, 2006; 

Raelin, 2008; Argyris, 2010); intervention to encourage learning using the 

discipline of action science (Argyris, 1995; Roth and Senge, 1996; Raelin, 2008). 

A review of the literature from 2004 indicates that the learning perspective has 

emerged to explain phenomena (Bapuji and Crossan, 2004). There is recognition 

that organizational learning starts with individual learning and research on 

individual learning broadens and deepens our understanding of organizational 

learning; findings from individual learning research are threaded through theories 

of organizational learning.  
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In the past, scholars lamented there was no consensus for a theory of 

organizational learning (Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Huber, 1991) and although there is 

no consensus that the 4IFis a theory (Crossan, Maurer and White, 2011), 

nevertheless, it provides a useful structure and language for examining 

organizational learning, as evidenced by scholars drawing from it to explore 

different dimensions of organizational learning (Bontis, Crossan and Hulland, 

2002; Zietsma et al., 2002; Lawrence et al., 2005; Schilling and Kluge, 2009; 

Berends and Lammers, 2010; Jenkin, 2013). The learning perspective, as 

embodied in the 4IF, is an expedient lens for interpreting the journey to introduce 

data analytics, enabling both a processual and systems view of learning.  

The individual learning and organizational learning literature provide a rich 

conceptual backdrop for understanding how organizations learn, and they 

contribute toward understanding of how an organization learns to use data 

analytics. The learning stories that emerge can be examined within the context of 

the 4IF process groups, within the frame of power, politics, and defensive 

reasoning, and to discern where impediments to learning occur. Organizational 

learning lends a structure to conversations about the learning journey, thereby 

helping to make sense of the journey. 
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6 SYNTHESIS 

This chapter argues for the importance of studying opportunism and service 

provider performance because of the potential harm caused by an outsourced 

provider behaving opportunistically. Provider self-interest may result in 

compromised service delivery and damaged government reputation, which 

undermines citizen confidence and increases costs for service provision. The 

argument further contends that introducing analytics can enable public managers 

to better detect opportunism and manage provider performance, although 

introducing an analytics orientation involves considerable challenges. The lens for 

studying the challenge of introducing analytics to outsourced public service 

management is organizational learning because it is insights from the learning 

journey that exposes the enablers and impediments of transformational change 

that introduces an orientation for using data and analytics.  

This research seeks to answer the following question:  

When data analytics is introduced to manage opportunism and 

accountability for an outsourced public service, in what ways does the 

organization learn to use data and analytical methods for performance 

management? 

The question draws from four areas of research: public service outsourcing, the 

phenomenon of opportunism, data analytics and organizational learning. The 

intersection of these ideas is depicted in Figure 5 below. 
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The chapter begins with an overview of public service outsourcing and describes 

how outsourcing creates an environment that enables opportunism. The second 

section considers how opportunism is characterized as harmful in studies of public 

service outsourcing, and the challenges faced by public managers to detect and 

manage it. The third section summarizes the literature from data analytics, 

focusing on its theoretical potential to address challenges unique to government 

organizations that have outsourced services. The last section reviews theories 

from the organizational learning literature of how individuals and organizations 

learn, and how a processual view of organizational learning provides a valuable 

framework for interpreting the learning journey.  

6.1 Public Service Outsourcing 

The literature on public service outsourcing identifies outsourcing as a 

predominant strategy of the reform commonly referred to as New Public 

Management (NPM), which introduced a fresh paradigm of values associated with 

increased government accountability, smaller government, and harnessing the 

market to deliver benefits from innovation arising from competition  

(Hood, 1995). Outsourcing was an emergent strategy of NPM reform (Hood, 

1991; Kettl, 2000), and theorists proposed benefits could be realized by 

introducing lean and efficient private sector management practices enabling 

Intersection of Areas of Research 

 

Figure 5. Areas of research depicted to show points of intersection.  

Source: Author. 



 

97 

government to do more with less (Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015), 

allowing the market to naturally discipline bad actors (DeHoog and Salamon, 

2002), and breaking up the unhealthy monopoly of government-provided services 

(Hood, 1991; Van Slyke, 2003). Ultimately, outsourcing was a proposition that 

would reduce the cost of delivering government services, services would be 

improved because innovation is a normative good from the private sector 

(Osborne and Brown, 2011), and accountability could be improved by focusing 

on outcomes, or results-based management (Heinrich, 2002; Moynihan and 

Ingraham, 2003). The research largely indicates outsourcing has not delivered on 

purported benefits, although some studies (Parrado and Reynaers, 2021) indicate 

benefits may be realized over time. 

The decision to outsource is theorized to occur through the assessment of whether 

an organization should make or buy its goods and services (Williamson, 2010), 

and where organizations establish their boundaries based on internal 

competencies and dynamics relative to what the market or a partnership can 

deliver (Zenger, Felin and Bigelow, 2011). However, the decision to outsource in 

a government environment is often politically motivated (Bowman et al., 2015) 

and not a decision made by rational actors to maximize economic outcomes. 

Government outsourcing may not be a strategy designed in the best interests of 

citizens but a decision to protect political and personal interests (Bowman et al., 

2015). For example, outsourcing may satisfy a political agenda for making 

government smaller without considering whether smaller government is justified, 

given the challenges faced by government, such as climate change and 

environmental protection, and the emergence of novel technologies impacting 

citizen security and privacy. When outsourcing is a political action, public 

managers may be managing an outsourced provider for a service not optimally 

served by the private market – such as welfare services that do not necessarily 

benefit from conventional market competition (Milward and Provan, 2000; Van 

Slyke, 2007). 

Key players in an outsourcing decision are the agents contracted for service 

provision, and agents are theorized to operate as self-interested actors who act 

opportunistically, seeking to maximize their utility, or they may be actors 

operating as stewards of the public interest, motivated by intrinsic rewards (Davis, 

Schoorman and Donaldson, 1997). While much study is devoted to strategies for 
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managing agent motivation, scholars suggest opportunism nevertheless needs 

unapologetic management because outsourcing primes the service delivery 

environment for opportunism, even if it is the action of a few (Williamson, 1993). 

6.2 Managing Opportunism 

The consequence of separating service ownership from delivery through 

outsourcing (Williamson, 1993) creates two conditions that facilitate 

opportunism: information asymmetry and goal incongruence. Information 

asymmetry means one party has better information than the other and can use the 

information imbalance to advantage. The problems associated with information 

asymmetry have been exacerbated by the erosion of service expertise within 

government over time, as service providers gained greater knowledge about 

service characteristics through direct service provision compared to public 

managers who moved into an oversight role (Kettl, 2000). Goal incongruence 

arises because each party pursues differing interests (Williamson, 1993): service 

providers pursue profitability and maximized shareholder value, where public 

managers pursue goals of citizen well-being. Moreover, because government 

objectives have to be communicated to service providers, there will a degree of 

misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and misjudgement that occurs with 

disseminating ever shifting government objectives to providers. Thus, self-

seeking behaviour may be honest incompetence (Hendry, 2002), the result of 

human frailties (Williamson, 1993), or it may be the pursuit of self-interest and 

profitability goals that compromise public values (Bowman et al., 2015). 

Many studies of opportunism begin with the premise that opportunism exists 

without attempting to determine how significant a problem it is. Others 

characterize it as prevalent and harmful (Bowman et al., 2015; Froud et al., 2017), 

and others suggest prevalence is not the issue since even a single instance can 

harm government reputation (Ingraham, 2005; Van Slyke, 2007). Opportunism is 

generally considered a risk to government.  

The common practice for detecting it is monitoring, which is described as 

performed irregularly, inconsistently, and infrequently (Brown and Potoski, 2003; 

Marvel and Marvel, 2007; Lambright, 2008) because government lacks capacity, 

subsequent to service outsourcing and the downsizing that accompanied NPM 

reform (Kettl, 2000). Effective monitoring is a challenge for government, and the 
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general problem of managing service provider performance is a related challenge 

(Milward and Provan, 2000; Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015).  

Where performance processes such as monitoring, measuring and managing 

inadequate provider performance are acknowledged as performed, they are often 

depicted as performed insufficiently and not well (Heinrich, 2002; Hatry, 2014; 

Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015), and a failure to hold providers to 

account is attributed to failings in the skill sets of public managers (Bowman et 

al., 2015). Systems scholars (Senge, 2006) note the weaknesses in one process 

can amplify the effects in others. Consequently, government being unable to 

effectively monitor compromises the ability of public managers to measure and 

manage inadequate performance. Performance management has been influenced 

by fads from the private sector, often inappropriate for the unique nature of 

government services (Osborne and Browne, 2011), and performance 

measurement has been associated with perverse outcomes and unintended 

consequences (Cuganesan, Guthrie and Vranic, 2014; Arnaboldi, Lapsley and 

Steccolili, 2015; Bowman et al., 2015). Scholars of the contracting arrangement 

suggest a relational norm such as trust lubricates the relationship and reduces 

transaction costs by creating expectations of behaviour (Fernandez, 2009; Babin, 

Bates and Sohal, 2017). But trust may also produce systemic bias resulting in 

flawed judgement about provider performance (Lumineau, 2017). Likewise, 

distrust may positively influence performance management by leading to 

scepticism and suspicion, keeping managers on the alert for opportunistic 

behaviour (Lumineau, 2017). 

Figure 6 below presents a conceptual view of the challenges public service 

managers face detecting and managing the phenomenon of opportunism within 

the context of service delivery being separated from service ownership.  
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6.3 Introducing Data Analytics to Public Service Outsourcing 

While opportunism in an outsourced public service is an identifiable phenomenon 

that presents risk to government, data and analytics has the potential to support 

the problems of detecting it and holding providers to account. And where data 

analytics and public service outsourcing are each much-studied subjects, the 

conflation of analytics and opportunism in an outsourced public service is not. 

This study expands the knowledge base of both areas by intersection. 

Synthesizing these research areas begs the question of how an analytics 

orientation can support detecting opportunism and managing performance. This 

question can be explored by considering problems and opportunities faced by 

government organizations. Three problems identified in the literature are: 

government funding for an investment in analytics is tied to short term election 

cycles; detecting opportunism is challenged by information asymmetry and 

capacity limitations; decision making is a messy exercise encumbered by issues 

of information quality and nonavailability. Anomaly detection, a technique from 

The Challenge of Managing an Outsourced Service 

 

Figure 6. Depiction of the challenges with managing public service opportunism.  

Source: Author. 
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data analytics, is an opportunity for supporting detection and management of 

opportunism using automated or manual methods using the basic premise of find 

the irregularity and learn from it. 

6.3.1 Funding and Investment 

Governments often work with short term funding because funding is linked to 

political agendas and election cycles (Kim, Trimi and Chung, 2014). However, 

the literature indicates an analytics orientation can be introduced without large 

investment in sophisticated technology. Analysis need not rely on highly technical 

tools or processes - simple spreadsheets can support an analytics orientation 

(Liberatore and Luo, 2010). Moreover, a cultural orientation toward using 

analytics is more important than sophisticated technology for moving an 

organization along the spectrum toward using data and analytics for evidence-

based management (Thirathon et al., 2017). 

6.3.2 Information Asymmetry and Goal Incongruence 

The literature observes detecting opportunism and managing provider 

performance is difficult because of information asymmetry and goal 

incongruence, transaction volumes can be overwhelming for a reduced workforce 

(Van Slyke, 2007), and knowledge about services continues to erode as more time 

passes and experts with deep knowledge of service characteristics are no longer 

with government (Bowman, et al. 2015). An analytics orientation encourages 

creative approaches to working with data to support these challenges, and from 

the analytics literature comes the idea of recruiting analytics experts and pairing 

them with business experts (Xu, Franwick and Ramirez, 2016; Tim et al., 2018). 

This approach may enable the detection of opportunism by looking in places as 

obvious as conventional business performance documents from which 

performance data may be extracted using optical character resolution (OCR) to 

deliver new insights, and the process of pairing expertise can lead to greater 

service knowledge in the organization. 

As seen from the perspective of the justice system and how scholars are examining 

the role of data and analytics in jurisprudence, Ferguson (2015) notes evidence is 

a powerful tool for swaying decisions, especially if the evidence is obtained using 

a process that withstands scrutiny. If justifying data are obtained using validly 
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sampled, equitably applied and consistent monitoring processes through the 

incorporation of greater discipline and scientific methods, there may be sufficient 

convincing evidence of opportunism to encourage sanctioning that is recognized 

as having been avoided in an outsourced arrangement (Bloomfield, 2006; 

Bowman et al., 2015). However, sanctioning need not be the sole outcome of 

discovering evidence of opportunistic behaviour and inadequate performance. 

From the outsourced public service literature, Poppo and Zenger (2002) find a 

process of cooperative, repeated exchange forms patterns of information sharing. 

Even when the exchange concerns discussion of contractual issues, the 

information-sharing pattern can evolve the relationship toward relational norms 

and improved contractual performance. If ‘cooperative, repeated exchange 

patterns’ can be substituted for ‘guidance’, Kauppi and van Raaij (2015) have a 

similar finding indicating guidance supported improved policy compliance by 

decreasing information imbalances and increasing goal congruence.  

6.3.3 Decision Making 

Decision making is observed as compromised by information availability and 

quality. Information feeding into decision making is characterized as incomplete, 

inaccurate and unreliable (Kahneman, 2011). Evidence from the analytics 

literature, although limited, indicates using data and analysis in decision making 

supports making better decisions (Brynjolfsson, Hitt and Kim, 2011; 

Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018). And some scholars from the 

analytics literature have proposed turning business questions into research 

questions, then gathering data to reach conclusions based on evidence, thereby 

improving decision making by relying on data. But it should not be considered a 

foregone conclusion that data-driven decisions reign supreme, for decisions based 

on data will only be as sound as the data inputs. Hatry (2014) notes government 

performance has been made indefensible by poor data inputs. This discussion begs 

the question of how to improve the quality of data for making decisions about how 

to manage provider performance. 

Compared to big data described in analytics literature (Chen, Chiang and Storey, 

2012), service provider performance information likely comprises a relatively 

small dataset; this is based on performance reporting descriptions in the literature 

(Brown and Potoski, 2003; Van Slyke, 2007; Lambright, 2008). Scholars and 
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practitioners advocate using content taxonomy and rules for data entry when a 

dataset is small enough that the impact of data inconsistencies, errors and 

fragmentation cannot be ignored (McCue, 2006; Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier, 

2013). While studies of data analytics for policing conclude that a lack of 

taxonomy hinders analysis (Adderley, 2007; Camacho-Collados, Liberatore and 

Angulo, 2015), the studies also underscore the benefits of classification and rules. 

For example, when rules are in place for entering descriptions of offenders, 

offender descriptions can be classified and analysed, creating the ability to 

attribute undetected crimes to known offenders in high-volume crimes such as 

burglaries (Adderley, 2007).  

In the management of an outsourced service, classification and rules could enable 

the analysis of performance data and metadata about performance data to support 

increased understanding of the nature of opportunism. Performance data might be 

collected within a classification structure that could identify, for example, how 

severe an instance of opportunism is, and the type of instance found, such as 

failing to observe rules for obtaining a signature or providing a social service 

without establishing legal presence. Metadata in this context could identify the 

source of the data, such as a specific document, and the process used to find the 

data, such as document review. If content taxonomy included identifying 

monitoring processes, and could link process to instance and severity, the 

classification could facilitate analysis for public managers to explore which 

monitoring processes deliver data for detecting and understanding the nature of 

opportunism, enabling decisions about where resource effort can be placed to 

deliver the greatest value for detecting and managing opportunism.  

6.3.4 Anomaly Detection 

Anomaly detection is a technique from data analytics (Chen, Chiang and Storey, 

2012) that can support detection using automated or manual methods using the 

basic premise of find the irregularity and learn from it. Case studies from the 

outsourced services literature describe performance reporting that may be 

electronic but not necessarily digitized (Romzek and Johnston, 2005; Van Slyke, 

2007; Lambright, 2008), and, therefore, potentially unavailable for automated 

pattern scanning. But if anomaly detection were introduced as a manual process, 

the sole objective of monitoring could become the detection of anomalies, and the 
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process of detection could involve individuals using manual techniques to find the 

anomalies, skipping past ‘correct’ performance data, the same way an automated 

program does. The fields of aviation, construction and medicine use manual 

processes for anomaly detection using checklists. Gawande (2009) makes a 

compelling case for how a checklist delivers valuable failure data for learning 

through routine checks focused on finding a point of failure associated with risk. 

When failure data are stored in a structured classification system enabling 

analysis, they become the basis for developing an understanding of the nature of 

opportunism or simply poor performance, and perhaps suggesting where problems 

may be lying in wait. Anomaly detection may be one way to “get the right data on 

the right things” (Hatry, 2014, p. 8) for performance management. 

Ingraham (2005) contends that government is measured by its failures, not its 

successes. She argues the public calculates performance as “n of one for failure” 

(p. 394). If government is measured by failure, even a single failure, a reasonable 

approach is to also measure service providers by the same standard. Anomaly 

detection offers this ability because it only identifies failures. Correctly performed 

service could be a baseline expectation, identifying what a service provider 

knows, and correctly performed services only identifies what a provider is getting 

right. A focus on failure data gathered via anomaly detection exposes performance 

gaps. To judge service provider performance on failure may appear punitive, but 

if one accepts learning as an adaptive process facilitated by new knowledge, as 

conceptualized in the organizational learning literature (Fiol and Lyles, 1985; 

March, 1991), identifying failure in service delivery could introduce service 

providers to new information, thereby presenting an opportunity for learning, a 

concept also explored in the public service outsourcing literature (Campbell and 

Lambright, 2016). 

The above discussion presents a thought experiment because there are no studies 

to draw from that intersect outsourced public services with data analytics. The 

discussion has proposed ways in which data analytics may be introduced to 

manage an outsourced public service using findings from the outsourced public 

services and data analytics literature. Attention turns now to exploring the critical 

question of how an organization learns new ways of working. There are endless 

possibilities for how an analytics orientation may be introduced to an 

organization. But how an organization moves forward and integrates change, what 
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Senge (2006) calls becoming a “learning organization” (p. 342), will determine 

how well the conflation of outsourced public service management and data 

analytics are integrated and institutionalized. Thus, the learning lens provides a 

framework for making sense of the intersection.  

6.4 Studying the Learning Journey 

Research studies demonstrate that simply having data available does not change 

behaviour or belief structures (Sharot, 2017). Introducing an analytics orientation 

is characterized as a highly complex undertaking with many possibilities and 

potential pitfalls (Davenport and Harris, 2007). Placing the learning lens on the 

nexus of data analytics introduced to support managing an outsourced public 

service can deliver insights about how the organization navigates the journey to 

finding new ways of working. The conceptual framework of applying the lens of 

organization to the intersection of outsourced public services and data analytics is 

depicted in Figure 7 below. 
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6.4.1 Organizational Learning Begins with Individual Learning 

Theorists from the organizational learning literature recognize that while 

organizational learning is not the sum of individual learning, learning in an 

organization begins with the individual (Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Crossan, Lane and 

White, 1999). Studies of individual learning (NRC, 2002; 2018) demonstrate the 

many influences on learning and these influences are reflected in how theorists 

conceptualize organizational learning.  

The first concept is that learning occurs at cognitive levels, described as the 

learning of habits and patterns, labelled knowledge lean, to complex inferential 

learning, labelled knowledge rich (NRC, 2002; 2018). These ideas are reflected 

in Nonaka’s (1994) concepts of how tacit and explicit knowledge are formed, and 

Applying the Lens of Organizational Learning 

 

Figure 7. Depiction of the lens of organizational learning applied. 

Source: Author. 
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in Argyris’ (2003) theories of single and double loop learning, in which he 

proposes behavioural changes occur in double loop learning. The importance of 

these concepts is to recognize not all learning is the same, and they help explain 

how organizations adapt to their environment without learning to work differently 

(Fiol and Lyles, 1985; March 1991). 

The second concept (NRC, 2002; 2018) reveals how social relationships shape 

what is learned, and the pursuit of more knowledge. This informs the study of 

organizational learning by underscoring the role of organizational culture and 

social norms as learning facilitators. organizational learning theorists also 

recognize how culture and norms may pose barriers to learning (Schilling and 

Kluge, 2009).  

A third concept is that individuals learn by drawing from their existing 

knowledge, which may both impede and facilitate learning new ideas (NRC, 

2002; 2018). This theme threads through Argyris’s (1995; 2003) research in which 

he reveals how individuals in the workplace create, store and retrieve designs for 

behaviour that are aligned with a mental model of how the organization works. 

Raelin (2008) also draws from this concept, suggesting learning starts in an 

organization when individuals can construct their own reality instead of accepting 

existing norms. The implication for how an organization learns is that individuals 

will bring forward past experiences and learn from within that context. Learning 

new ways of working by introducing an analytics orientation will be influenced 

by the many contexts learning participants bring to bear about data and analysis, 

and the potential perception of complexity that may accompany an individual 

context. 

The individual learning research reveals learning biases are embedded in mental 

models, and they are often implicit and unknown to those who hold them (NRC, 

2002; 2018). This fourth concept suggests the bias implicit in mental models can 

facilitate cultural fluency but may also stifle innovation by limiting thinking to the 

dominant paradigm in an organization (Senge, 2006). Although socialization of 

dominant ideas is useful to help individuals gain cultural fluency, Schilling and 

Kluge (2009) theorize that a barrier to new thinking occurs when individuals 

demonstrate confirmation bias by searching for information to confirm existing 

beliefs instead of questioning ideas. The implication to organizational learning is 

the need for diversity of perspectives, a concept underpinning many 
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organizational leaning theories (March, 1991; Senge, 2006; Raelin, 2008). 

The fifth concept is the role of emotions in learning (NRC, 2002; 2018). Where 

people work hard to learn content they are emotionally charged by, anxiety is one 

emotion that can undermine learning (Vince, 2001). Raelin’s (2008) argument for 

action learning in the workplace proposes people take control of their learning and 

that leads to a positive emotional experience that facilitates effective learning. 

This concept places importance on the need for champions in the workplace to 

create excitement about change (Lawrence et al., 2005; Senge, 2006). The 

corollary is that leaders may impede learning when the interplay of power and 

emotions “mute voices” (Vince, 2001, p. 1344) or create mental models through 

metaphor that give rise to negative emotions (Tsoukas, 1991). 

The sixth concept concerns metacognition. A metacognitive approach to the 

understanding of learning (NRC, 2002; 2018) identifies how the executive 

functions of the brain enable learning when an individual chooses from competing 

interests to sustain interest long enough to make progress with new ideas. 

Learning that focuses on reflection, sense-making and self-assessment are core 

activities for organizational learning (Raelin, 2008). It is during these activities 

that individual learning in the organization will be most successful because these 

are activities in which learners are mindful they are learning. 

6.4.2 Organizational Learning Theories 

The basic concepts from individual learning thread their way through theories 

about organization learning. And while there is much theoretical diversity among 

organizational learning theorists, there is consensus on several ideas (Fiol and 

Lyles, 1985). The first is that the workplace is a forum for learning (Raelin (2008) 

given the many challenges presented in the environment as a matter of business 

course, and because the workplace is a social setting, where socialization of team 

members is the vehicle for sharing the knowledge individuals create (March, 

1991; Nonaka, 1994). The second is that organizations pursue information and 

learning occurs via processing information (Huber, 1991). This concept is 

expanded by recognizing organizations manage a tension between exploring new 

knowledge and remaining constant by exploiting existing capabilities (March, 

1991). The third is that organizations are inherently skillful at failing to learn 

because humans are skilful at defensive reasoning that impedes learning (Argyris, 
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2003), and to this idea there is consensus that mindful strategies, and even 

intervention, are required to facilitate learning (Revans, 1982; Roth and Senge, 

1996; Raelin, 2008; Argyris, 2010). 

Language plays a critical role in organizational learning, serving to socialize 

members, reward them for fitting into the social structure, and penalize them for 

ideas that diverge from dominant paradigms (Huber, 1991; March 1991). 

Language creates the possibility for new learning because it is the medium 

through which ideas are shared (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999; Zietsma et al., 

2002). Metaphors use imagination and prototype to help others grasp an idea, and 

they are powerful in their ability to package an idea into a symbolic representation 

(Tsoukas, 1991). Like many concepts from organizational learning, metaphors 

can both facilitate and inhibit learning. 

Organizational learning is demonstrated as messy and fragmented (Berends and 

Lammers, 2010); therefore, using a processual view of how learning occurs 

(Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) is useful because it offers a framework for 

interpreting learning facilitators and barriers. The learning perspective as 

embodied in the 4I Framework (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) is an expedient 

angle for interpreting a journey. Organizational learning focuses the learning lens 

on how people make sense of a learning journey, regardless of whether the change 

is considered successful. The learning lens does not seek to judge an outcome, it 

seeks only to record the event, and this quality supports the nature of a qualitative 

case study. Through the learning lens, the knowledge bases of organizational 

learning, data analytics, the phenomenon of opportunism and outsourced public 

services are enriched by exploring to what extent the workplace becomes a forum 

for learning with the introduction of data analytics, and to what extent learning is 

facilitated or inhibited by champions, power structures, dominant paradigms and 

influential language. 

6.5 Summary 

This synthesis establishes the past forty years of government outsourcing 

delivered a myriad of challenges for public managers, a key one being the 

separation of service ownership from delivery, leading to information imbalance 

and goal incongruence (Kettl, 2000), and the creation of an environment primed 

for opportunism (Bloomfield, 2006; Bowman et al., 2015). Holding providers to 
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account for their performance is an ongoing challenge for public managers 

(Arnaboldi, Lapsley and Steccolili, 2015). The emergence of data analytics offers 

promise for meeting the performance management challenge by using data, 

analytics and scientific methods to improve decision making (Brynjolfsson, Hitt 

and Kim, 2011; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018).  

Data analytics is typically characterized by big data and technology investment 

(Chen, Chiang and Storey, 2012), but outsourced public services may not generate 

big data streams from performance management, nor have access to funding for 

technology investment, given a common reason for outsourcing is to reduce 

government spending (Kettl, 2000; Bovaird, 2016). However, scholars recognize 

the benefits of introducing data analytics need not be characterized solely by big 

data nor sophisticated technology (Liberatore and Luo, 2010; Thirathon et al., 

2017). Thus, the opportunity arises to introduce data, analytics and scientific 

methods into outsourced public service management, characterized as it is by 

small data and low-complex technology, to explore how analytics may improve 

service provider accountability. The overlap of the research fields of data analytics 

and outsourced service management creates an opportunity gap that has not been 

studied. 

Many variables can positively and negatively influence the impact of introducing 

analytics, including leadership, culture, data sources, and analytic skills (Vidgen, 

Shaw and Grant, 2017). Introducing data analytics is a complex exercise 

(Davenport and Harris, 2007), and organizations introducing it face the 

transformational change of doing business in new ways (Mayer-Schönberger and 

Cukier, 2013). Significant challenges to using analytics (McAfee and 

Brynjolfsson, 2012; Vidgen, Shaw and Grant, 2017) suggest an organization will 

undergo considerable learning as it finds and discards more and less effective 

ways of working. In short, the ability of an organization to leverage the concepts 

of data analytics will depend on its ability to learn, to transform individually held 

ideas into group action and organizational benefit.  

The learning perspective has emerged to explain phenomena (Bapuji and Crossan, 

2004), and the process-oriented 4I Framework of organizational learning 

(Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) embodies the learning perspective by offering a 

model for interpreting observations of learning. Organizational learning is 

conceptualized as political (Lawrence et al., 2005) and fraught with barriers 
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(Schilling and Kluge, 2009). Many studies have demonstrated the value of using 

the 4IF (Crossan, Maurer and White, 2011), and the organizational learning 

literature has evidence that applying the lens of organizational learning to a 

journey of transformation reveals a deeper, more nuanced view of the change 

(Zietsma et al., 2002; Bontis, Crossan and Hulland, 2002; Holmqvist, 2004; 

Berends and Lammers, 2010). Thus, this study applies the learning lens to the gap 

between analytics and outsourced service management to develop a refined 

understanding of the impact. 

The review of the literature and the synthesis has drawn from scholarly research 

to examine the challenges introduced by outsourcing a public service, in particular 

the challenge of managing opportunism and service provider performance and has 

demonstrated how concepts from data analytics may be applied to an outsourced 

service environment to improve accountability management. The organizational 

learning literature demonstrates there is value to using a learning perspective to 

explore the transformation.  
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7 RESEARCH DESIGN AND 

METHODS 

Early thinking in this research study explored the idea that if opportunism could 

be detected and classified to enable analysis, the analysis would lead to public 

manager decisions for how to manage opportunism more effectively. The 

researcher theorized that as decisions were implemented in reaction to 

opportunistic behaviour, service provider performance scores would increase in 

severity because public managers would find more and better ways of detecting 

opportunism, driving severity scores upward. Over time, scores would 

presumably drop as providers adjusted to the public managers’ actions, then rise 

as new acts of opportunism surfaced and were detected. The pattern might mimic 

rolling hills. This approach to the research was reconsidered because the 

researcher resolved that trying to establish a correlation of this nature would be 

subject to many variables in the business environment that confound the 

relationship between business action and instances of opportunism.  

Shifting to a purely qualitative approach led to increased harmony between the 

researcher’s basic beliefs that paramount to the study was understanding the lived 

experience of individuals involved in the change, without trying to prove there 

was a single truth to be discovered. The shift led to rich findings about the 

challenges to introducing an analytics orientation, and the many barriers that 

surface when individuals learn to work in new ways. 

This chapter begins by exploring the researcher’s orientation to inquiry which 

exposes the researcher's epistemological, axiological and ontological bases. The 

second section examines the foundational tenets of qualitative case study research 

that uses the case as a forum for action research in a partnership between scholars 

and practitioners. The third section applies the design components of the 

qualitative case study and longitudinal study to the business context of managing 

opportunism in an outsourced provider relationship using the interview as the 

mechanism for making sense of an organization’s learning journey. The fourth 

section describes the approach to organizing the work, the sources of data and 
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how data were managed to maintain their veracity and validity, and how data were 

collected and analysed. The last section describes the approach taken for recursive 

analysis using a step-by-step analysis of the approach and provides supporting 

examples. 

7.1 An Orientation to Inquiry 

The researcher’s orientation to inquiry is formulated on three premises: the 

researcher is a participant-observer, the researcher has power and influence and 

must use her position wisely, and the researcher is as much affected by the 

research as affecting it. These three points underpin the research design in terms 

of what the researcher considers critically important from the nexus of the 

epistemological, axiological and ontological perspectives. 

7.1.1 Participant-Observer 

Scholars (Zhang, 2015; Swanson, 2005) have explored and asserted the legitimacy 

of participant-observer, acknowledging the researcher’s challenge is to maintain 

objectivity while acting in a dual role. In this study, the researcher assumed the 

duality of participant-observer in a few ways. As a research participant, she was 

closely involved in building the framework for using data analytics and the 

wholesale changes that accompanied that change, such as re-structuring the 

organization, implementing new technology and introducing new business 

processes. The researcher was also a participant while performing the role of 

interviewer, since in this role she listened to individuals recount their experiences 

and engaged in conversation, which resulted in creating new knowledge among 

the interviewees and the interviewer. As an observer, the researcher adopted the 

perspective she was performing the role of documentary filmmaker: observing 

and recording as the study unfolded, even while participating.  

7.1.2 Responsible Use of Power and Influence 

The researcher was aware she held a position of power and influence based on her 

relationships with members of the leadership team and with respected, long-

serving members of the organization. The researcher recognized she was 

responsible for using this influence wisely by listening carefully, protecting the 

information received, and presenting whatever realities emerged without driving 
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to a preconceived outcome. In a study of social support in widowhood, Scott, 

Verney, Longenbaker, Markey and Bisconti (2007) found that the risk of 

repercussion from others who might use study information to penalize participants 

led to contradictory study findings. Participants responded in one way when they 

perceived their information was potentially traceable and contradicted their 

responses when they perceived information would be held in trust and was not 

traceable. Drawing from these findings, the researcher maintained a responsibility 

to empower members of the organization to speak freely, and to develop methods 

for protecting information so that the assurance that participant information would 

be held in confidence was grounded in the methodology. Moreover, the researcher 

believed she was ethically bound to present whatever realities unfolded, however 

contradictory they appeared. Although the research was performed in 

collaboration with a public-service organization, it was not performed to deliver 

an outcome attractive to the organization. Indeed, over time, the research approach 

and focus evolved with business input, and unexpected outcomes emerged.  

7.1.3 The Researcher: Affected by the Research and Affecting It  

Rule and John (2015) assert the researcher can, and must, lay aside pre-existing 

assumptions to avoid colouring one’s perceptions. Amis and Silk (2008) observe 

this ontological premise threads its way through much qualitative research; 

however, it should be challenged on the grounds that the researcher is as much 

affected by the research as affecting it (Passmore, 1990). To Groenwald’s (2004) 

point, the researcher cannot be detached from her own presuppositions, and she 

should not suggest otherwise. Although researchers must strive to be objective, 

they will see what they expect to see (Ketokivi and Choi, 2014). Passmore’s 

(1990) point that science does not take place in a value-free cloud because human 

actions are always contextual and holistic is as true for an interpretist tradition, as 

it is for a positivist. Yin's (1994; 2014) continued assertion that one unique 

characteristic of a qualitative case study is that the researcher has no control over 

behavioural events simply does not account for the researcher's influence as she 

actively participates by selecting participants and questions, identifying emergent 

themes by singularly interpreting data, and feeding research findings back in a 

way that makes sense to the researcher. In this study, the researcher adopted the 

technique of constant reflection by stepping outside of the situation to reflect on 

what was happening, thus, striving for an honest accounting even while 
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acknowledging complete objectivity is an illusion.  

7.2 Foundational Tenets of Qualitative Research 

This section considers three foundational tenets of qualitative research. The first 

is that qualitative research is quality research, and it does not need a positivist lens 

to be sound and credible (Amis and Silk, 2008). The second tenet is that the case 

study is an end in itself (Ketokivi and Choi, 2014). The case study need not start 

with theory; instead, it may generate, elaborate and test theory by managing the 

tension between a theoretical construct and empirical analysis (Ketokivi and Choi, 

2014). The third is the premise that action research performed in a scholar-

practitioner partnership delivers rich findings of value to both business and 

academic communities (Zhang, Levenson and Crossley, 2015). 

7.2.1 Qualitative Research Is Quality Research 

Quantitative research has long held sway as the vanguard of knowledge creation, 

based on the positivist premise that reality awaits discovery. As useful as the 

positivistic lens has been for contributing to knowledge, reality is not necessarily 

waiting to be discovered (Passmore, 1990). The notion that knowledge develops 

solely from proving theoretical propositions denies that knowledge is created 

through acquaintances, feelings and experience (Passmore, 1990).  

The qualitative researcher has been steadily contributing to knowledge using the 

ontological premise that assumes knowledge is created, not discovered. Bluhm, 

Harman, Lee and Mitchell (2011) report that the increase in qualitative research 

between 2000 and 2010 has been higher than the increase demonstrated the 

previous 20 years, and they acknowledge the positive contribution qualitative 

research has made for advancing management theory. And yet, however much 

qualitative research is on the rise and is accepted as a valid approach to research, 

scholars also observe that qualitative researchers continue to use a positivistic lens 

(Bluhm et al., 2011; Amis and Silk, 2008). Amis and Silk (2008) find those 

performing qualitative research fall on a spectrum of approach that has at the one 

end those attempting to mimic quantitative methods under a qualitative banner to 

increase the credibility of the research, and at the other end are those who perceive 

all knowledge as value-laden and who pursue a moral responsibility to credibly 

present the lived experience of others in whatever form lends itself to the 
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narrative. Amis and Silk (2008) term those at one end, foundationalists, and those 

at the other end non-foundationalists. The idea that qualitative research must be 

made credible through quantitative methods such as triangulation and 

generalizability is persistent (Yin, 1994; 2014; Ellinger, Watkins and Marsick, 

2005), and it demonstrates a theoretical divide of what makes qualitative research 

quality research.  

Both quantitative and qualitative scholars have refuted the perceived inadequacies 

of qualitative research using various arguments (Lincoln, 2005; Flyvberg, 2006; 

Pratt, 2009). Pratt (2009) argues the perception that qualitative research lacks 

quality is because qualitative research lacks a boiler plate for methods and analysis 

that quantitative research enjoys. In his view, increasing clarity around research 

methodology is one approach that will increase its quality perception. Flyvberg 

(2006) attempts to narrow the divide using well-reasoned arguments that 

demonstrate  

concrete, context-dependent knowledge is not inferior to theoretical, context-

independent knowledge. Lincoln (2005) suggests labelling some kinds of 

knowledge as the “‘gold standard’ and other kinds ‘scholarship’ but not scientific” 

is to limit richness, depth and variety in knowledge (p. 223). She proposes 

thinking along the lines that different models of knowledge creation contribute to 

different snapshots of the same phenomena. Good theory has long been built on 

“deep, comparative, observational data” (Lincoln, 2005, p. 231), and these are 

methods available to both qualitative and quantitative researchers. 

A practical approach to identifying what makes qualitative research quality 

research comes from Bluhm et al. (2011) who characterize quality qualitative 

research as occurring in a natural setting, giving voice to others, being flexible to 

outcomes, and adopting analytical methods that reduce large quantities of 

personal experience data into themes that can explain the phenomena better than 

the data in its source format. To this, the point should be added that quality 

qualitative research, like any good research, requires methodological rigour, 

orderliness and method to research design, data collection and analysis (Eden and 

Huxham, 1996).  
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7.2.2 The Case Study: An End in Itself 

The qualitative researcher is often a case study researcher. Rule and John (2015) 

present the qualitative researcher as one who both identifies the object to be 

researched, and one who defines the relationship between the object under study 

and the researcher performing the research. This applies to case study research, 

where ‘case’ is the object investigated, and ‘study’ refers to the persons who 

perform the research.  

While there is general agreement that the case study examines a phenomenon 

within a real-life context (Rule and John, 2015; Ketokivi and Choi, 2014; Yin, 

2014; Flyvberg, 2006), there is less agreement on what makes case study research 

valid research. Some scholars suggest the strength of a case study lies within 

positivist methods, where a sound case uses methods that prove data validity, 

reliability and triangulation (Yin, 2014; Ellinger, Watkins and Marsick, 2005). A 

conventional approach to case study research suggests researchers start with 

theory and make analytical generalization the goal of a case study (Yin, 2014). 

Here again are echoes of the positivist tradition, where generalization validates 

the case study. However, the role of theory in a case study deserves new thinking. 

Ketokivi and Choi (2014) propose the case study should be considered within a 

theoretical “mode”, which can take several approaches (p.233). Among their 

propositions are the idea of starting with a theory construct to explore its 

application via a case study; generating a theory by finding similarities and 

differences across cases; testing a theory, as when a theory is brought forward to 

probe its propositions by using case findings; or perhaps elaborating an existing 

theory by introducing new concepts and relationships discovered through the 

analysis of case data. 

Another approach to addressing this perceived weakness is a dialogic approach to 

theory generation. Rule and John (2015) conceptualize theory as arising from the 

dialogue that naturally occurs when the theorist explores extant research, tests and 

experiments in case research, applies theory in practical applications, and 

responds to critique. They suggest theory may inform how a case study is 

constructed, or theory may be tested and applied in a case study, but equally valid 

is that a case study may begin without theory and be generated using grounded 

theory and phenomenological methods. A good question to ask is whether theory 

is even a “useful category in case research” (Rule and John, 2015, p. 4). Amis and 
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Silk (2008) observe theory may not be readily apparent in a qualitative study of a 

single case, especially when the sole objective is to give voice. 

The key point to observe is that the case study is an end in itself (Ketokivi and 

Choi, 2014). Its value lies in the methodological and analytical rigour that 

translates individually held experience into theoretical propositions. It generates 

knowledge through deep examination of a situationally grounded context, and it 

may generate theory (Rule and John, 2015; Ketokivi and Choi, 2014) instead of 

starting with theory. Moreover, it offers no single truth. The case study is an 

opportunity for different interpretations to surface, be they from research 

participants, the researcher and from those who read the case after the fact (Amis 

and Silk, 2008). 

7.2.3 Action Research: A Partnership Between Scholars and Practitioners 

The roots of using the workplace for conducting research is traceable to Kurt 

Lewin and his belief in Gestalt psychology, along with his interest in 

democratization and group dynamics as he applied them in developing principles 

of field research. Lewin is credited with coining the term ‘action research’ because 

research participants were actively engaged in the change being studied (Bargal, 

2006). Bradbury, Mirvis, Neilsen, and Pasmore (2008) have traced socio-

technical theory, the leaderless group focused on self-study, emotions and 

relationships being integral to decision-making, and systems thinking to Lewin's 

influence. Each of these concepts is associated with deep study that has pushed 

the agenda to not only collaborate in the field, but also act as a catalyst to change 

using practical knowledge gained from working inside a system. Argyris (1997) 

believed Lewin's field theory was a meta-theory, where action research was a 

theory for how to build a theory. Lewin’s principles of emphasizing the total 

situation, considering psychological phenomena as real, and constructing 

meaning from group behaviour emanating from the tension between constancy 

and change resonate today in the action research literature (Revans, 1982; Roth 

and Senge, 1996; Bargal, 2006; Bradbury et al., 2008; Raelin, 2008). Indeed, early 

thinking from Revans (1982) demonstrates Lewin’s influence by proposing actors 

must be involved in the action by conceiving it, then acting it. Action research 

extends the case study by engaging research participants in the change, and not 

limiting the study to how the change affected them.  
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Action research and its close cousins of action learning and action science all 

generate learning in the workplace. Action learning involves learners in the 

workplace reflecting on actions that occurred in a work setting (Raelin, 2008). 

Revans (1982) conceived action learning as an approach to management 

education, where participants learn with and from each other by doing. Similarly, 

action science stimulates and encourages action learning using intervention 

methods that expose practices that inhibit learning (Argyris, 1995). Like its action 

learning and action science cousins, action research delivers actionable 

knowledge by conducting research in the field and by collaborating with subjects 

(Zhang, Levenson and Crossley, 2015). In practice, this means growing and 

evolving change from the experience of the participants (Bradbury et al., 2008). 

Argyris (1995) proposed action research, performed with the goal of stimulating 

organizational learning, must be descriptive to present a view of reality, must 

focus on effective actions based on individual and organizational value, and be 

prescriptive enough to produce generalizations and test theoretical propositions. 

At the heart of action research is the goal of encouraging organizational learning 

by doing (Revans, 1982; Argyris, 1995; Raelin, 2008), and keeping action 

research grounded in sound research practices of transparent methodology and 

orderliness (Revans, 1982; Argyris, 1995; Eden and Huxham, 1996). 

7.3 Research Design 

This research was designed using the foundational tenets of qualitative research 

described above. The study examines a single case bound by the activity of 

introducing an analytics orientation and studying the learning journey. The case 

was information rich, characterized by 23 years of outsourced public service 

delivered by more than 200 service providers, and managed by a government 

organization with a troubled history of grappling with outsourcing challenges 

(Office of the Information and Privacy Commissioner, 1998). It was situationally 

grounded in the business context of how an organization manages service provider 

opportunism, and it was designed to elaborate on the theoretical construct of how 

organizations learn. Through prolonged, longitudinal engagement and 

methodological rigour in the management of case study data and analysis, the case 

delivered the experience of a learning journey and invited reader interpretation. 

Central to the design was the interview, the mechanism for extracting the learning 
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experience and enabling interpretation. In this study, the interview was 

“conversation with a purpose” (Lincoln, 2005, p. 227), facilitating individual 

sense-making. Interviewing participants created a venue for learning, even while 

that learning may not have been visible or discernable (Huber, 1991). By adopting 

the ontological premise that knowledge will unfold through “inter-subjective 

exchanges” (Lincoln 2005, p. 224), the research was grounded in phenomenology, 

where the task of the researcher became unearthing unique perspectives 

(Groenwald, 2004) and through “bricolage” piecing together a representation of 

the learning journey (Ruona, 2005, p. 235).  

7.4 Study Methods 

The work of the study is depicted in Figure 8 below to distinguish when the 

researcher was embedded in the organization, and when she was exploring how 

the organization learned.  

 

Work of the Study Depicted in Phases 

 

Figure 8. Work of the study depicting phases. 

Shows extent to which researcher was embedded in organization. Source: 

Author, adapted from Creswell (2015). 
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The researcher embedded in the organization in Phases I and II which involved 

implementing technology and supporting business changes for collecting and 

analysing data. The researcher decreased her direct involvement in Phase III, 

stepping back to interpret the learning that occurred in the first two phases. 

7.4.1 Key Activities 

Phase I was a preparation phase during which the action research principles of 

embedding and collaborating with the organization delivered actionable 

knowledge derived from new technology and processes. Setting goals with the 

organization, recruiting critical resources to participate and transfer their 

knowledge to others, designing and managing the development of technology, re-

engineering processes, and supporting the organization to re-organize were key 

activities during Phase I. During this time, the researcher maintained a desk in the 

organization. 

The activities of Phase I enabled Phase II, during which service provider data were 

generated from new performance management processes. During this phase, the 

researcher reduced her involvement to create space for learning and did not 

maintain a desk in the organization. She returned regularly to participate in 

meetings, inform of project progress, and conduct interactive workshops to 

explore her analysis of performance with members of the organization. An 

approach to service provider assessment was developed during Phase II, and the 

researcher supported that activity through regular visits and meeting participation. 

The goal of this phase was two-fold: develop participant familiarity with the data 

being generated to encourage learning from the data, and to finish parts of the 

accountability framework that had not been completed during Phase I. 

Phase III was enabled by Phase II because much learning about performance 

management occurred during Phase II, paving the way for the researcher to study 

how that learning occurred. The principal activity of Phase III involved 

conducting interviews to explore the learning journey and analysing the findings, 

and it also included ongoing support for the analytics orientation. 

Phase III began with a Pilot Study to test the methods for interviewing, the process 

for recursive analysis, and how to manage changes to discussion prompts. The 

Pilot Study was held during the first six weeks of Phase III, and the researcher 
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targeted interviewing one-third of participants drawing from a mix of new and 

more experienced individuals.  

7.4.2 Longitudinal Timeline 

The study was performed over four years. The first three years allowed sufficient 

time for introducing technology and processes to introduce analytics, and for the 

organization to develop expertise with the re-designed accountability processes of 

monitoring, measuring and managing. Over the course of the third year, the 

researcher analysed the data collected and presented it to the organization to 

develop deeper levels of knowledge about the data and how it could be used to 

manage provider performance. The final year was used to explore the learning 

journey with members of the organization. Figure 9 below depicts the longitudinal 

timeline, providing an overview of when the major activities of the study 

occurred. 

 

Depiction of Longitudinal Study Timeline and Major Activities 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Depiction of years of the longitudinal study.  

Source: Author. 



 

123 

7.4.3 Data Sources and Management 

The researcher had access to a wide variety of data generated by business 

processes, records of provider performance, presentations and emails forwarded 

to the researcher to validate dates of events, and updates on branch events, such 

as the assignment of the new Executive Director. The researcher extracted 

provider performance data, collected by the business via accountability processes, 

into a repository that was used in Phase II to develop shared understanding of 

provider behaviour and the nature of opportunism in this business context. In 

keeping with Yin’s (2014) case study recommendations, all materials collected 

were maintained in a database with metadata that identified the source, a 

timestamp of when it was received and a description of the information (refer 

below to Table 1, Table of Materials Collected and to Appendix C, Case Materials 

Database). This process facilitated efficient access to the materials during 

analysis and interpretation. 

Data from Phase I included emails communicating the study, and responses to the 

researcher; copies of presentations given to inform leaders and desk staff of the 

study, and reports to describe the progress of the study. Information that described 

the requirements, design and development of the data analytics framework and 

technology were stored on an organizational SharePoint site and were not 

included in the research database of materials. 

Data from Phase II included time-stamped data extracts from the repository of 

performance indicators, interactive presentations that walked participants through 

the analysis the researcher conducted on the extracts, and handouts for interactive 

sessions. The researcher maintained a record of emails communicating major 

branch events, such as hiring decisions, and the re-stack of the building, which 

affected physical team location and team dynamics in the restructuring consequent 

to the study. 

Data from Phase III included presentations used to re-engage participants for the 

final phase, records for scheduling and tracking interviewees, records for 

managing changes to discussion prompts during the pilot study, and interview 

notes. The researcher continued to be involved in meetings during this time and 

retained copies of meeting minutes, branch communiqués, and reports from the 

business on provider performance. Throughout all phases of the study, the 
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researcher maintained reflective notes about what was observed in meetings and 

from ad hoc encounters, and these were stored with all other supporting 

documentation. At the end of Phase III, materials that were developed to deliver 

a primer on the analytics framework and the study results were added to the 

repository, along with materials used for leadership discussions about findings on 

organizational learning barriers. 

In some cases, the subject of a meeting led the researcher to develop additional 

materials to capture the essence of what was discussed, as was the case for a May 

2018 meeting used to construct a timeline of significant events between 2015 and 

2018 (see Appendix A, Timeline of Significant Events). The discussion timeline 

was transferred into an electronic depiction and shared with the resources who 

supplied the information to validate accuracy and completeness. This timeline was 

later used to broaden an understanding of participant comments, such as those 

associated with the branch re-organization and its effect on learning to use 

analytics. 

An overview of the database of materials is presented Table 1 below. If the middle 

column indicates the description for another layer of data is available, that 

additional information is supplied in Appendix C, Case Materials Database. 
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Table of Materials Collected 

Phase Materials 

Apply To 

More detail 

in Appendix? 
Description of Contents 

All Phases No 

Contains a complete inventory of all research materials 

collected with a description at the storage folder level, or 

where appropriate, details of individual data sources, such as 

a file or paper records. 

All Phases No 

Contains a record of more than 170 meetings, emails received 

and notices of branch events. Each entry contains date 

information received, a category to which information 

belongs (meeting, branch event, accountability processes, 

performance indicators, etc.) and brief description (e.g., 

“email notice communicating framework description”). This 

record was used to easily locate and correlate information 

during recursive analysis. 

Phase I – Inception 

and Project 

Management 

No 

Contains materials used to socialize the research project, 

formal agreement to participate in the project, and progress 

reports. 

Phase II – Service 

Provider Data 

Extracts 

No 

Contains date-stamped extracts of service provider 

performance data, details of the analysis, and materials 

developed to present the data to business participants, 

including interactive workshop handouts. 

Phase III – Materials Yes 

Contains materials collected and developed during Phase III. 

 

Appendix contains details of sub-folders and individual files 

describing, for example, new processes for managing 

accountability, records of service provider non-compliance, 

etc. 

Phase III – Interview 

Files 
Yes 

Contains date-stamped documents of interview notes with 

names removed. Each file contains the discussion prompt and 

the interviewee response.  

 

Appendix contains details of individual files used for 

maintaining interviewee anonymity and the source files used 

to collect interview data. 

Phase III – Working 

Findings 
Yes 

Contains working notes, electronic and paper, used to analyse 

data collected during interviews and to develop Findings. 

 

Appendix contains details of individual files used for 

participant tracking, interview data parsed into individual 

comments from the source interview files, and theme 

identification. 

Post-Interview – 

Learning 

Presentations 

No 

Contains materials used for presenting topics in the learning 

sessions delivered after interviews were completed. Examples 

include: a sign-up schedule for presentations, handouts for 

interactive sessions, presentation materials, follow up 

references to encourage ongoing learning. 

Post-Interview – 

Leadership 

Discussion 

No 

Contains materials used for leadership exercises to enable 

conversation about learning barriers, such as escalating to 

resolve differences. Contains follow up letters to leaders to 

summarize discussion. 

Table 1. Description of Materials Collected 

7.4.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

Each phase of the project involved collecting and working with different types of 

data. In Phase I, information was collected, and materials developed to support 
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introducing and managing the project; no analysis was appropriate during this 

Phase.  

During Phase II, the researcher retrieved and analysed service provider 

performance data from the technology solution introduced in Phase I. Descriptive 

statistics was the primary method of analysis, and the results of analysis were 

presented to a management team of directors and supervisory leaders. See 

Appendix A, Significant Business Events for timing of these presentations. The 

intent of the presentations was to help the organization become familiar with the 

data collected, to develop deeper understanding of new business processes, to 

explore the nature of opportunism, and to develop familiarity with basic statistical 

concepts. Sessions were designed to be interactive, involving participants in 

prediction exercises to challenge tacitly held beliefs about the service provider 

network, exploring, for example, whether the data supported finding more 

opportunism in small communities compared to large, which business processes 

detect high- compared to low-risk performance indicators, and how effective 

keystroke data were for detecting anomalous patterns. Presentation materials were 

made available to participants for presenting to divisional units in the 

organization. 

After collecting a full year of data, a final interactive workshop was delivered to 

explore trends. A sample of the issues explored is found in Figure 10 below, 

which depicts two slides from the final presentation. These slides discuss high and 

medium-high (H-MH) risk performance indicators that identify contractual 

breaches, incorrect information collected during the delivery of a service, services 

delivered to clients ineligible for the service, information delivered late to the 

branch, and inventory, such as license plates, that went missing. 
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During Phase III, the researcher collected and analysed data about the learning 

journey via semi-structured interviews. The following sections describe how 

participants were selected to participate, the ethical treatment of participants, the 

use of discussion prompts during interviews, including how changes to prompts 

were managed, and the use of recursive analysis. 

7.4.5 Study Participant Selection 

The 45 Phase III study participants were attached to the Motor Vehicles and 

Registries Administration (MVRA) branch in provincial jurisdiction of the 

Government of Alberta. They were organized under two Directors, one 

responsible for service provider accountability, and the other for administering 

the motor vehicle program. A third area, overseen by a manager, provided branch 

support and project management services. A unit that moved into the branch 

during the course of the study was not included, nor were units from other 

branches that participated in service provider accountability in an associative 

capacity. See Appendix B, Branch Organization.  

Approximately one third of the organization comprised new resources with less 

than a year of experience with the branch. The researcher strove to interview one-

third of the organization for the pilot but accepted all participants who opted for 

early participation. The approach resulted in 38% participating during the pilot 

study, and the remainder participated post-pilot. 

Sample of Data Analysis Presentation from Phase II 

  

Figure 10. Slides from one presentation of performance data.  

Source: Author. 
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7.4.6 Participant Engagement 

To ensure alignment among members of the hierarchy, the researcher initially 

presented an overview of the study to the leadership team to familiarize them with 

the current phase and gauge ongoing interest. Following leader engagement, small 

work groups were invited to the same presentation to ensure they understood the 

research context and research methods. A record was kept of each session to note 

who attended and to capture reflections of participant reactions and enthusiasm. 

Two types of interviews were planned: one to focus on what was learned, and the 

second to focus on how learning occurred. It was expected that all members would 

participate in interviews focused on how the organization learned to use data 

analytics, but not all would participate in interviews focused on knowledge held 

about the analytics framework because some job responsibilities did not involve 

working with the framework. 

Although not every participant would be invited to each type of interview, each 

participant was still informed there were two interviews, and that invitations 

would be issued appropriate to a job performed. There was no intention to select 

a sub-set of participants from all possible participants because randomization 

would be a near-impossible task from so small a group. Therefore, all participants 

who elected to be included were included. Scholars recognize the value of ideas 

untainted by the influences of expertise (March, 1991); for this reason, it was 

anticipated that even new employees would have insights of value.  

7.4.7 Ethical Treatment of Participants 

At the presentations, participants were apprised of the interview format and the 

expected length of time for an interview. Participants were assured the study was 

not designed to test how well the organization performed, and that all answers 

were correct answers because there was no desireable answer the researcher was 

seeking to find. The researcher’s methods for anonymizing and analysing 

interview content were also presented to underscore the researcher’s intention of 

maintaining confidentiality. Participants were invited to discuss the process and 

express concerns publicly or in confidence, and they were informed they could 

easily opt out by declaring no interest, or simply declining an interview invitation. 
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7.4.8 Interview Data Collection 

Interviews were booked once the overview presentations had been delivered to 

leaders and line staff. Each interview commenced by assuring the participant of 

confidentiality, again covering how participant responses were anonymized, and 

advising members they would be invited to two interviews if appropriate to the 

work they performed in the organization. In early interviews, the researcher used 

a microphone to record interviews, placing it at one end of the table in the meeting 

room. The microphone was a ball on a tripod of approximately 30 cm high. The 

researcher determined participants found the microphone distracting, as they often 

glanced toward it during the interview. After several interviews, this practice was 

discontinued to reduce the perception of intrusion. Like other researchers who 

have sought to reduce intrusion by focused listening and note taking (Berends and 

Lammers, 2010), the researcher found she was able to focus on the interviewee 

by careful listening, taking notes on a laptop, and adding comments and detail 

during post-interview reflection. 

7.4.9 Open-ended and Statement-style Discussion Prompts 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted by posing both open-ended questions 

and statement-style prompts for discussion and inviting participants to respond 

(see Appendix D, Interview Prompts). The following demonstrates the difference 

in approaching a discussion about perceptions of the organization as innovative 

using an open-ended question compared to a statement prompt: 

Open-ended question: How would you describe the organization in terms of 

being innovative? On what do you base your description? 

Statement-style: Our culture can be described as innovative. 

For statement-style prompts, participants were encouraged to agree, disagree or 

fall somewhere mid-point. Whether the participant agreed or disagreed with the 

statement was immaterial since the objective of the statement was to elicit 

conversation to explore the nature of a participant’s perceptions and the 

underpinning reasoning. The statement-style prompts were adapted from Bontis, 

Crossan and Hulland (2002).  

The pilot study was an opportunity for trialling both types and led to re-phrasing 

many open-ended questions into statement prompts since the format lent itself to 
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effective probing and clarifying, useful techniques for uncovering contradictory 

ideas that are inevitable in human sense-making (Flyvberg, 2006). For example, 

a participant might readily agree with the statement ‘our organization can be 

characterized as innovative’ but supply contradictory information in the 

discussion which probes to understand how the organization is innovative. This 

leads to rich discussion about the aspects of the organization that feed a perception 

of innovation, and also those aspects that cause the participant to think otherwise. 

The format supported capturing and exploring the nuances of how a participant 

could hold both positions, such as the organization could be characterized both 

innovative and intransigent. Refer to Chapter 8, Pilot Study for a discussion of the 

experimentation that occurred with both formats. 

Since prompts were modified in the early stages of participant interviews, changes 

were tracked and versioned by date. A single discussion prompt could be 

numbered differently in an interview depending on the date it was used and based 

on the number of changes made to the prompt and prompt order. Each prompt was 

mapped to a master theme, which enabled several benefits. Regardless of the 

changes made to the prompt, its essential theme remained coupled to a master 

theme, facilitating exploration of interview data by master theme. A second 

benefit of tracking changes was that it enabled locating the original content in the 

source file. For example, if an interview prompt was numbered 4 and mapped to 

central theme 4 and later renumbered to 3, prompt theme 4 contained the record 

indicating the information originated as number 4 but could be found as prompt 3 

in the source file of interview notes. The system allowed interview prompt 

numbers to function as content locators, in much the same way as textual line 

numbers locate content. Responses to a single prompt were not so long that 

locating the source idea was impeded by not having a specific line number. 

Because interview content was parsed into distinct ideas in a separate file, 

maintaining the source file of interview notes was important for revisiting an 

essential idea within its original context. 

7.4.10 Recursive Analysis 

To prepare the interview data for analysis, participant names were coded to 

remove identifying information and to obscure the identity of the person even 

from the researcher. To find the source of a comment, the researcher had to look 
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up the participant code in a separate file. This is a recommended approach (Ruona, 

2005) for focusing on content and placing distance between the interview content 

and feelings the researcher may hold about the participant, the discussion content, 

or how the interview went.  

Each separate idea supplied by a participant was parsed and placed into a row in 

a Microsoft Excel worksheet, where the data were connected to the participant 

code, and participant attributes, such as being new to the organization or working 

in a leadership role. Breaking up sentences and paragraphs by parsing interview 

notes into ideas and copying ideas into a spreadsheet meant the source interview 

file was left intact, while ideas were available for exploration in many singular 

ways using Excel. Using a spreadsheet for analysis allowed for leveraging pivot 

table functionality. Pivoting data facilitates exploring it from multiple angles, such 

as theme, discussion prompt, participant, work group, and idea prevalence, to 

name a few. Pivot tables also enabled working across interview types to identify 

whether similar ideas emerged from the two foci: how learning occurred and what 

was learned.  

Making sense of qualitative data requires recursive progression to generate 

meaning through inference and interpretation. The researcher adopted the 

recursive process advocated by Ruona (2005) and Yin (2014), designed to support 

trustworthy and credible findings. The researcher read through a single set of 

interview notes to detect emergent themes, and the review was accompanied by 

reflection to think about what the participant was saying via the choice of points 

raised. As the data from each interview were reviewed, parsed and added to the 

data set, themes emerged through reflection. The themes were transformed many 

times over as new interview data were analysed and coded until a final set could 

accommodate all interview data. Ruona’s (2005) recommendations were applied 

to restrict, as much as possible, a single idea being mapped to more than one 

theme, and to avoid themes overlapping each other in their central idea. The 

recursive process described above is depicted below in Figure 11.  
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Other data, such as observational data collected while the researcher attended 

meetings, were later woven into the analysis. A depiction of how this occurred is 

found below in Figure 12.  

Recursive Analysis 

 

 

Figure 11. Process of recursive analysis using interview data.  

Source: Author. 



 

133 

 

Refer to Appendix E, Recursive Analysis Example for an applied example of the 

above process. 

7.5 Summary 

This chapter presents the researcher’s orientation to inquiry as based on the 

researcher as both participant and observer, someone with power and influence 

that must be used wisely, and someone as much affected by the research as 

Recursive Analysis, Additional Sources 

 

Figure 12. Process of recursive analysis using interview data and additional sources.  

Source: Author. 
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affecting it. The research is designed on the foundational tenets of what makes 

qualitative research quality research, incorporating into the design the idea that 

practices from the positivist tradition are not required to make qualitative research 

quality research, the notion of the case study being an end in itself, and the 

adoption of action research as a valuable partnership that draws from sound 

principles of academic research while serving the needs of business participants.  

The methods section describes how the work of the study was organized and 

performed in phases, focusing on what data were collected and how they were 

managed throughout the phases of the project. The database of materials was 

substantial and included records of meetings and interviews, communiques and 

notes kept by the researcher. Extensive analysis of data was performed during 

Phase III after the researcher collected interview data that explored what was 

learned and how learning occurred. Through iterations of recursive analysis, the 

researcher identified emergent and final themes, which are explored in detail in 

Chapter 9, Findings. 

Through conversations that facilitated collecting the data of experience, and 

through recursive analysis, this research was an opportunity for exploring how an 

organization learned when an analytics orientation was introduced to manage 

service provider performance. And, from a meta-learning perspective, it was an 

opportunity to learn about how participants perceived they learned as an 

organization. Therefore, knowledge development and learning played a dual role 

in the study: developing knowledge was an epistemological underpinning for the 

research, and it was the subject of the study.  
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8 PILOT STUDY 

A pilot study was conducted during the first six weeks of the planned time for 

gathering interview data. At the end of the pilot, the researcher paused and 

explored the preliminary findings to appraise the design and methodology of the 

research, evaluate the methods used to collect data, assess the ability to analyze 

the findings, and consider the alignment of the findings to the literature. The pilot 

study enabled the researcher to identify improvements and refinements for 

conducting the remaining interviews and for developing the research findings. 

This chapter contains a description of the approach used for conducting the pilot 

study, how participants were selected, the criteria used to assess the methods used 

for gathering pilot data, the results of the assessment and the revisions made based 

on the results of the assessment. The final section describes preliminary findings 

and briefly outlines how the findings align to the literature. 

8.1 Pilot Study Approach 

A target for the pilot study was to interview 15 people for a total of 30 interviews, 

since each participant would be invited to two interviews. One interview was 

focused on perceptions about the introduction of analytics to manage an 

outsourced provider, and one was focused on perceptions of how learning 

generally occurs in the organization.  

The analytics interviews had 11 open-ended questions. The general learning 

interviews had 10 open-ended questions specific to the learning event of 

introducing the accountability framework, and 18 statement prompts to generate 

discussion about general learning perceptions. The pilot was an opportunity to 

trial the use of two formats for prompting discussion: an open-ended question, and 

a statement to which the participant was invited to respond. Refer to Chapter 7, 

Research Design and Methods for an example of the two types of prompts. 

8.2 Pilot Participants 

The branch had 45 members at the time of the study (see Appendix B, Branch 

Organization). While the goal of the pilot was to conduct 30 interviews and reach 
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one-third of the organization, the actual number of interviews completed was 34, 

18 focused on analytics and 16 focused on general learning. The numbers of each 

type differ because more interviews than needed were booked to accommodate 

cancellations. The combined percent achieved was 38%. Of the 45 branch 

members, 31% (14 of 45 branch members) joined the branch within the previous 

year, and these individuals were encouraged by management to participate in the 

pilot for reasons of inclusion, and to enable exploring the results through the lens 

of those new to the branch.  

Pilot study participants were randomly selected for pilot interviews based on a 

broad call for interest in early participation. Of those who opted for inclusion in 

the pilot, 28% (6 individuals) were new to the organization, and 62% (12 

individuals) held leadership roles. Leaders had a strong interest in early 

participation to understand how the interviews would be conducted. Generally, 

the organization exhibited high interest in participating, leading to higher numbers 

than anticipated for the pilot study, and the enthusiasm to participate supplied 

considerable data for evaluating pilot study objectives. 

8.3 Assessment Criteria 

The following criteria were used to assess the format and suitability of discussion 

prompts: 

 Interview prompt format (open-ended question vs. statement-style) 

 Interview duration 

 Number of prompts for time available 

 Prompt appropriateness and redundancy between the two types of interviews 

(analytics and learning) 

 Applicability for line staff or leadership, and new vs. veteran members 

 Ability to identify emergent themes from recursive analysis and support 

interpretation and inference to develop findings 

8.4 Assessment 

Table 2 below lists the criteria for the assessment and the results.  
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Table of Pilot Study Criteria and Assessment of Results 

Criteria  Assessment 

 

Interview prompt format 

(open-ended question vs. 

statement-style) 

 

Responses to open-ended questions tended to meander, go off-

topic, and home in on a recurring observation, such as ‘poor 

communication in the branch’. This led to greater difficulty in 

parsing ideas and resulted in coding to the same theme many times 

over. 

 

Responses to statement prompts tended to stay on topic and 

participants reacted positively to the opportunity to agree or 

disagree, often jumping directly into explanation without 

prompting. A conclusion drawn from this assessment is that 

statement prompts were narrower in scope, which kept the 

conversation focused. 

 

 

Interview duration 

 

Except for two individuals, all interviews were completed within 

the allotted hour, and as the month progressed, many were 

completed within 55 minutes, leaving time at the end for general 

discussion. Therefore, adjustments to reduce the number of prompts 

because of content overlap allowed for deeper conversation where 

warranted. 

 

 

Number of prompts for time 

available  

 

In the learning interviews, there were 10-13 open-ended questions 

and 18 statements posed to participants. In the analytics interviews, 

there were 11 open-ended questions. The disparity was a 

consequence of trialling statements as a format in the learning 

interviews. Although there were many more learning discussion 

prompts than analytics prompts, participants took considerably 

longer to answer the analytics prompts and participants tended to 

cover broader ground in those interviews, often falling off topic. 

 

 

Prompt appropriateness and 

redundancy between the two 

types of interviews 

 

Similar answers were received in response to several different 

process questions, exposing prompt redundancy and leading to 

reductions in number of prompts. Questions about the framework 

for managing provider performance were better suited to learning 

than analytics interviews so they were re-grouped into that set. 

 

 

Applicability for line staff vs. 

leadership, and new vs. 

veteran staff 

 

Veteran staff generally said much in response to both question and 

statement prompts, and they expressed appreciation for having the 

opportunity to speak candidly about the organization in a safe 

environment. 

 

Questions concerning how the accountability framework was 

introduced and initiatives in the branch that failed to take root were 

inappropriate for new resources. New resources to the branch 

expressed considerable enthusiasm when responding to statement-

type prompts about how learning occurred. This led to rich 

conversation about their perceptions of the organization to which 

they were newly attached. 
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Criteria  Assessment 

 

Ability to identify emergent 

themes from recursive analysis 

and support interpretation and 

inference to develop findings. 

A number of themes emerged from the pilot data. Generally, the 

responses to statement prompts were easier to identify themes since 

respondents tended to stay on topic and ideas were easier to parse. 

 

Supporting documentation, such as the timeline in Appendix A and 

branch communiqués used to discuss the change, were useful for 

providing context for comments, such as those concerning 

stewardship of the framework. 

 

Themes enabled a potential organization for the findings, and the 

detail collected supported developing preliminary findings (see 

Preliminary Findings below) 

 

Table 2. Pilot study assessment criteria and results. 

Source: Author. 

8.5 Revisions to Approach 

The following describes the changes made based on the assessment. 

Changes from open-ended questions to statements: Most open-ended questions 

about introducing an analytics orientation were re-phrased as statements because 

participants meandered less when responding to statement prompts. However, the 

open-ended questions used to prompt discussion about the learning event to 

introduce the accountability framework were not re-phrased as statements because 

they had a narrow focus that was served well by the question format. 

Content focus: Answers to prompts probing business processes revealed an 

overlap which led to reductions in the number of prompts about business 

processes. Data analytics and learning interviews had overlapping content, 

leading to a decision to focus analytics questions solely on the introduction of 

analytics. This improved the focus of interview prompts across the interview 

types. In many cases, language was simplified and targeted as the researcher 

identified language that confused participants and as the researcher learned better 

ways of prompting discussion. 

Appropriate content for different audiences: interview prompts were flagged to 

enable the researcher to drop and include prompts as needed depending on 

whether the interviewee was a new or veteran member or had a leadership role. 

An introductory reminder was added to obtain length of time a resource had been 

with the branch before commencing the interview. 

Process: With respect to limitations to and opportunities for data collection and 
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analysis, the pilot study led to improvements that included scheduling half an hour 

between interviews for interview data clean-up and sense-making so it could be 

performed while the interview was fresh in memory. Another improvement was 

attaching a new attribute to enable grouping themes according to participants with 

a broad organizational vantage point. This is because some participants perform 

activity, such as project coordination, that causes them to work across the 

organization. These individuals brought to bear a more generalized view with 

singular insights about many units.  

Analysis: Analysis was time-consuming and needs to be. A recursive process 

requires developing a thematic coding system, editing and recoding through as 

many iterations as necessary until not only is the researcher intimate with the data 

(Ruona, 2005), but the themes have integrity and alignment to their essential 

ideas. Moreover, the themes must be mutually exclusive (Ruona, 2005). Adhering 

to this rule forces the researcher to constantly review and question codes, and this 

is desirable. The researcher must recode until saturation is obvious. As more 

interview data were added from post-pilot interviews, recoding continued. 

8.6 Preliminary Findings  

The findings below should be considered within the limitations of being derived 

from a pilot study. Two-thirds of the organization did not participate. New 

members to the organization were underrepresented, and leadership was 

overrepresented. Specific teams were both under- and overrepresented. The 

findings below are organized according to perceptions of working in an 

outsourced environment, learning to orient work toward using data and analytics, 

and the organization as both an enabler and impediment to learning to work in 

new ways. Interviewee comments are identified in quotation marks. 

8.6.1 Working in an Outsourced Environment 

Findings show participants perceive "opportunism is extensive" and it is a risk to 

government because of "the extensive information offices have access to," and 

because it is difficult to detect: "there are so many ways it can occur." There is a 

divergence of thought about what motivates providers to act opportunistically, 

where some perceive provider behaviour is explained by the difficult environment 

in which they work, for example: "clerks have a stressful position facing the 
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public" and "clerks haven't been trained because the office doesn't train them." 

Other participants explain provider behaviour as self-interest: "[providers] are 

motivated by money" and "[providers] know how to game a call and can't be 

trusted."  

Like the divergence of opinion about how providers are motivated, there is a 

divergence of opinion about how to manage them. For some individuals, the best 

approach is training and coaching: "we train agents using coaching," and the 

reporting being done is recognized as a learning tool: "clerks should have access 

to reports to learn." Others perceive the need to take action on provider behaviour: 

"some people on the floor want to help agents to fix them but more people are 

understanding we have to act." 

There is recognition that working with the provider network is not standard: "we 

deliver feedback to offices, but we all do it in different ways," and there is thinking 

that there should be more transparency between the government and the network: 

"we haven't published the sanction model so the [network] doesn't understand how 

our system works. This is a problem." 

8.6.2 Introducing an Analytics Orientation 

Between 2016 and late 2018 the organization organically adopted the term 

‘Accountability Framework’ to broadly encompass the change of introducing 

analytics, including the associated technology and business processes. The term 

‘organic’ is used because there was no formal communication or documentation 

distributed to the branch for naming the change; however, the term had become 

part of standard branch lexicon by 2018. Given this evolution of language, 

‘Accountability Framework’ and its shortened forms of ‘Framework’ and ‘AF’ 

were woven into interview discussion prompts, and they surface in the findings. 

Findings suggest the Framework is difficult for individuals to articulate as a 

concept. One individual suggested the Framework is "too difficult to describe," 

and for another: "It's everything: the work we do, what the agents do, the 

monitoring, the coaching, the next steps." For one person, there is a sense of its 

importance but no readily available words to explain it: "the AF is important, but 

I don't follow what it is exactly." Like being unable to articulate what the 

Framework is, individuals had similar difficulty identifying who the steward of 



 

141 

the Framework is. For many the statement was simply "I can't identify a steward," 

and for others stewardship was a shared responsibility: "leaders each have to share 

parts. I have to do my part." 

8.6.3 The Organization as Enabler and Impediment to Learning 

In 2017, the branch went through a significant re-organization into two distinct 

areas for managing the network of providers and managing the MV program. 

Tacitly referred to as ‘the reorg’ by interview participants, this change was 

perceived by many to be both an enabler and impediment to learning to work in 

new ways. Refer to Appendix A for a depiction of this and other significant events. 

Increased Focus on Accountability 

The new processes introduced via the Framework delivered increased focus on 

accountability: "the re-org shows we are serious about agent accountability," and 

increased consistency: "I used to handle my work the way I wanted, but now we're 

more consistent. We have a check list for monitoring." Performing work in a 

consistent way is an issue: "some people have difficulty with consistency because 

they need to do what's important for them instead of doing things the same as 

everyone else," and one that needed addressing since being consistent makes the 

organization and the change defensible: "every office getting the same review - 

that's defensible." 

Using Data 

The Framework introduced the idea of gathering and using data to assess provider 

performance and develop a shared understanding of performance that is grounded 

in data. For one member proficiency in using data is an ongoing exercise: "data is 

still new to us - we have lots of discussion we need to have." For others, data are 

foundational to how teamwork is performed: "all our work is based on evidence" 

and "data helps us be tangible about actions to take." One individual recognized 

data has informed a change in outlook: "I once thought there was a lot of 

opportunism, but I no longer think that because I am informed by the data." Being 

informed by data is not the case for all. One individual noted that in her team, 

members "develop our own perceptions about who the unsatisfactory performers 

are," and another respondent remarked she "can't identify low performers from 

the data, but I know who they are." 
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Several metaphors emerged, providing insight into how members of the 

organization perceive the changed organization. One person described the 

organization as "a spider web," and another as "a web with the [Analytics Office] 

in the middle." Where web suggests a delicate but firm interconnectivity, another 

metaphor suggests the speaker also perceives interconnectivity, but it is less 

stable: "knitting us together needs work - we're dropping stiches". For one 

individual, there is no perception of connectivity: "we're our own islands," and for 

another the organization is a "snake without a head," suggestive of movement 

without direction. A common descriptor for the new organization is that people 

work in "siloes." 

Small Teams Enable Sharing and Learning 

While one participant observes "smaller units are better," another similarly 

perceives there are "fewer distractions because we have fewer tasks" and "we're 

becoming competent on a small number of tasks." In general, participants perceive 

small teams as supportive: "we work together to develop knowledge," and 

efficacious: "we always huddle and talk about things that are effective." For one 

participant, smaller, supportive teams mark a departure from past practices: "in 

the past, if I took initiative there would be resentment because I was new. People 

have learned to let go of that and accept initiative." There is recognition of the 

importance of processes: "we didn't have processes but now we do - we even have 

pictures in our processes," and recognition of the ability to resolve differences: 

"when we have disagreement, we talk and give feedback and we decide as a 

group." 

Dysfunctional Norms Impede Learning 

Although a positive picture emerged of small, effective and supportive teams, 

another picture also emerged of dysfunctional norms that impede learning, even 

from those individuals who presented a positive team view. In discussions about 

lessons being raised to learn from them, there was recognition that "we don't share 

lessons learned," and this was attributed to there being "blame in the culture" and 

that "generally the org doesn't deal with mistakes."  

Discussion about how sharing occurs surfaced the idea that sharing is impeded by 

the norm of taking care to avoid placing oneself as superior to others: "I don't want 

to come across as better than the next person." It was interesting that this surfaced 
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alongside the idea of perceiving one's team is superior to others: "my team is 

effective, but others are not."  

The organization is largely perceived as resistant to change, evidenced by this 

statement made over again even among the small number of pilot participants: 

"dominant voices surface." Alongside dominant voices are perceptions that "some 

opinions are valued more than others," and "the longer someone has been here, 

the more resistant they are to change." One participant observed "new information 

is welcome only when it confirms an existing understanding," suggesting change 

is hard to enact: "people need a lot of convincing to change their ways." A branch 

divide emerged: "We disagree at the branch level and it's rooted in 'this is how 

we've always done things.'" That divide may be feeding compromised 

relationships, since it was noted that the lunch table, where informal sharing 

occurs, is no longer fulfilling that purpose: "the lunch table was always full in the 

past but not now." 

The difficulty in making changes to learn new ways of working may be rooted in 

the challenges individuals reported about how differences are managed. Several 

individuals noted: "we don't always handle conflict well," "we avoid conflict. 

People are defensive," and "we argue in our team and just drop things because it's 

too hard to talk through." Being unable to resolve differences is related to the 

inability to agree a decision, since working through differences is often the 

precursor to reaching a decision. One individual noted: "we agree to a change, but 

people revert to old ways," and another that "many times a decision has been made 

before any discussion." One tactic for making decisions is hierarchical escalation: 

"we can't agree so we assign someone in the hierarchy to make a decision." 

8.6.4 Alignment to the Literature 

The pilot findings demonstrated alignment to the literature. For example, the 

findings show individuals perceive providers act opportunistically (Kettl, 2000; 

Milward and Provan, 2000; Van Slyke, 2007), and that opportunism is perceived 

as a consequence of operating in a free market (Bowman et al., 2015). Explaining 

provider behaviour as being motivated by self-interest aligns to TCE theories and 

the effects of information imbalance (Williamson, 1993; David and Han, 2004). 

Reasoning that provider behaviour is a function of providers working in a 

challenging environment aligns with the constructivist approach that suggests 
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individuals construct an explanation for what is observed (NRC, 2000; 2018). 

There is also alignment to the theory that using relational norms is an effective 

way to manage an outsourced relationship (Ahimbisi, Muhwezi and Nagoli, 2012; 

Carson, Madhok and Wu, 2006; Poppo and Zenger, 2002). 

There is alignment to the NPM value of increased accountability (Hood, 1995), 

and the value of data in an analytics implementation (Vidgen, Shaw and Grant, 

2017). Data are shown to be not simply perceived as important but also feeding 

into the practice and benefits of using data for decision making (Brynjolfsson, Hitt 

and Kim, 2011; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018). The importance 

of leadership and vision were underscored by the difficulty of individuals being 

unable to articulate what the framework is and who is leading its evolution (Senge, 

2006). The literature recognizes monitoring inconsistency is a challenge to 

managing an outsourced provider (Brown and Potoski, 2003; Marvel and Marvel, 

2007; Lambright, 2008), and the findings indicate the changes introduced are 

attempting to address that through increased consistency. 

The findings show the usefulness of language and metaphor to communicate 

concepts (Tsoukas, 1991; March, 1991; Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) and the 

value of a processual model for describing sharing and learning that occurs in 

teams (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999), along with increased competency 

(March, 1991) perceived to arise from small teams focused on a limited number 

of tasks. Comments about the organizational environment suggest individual 

learning is influenced by context in which it occurs (NRC, 2000; 2018), and that 

many barriers to learning originate from organizational norms and practices 

(Schilling and Kluge, 2009).  

8.7 Summary 

The pilot study was well received by business participants who shared their 

thoughts with candour and demonstrated trust in the process. The test of the 

methodology identified areas to address, such as the structure of interview 

questions. Improvements were implemented for the remainder of data collection 

and analysis. The findings align with the literature and show promise for adding 

valuable knowledge to the intersection of outsourced public service management 

of opportunism, analytics and organizational learning.  
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9 FINDINGS 

Individuals participating in interviews gave freely of their time and expressed 

their views with candour, providing the researcher with the rich findings described 

in this chapter. The chapter begins by describing the conventions used by the 

researcher for working with interview data and presenting the findings. The 

second section explores the public service perspective to discern how values 

operate to guide behaviour, and the perceived nature of opportunism in the 

provider network, including how participants explain opportunism and describe 

effective strategies for managing an outsourced provider. The third section 

describes the framework for managing accountability and how members of the 

organization learned about it and conceptualize it. The challenges associated with 

framework implementation are examined, as are perceptions of its impact on the 

organization and its perceived permanence.  

In the fourth section themes are explored that provide insight into how individuals 

perceive their ability to work with data and analytics, accountability processes that 

use data and analytics, and the extent to which members work together as a system 

of interconnected parts to manage accountability. The fifth section examines 

findings related to learning enablers and impediments in the organization using 

the lens of individual learning, learning that occurs in a group, and learning that 

occurs across groups. The final section considers the organizational environment 

and the ways in which vision, the organization structure, culture, and leadership 

dynamics influence learning and lead to institutionalized knowledge.  

9.1 Working with Interview Data 

While care was taken when parsing comments, parsing a discussion into idea 

segments for grouping by theme is an imprecise science, subject to researcher 

judgement. A subtlety can be missed because it is deeply embedded in a 

conversation travelling through many subjects. Ideas can be half-formed and 

contradictory, beginning as one concept and ending as another. As much as 

possible, the researcher attempted to separate ideas and honour contradictions by 

parsing ideas into separate, and sometimes contradictory themes. This approach 
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enabled avoiding the judgement of a perception or choosing a dominant idea, and 

it recognizes participants may sit in contradictory camps, unaware of the 

contradiction. 

Attributes attached to each comment identify sub-sets of participants to 

understand whether the ideas were coming from those with a broad perspective 

(leaders and others who work across the organization), new or veteran staff 

members, or from specific teams within the organization. From this view of the 

data, insights were available to understand the degree of interest those with a 

unique perspective had. Specific comments from participants are identified using 

italics, and content in square brackets was added by the author to provide 

additional context that was understood in the conversation but not articulated. 

Because there are fewer men working in the branch than women, all comments 

use the female pronoun to avoid the potential of identifying a participant. 

9.2 The Public Service Perspective 

In this section, a dominant public service value is revealed in discussions about 

how individuals perceive their work managing an outsourced provider. This is 

followed by public manager  

perceptions of their outsourced partners, and perceptions held about the nature of 

opportunism in the network, its attendant risks and how individuals explain the 

behaviour they observe. The section concludes by examining emergent 

management paradigms that surfaced dynamically as individuals articulated their 

individual views about the ways in which the relationship should be managed. 

9.2.1 Public Service Values 

Participants perceive they play a valuable role as public servants, and 

accountability to the public is a key value, as illustrated by this comment that 

suggests accountability underpins greater care taken with work: “accountability 

has changed, whatever I enter into [the technology system, CARS] are my actions, 

conversations and understandings, and I'm more aware of my accountability for 

information. This makes me more careful.” Other respondents compare the 

government interest in accountability to that held by providers, noting “they're not 

as passionate as we are about accountability” and “agents don't care the way we 

do.” Participants perceive themselves as stewards of the public interest with 
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responsibility for the protection of citizen information: “we owe [our new 

approach] to Albertans to keep information secure” and “we can say this [new 

approach] is how we protect Albertans and build confidence [in our work].” 

9.2.2 The Perceived Nature of Opportunism 

By far, the most numerous comments about the nature of opportunism indicate 

opportunism is extensive and there is certainty it exists. The reasoning underlying 

this perspective is captured by the comments “opportunism can arise from so 

many circumstances so I'm sure it happens” and “we can't always detect 

opportunism because there are many ways it can manifest.” However, in contrast 

to comments about the prevalence of opportunism, many respondents echoed the 

sentiment that “if you look for it, you'll find it,” intimating the perception of 

prevalence may be a consequence of intentionally seeking it out.  

One individual commented several days after the interview that she wanted to 

make the point that her perspective has been informed by the data: “once I thought 

there was a lot of opportunism but maybe it's not the wild west we once thought.” 

Another participant is certain “there was lots of opportunism in 2013, especially 

in larger communities,” relying on a unique perspective derived from experience, 

and seeming to contradict what others are realizing, that “our perception of 

opportunism was in our heads.” Although much “good work” has been 

accomplished, “we still don't know the scope of the problem.” Why the scope of 

the problem cannot be defined is argued that “opportunism requires interpretation 

- not black and white” and acknowledgement that “we don't have enough data.” 

Notwithstanding the perspective that the scope of the problem could be informed 

by data, participants nevertheless form opinions about opportunism and service 

providers using hearsay: “I hear about things, and I see emails,” relying on 

observation: “my evidence is from clerk activity and it's reliable,” and putting on 

the virtual shoes of clerks in agent offices: “I hold my viewpoint from working in 

different units and thinking about the ingenuity of agent personnel.” Respondents 

form opinions about the prevalence of opportunism by referring to what seem to 

be numerous documented instances: “I see so many letters come through and I'm 

so disappointed in long serving agents.” One veteran member notes “agents will 

not change. The problems today are the same I've seen in the past 10 years.”  
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That opportunism is perceived to be a risk to government arises from three main 

sources, the first that service providers have access to valuable information: “we 

know agents have so much at their fingertips and we know what they can do. It 

takes only a single moment of someone realizing what they can do, and it opens a 

pandora's box.” The second source of assessing risk, in this case, low risk, arises 

from agent incompetence: “I think there's not so much risk. They just don't pay 

attention. They make silly mistakes.” And the third assessment of risk arises 

because agent actions can cause harm to government reputation since agents act 

as agents of the crown: “agents appear credible because they are agents of the 

government, and they take liberties [using that delegation],” and “agents can 

misrepresent us … because the public thinks they are dealing with the 

government.” 

9.2.3 Explaining Opportunism 

Explaining the reasons for service provider behaviour falls along a spectrum at 

one end of acting without intent, where behaviour is explained as a function of 

being human, a consequence of the environment in which they work, being 

incompetent, and failing to care seriously about the work. At the other end of the 

spectrum are perceptions that providers intentionally seek to take advantage of 

their position. While one participant observes “agents are naturally curious” and 

another that “there's opportunism because [agents] are human,” many more 

perceive the environment created by the government best explains provider 

opportunism. One respondent new to the government suggests confusing policy 

explains what appears to be opportunism: “I'm learning how vague policy is, but 

I think that if we [in the government] have trouble with it, I can see why agents 

have trouble with interpretation.” This same idea is also expressed by a long 

serving member: “are we asking agents to do the right things? Policy can be 

interpreted in many ways; if we can't understand it, how do we expect an agent 

to?” The similarity in thought may be explained by this idea being socialized 

across the organization, just as the idea that lack of training explains behaviour is 

found across many teams, reflective of this comment: “I'd say 90% of the time, 

[opportunism] is because [agents] don't understand how to do services. [Clerks] 

don't get proper supervision to learn their job properly.”  

Another line of thought explaining opportunism identifies the perspective that 
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individuals working in offices may simply be incompetent: “Probably [their 

behaviour] is more incompetence than intent to commit fraud,” and a singular 

perspective is that “opportunism occurs because agents don't care, and clerks are 

disposable. [Clerks] can be blamed and dismissed instead of the office taking 

responsibility for their failure to provide guidance to clerks.” The idea of 

disposable staff may be a harsh judgement, but the reality of the registry office is 

such that clerks performing registry services often earn minimum wage, have low 

education requirements, and the government imposes no service knowledge 

certification before clerks are granted access to the motor vehicle system. It is 

possible there is a ready supply of inadequately trained individuals who may not 

be valued. One last perspective along these lines suggests clerks in offices behave 

opportunistically because they face pressure from members of the public. As two 

respondents explain it: “clerks do things because of the stress they're under facing 

the public. [I think] there are more errors at month end when it's busy, but I don’t 

know this,” and “clients put pressure on [agents] to bend the rules, so it looks like 

opportunism, but it isn’t.”  

Many respondents reflect the perspective that providers act opportunistically 

because “agents are there to make money.” One respondent notes she found 

“agents stalling on other agent relocations to keep out competition.” A common 

concern is that providers will learn about the changes made to introduce greater 

accountability, and “find weaknesses to exploit” because “when an office knows 

how we investigate, they figure out ways to mask what we're looking for.” One 

respondent observes that providers know how to game the system by performing 

“a service on top of an incorrectly performed service instead of getting a back out 

done by calling in or informing a manager. This allows them to avoid a lecture 

from [provider] managers”. A summary perspective of the agent as advantage-

seeker suggests the changes introduced will not act as a deterrent: “if somebody 

wants to do something bad, they'll do it anyway [even if they know the 

government has the ability to look at their work].” 

9.2.4 Managing an Outsourced Partner  

Working with an outsourced provider is perceived as challenging, given the 

degree to which outsourced providers can exert their power and influence to 

constrain government action. Participants recognize their ability to exercise 
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control over how they manage accountability is restrained: “we have to consider 

the agent perspective when we re-evaluate a decision” and “innovation depends 

on whether there's a potential to affect agents.” One veteran of the organization 

sums the situation thus: “we're constrained by the [provider network]. This is how 

the network works, and we have to keep them happy. If something works to keep 

them happy, then do it.” 

Respondents recognize how providers use their influence: “agents seem to think 

they have entitlement, and they agitate with politicians for their right to do 

business a certain way,” and the influence is coupled to how well-connected 

agents are to the administration: “under another administration, agents had more 

leeway and a good lobby system. Under this administration, agents shifted their 

lobbying to lower levels in the bureaucracy.” That shift is a concern when 

relationships create favour with individual offices: “certain agents have a 

favourable position in the branch. We go to the same agents time again because 

they're friendly, but this will not help us uncover problems.”  

Many staff members previously worked in agent offices, and this experience is 

reflected in an appreciation for the provider perspective. Several newer staff note 

they have background that helps them maintain a balanced viewpoint. One notes 

“agents are just trying to do their jobs,” and another defended providers, reasoning 

“I was an agent, so I understand their perspective. They aren't all idiots.” 

Participants reflect that although the organization has made a substantial change 

in the ability to detect opportunism and manage service provider performance, 

there is desire to take the initiative farther by increasing the use of relational norms 

and the transparency of information sharing in the government-provider 

relationship. A common sentiment is that “we're here to help agents learn and 

work better” and “we could have a more friendly approach. It would be nice to 

build a relationship with agents.” One team member explains her team’s approach: 

“our orientation is that we assist not punish. Can't tell if this is an effective 

orientation. We need more time to assess the impact.” Still others believe there 

could be increased transparency, observing “things change here, and we don't 

even share it with agents” and “we haven't published the sanction model; the 

[provider network] doesn't understand our system.”  

In contrast, others believe there should be a more stringent approach taken with 
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providers by reducing the government’s role as supportive and using the 

"hammer" to greater effect. Comments such as “we do too much hand holding” 

and “agents should take more responsibility for their actions” indicate the 

relational model is inappropriate, while recognizing “people are set in their ways 

on this. The hammer approach is difficult for them. They can't change their view 

of themselves as helper.” One participant reflects that the organization is unclear 

about the best approach for managing the relationship: “we waffle in our 

messaging to agents. If we have a reporting tool, why are we phoning agents and 

coaching them? We seem to be unclear about our approach. Which message is 

more effective? Reporting not coaching. We've been coaching for many years, 

and it doesn't work. Let the data do its work.”  

9.2.5 Summary  

In sum, respondents indicate they value accountability and see themselves as 

protectors of the public interest, specifically as the stewards of valuable citizen 

information. They view partners as able to exert influence that constrains the 

organization, although many express an appreciation for the provider position, 

having worked as service provider employees. Opportunism is perceived as 

extensive, although many acknowledge the scope of the problem is unknown. It 

is a risk to government because providers have ready access to considerable public 

information, they do not always act with competence when managing the 

information, and their actions have the ability to harm government reputation. 

Opinions about opportunism and providers are largely formed from hearsay and 

observation, although some individuals make reference to forming an opinion 

based on data. Provider opportunistic behaviour can be explained by being human 

and curious, lack of training, confusing policy, and because agents simply do not 

care. In contrast, is the dichotomous position that explains provider behaviour in 

terms of them being profit seeking agents, able to game the system to their 

advantage. That dichotomy leads to two approaches for managing providers: use 

a stringent approach and stop the “hand holding,” or increase the use of relational 

norms by fostering agent relationships and increasing transparency into how the 

government is managing the relationship. 
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9.3 Introducing a Framework for Performance Accountability 

In this section the components of a framework introduced for managing provider 

performance accountability are described to establish context for the change and 

the language used by participants. A second section examines how participants 

conceptualize the Framework and the ways in which they learned about it. 

Participants recount several challenges with the implementation which may affect 

its long-term impact. Respondents express the change as positive for the 

organization since it aligns with the public service value of accountability, but a 

stream of thought surfaces that questions the positive impact. Lastly, the section 

examines the reasoning individuals use when assessing the permanence of the 

change, and for those who perceive its permanence, the reasoning used to support 

that perspective. 

9.3.1 The Framework and Branch Organization 

In Phase I of the study the researcher supported the organization to introduce an 

accountability framework (hereafter referred to as the AF or the Framework) and 

supporting technologies. The Framework is based on processes for monitoring, 

measuring performance and managing inadequate performance using data and 

analysis. Refer to Appendix F for a process depiction. 

The change to introduce the Framework was later accompanied by a significant 

branch reorganization into three sections, depicted below in Figure 13. Refer to 

Appendix B, Branch Organization for the distribution of resources in each area. 

Monitoring occurs in the accountability and MV program sections; measuring and 

managing are performed only in the accountability section. The Accountability 

Framework Committee has participation from many areas of the branch, and 

includes individuals external to the branch, represented on the left, such as the 

Special Investigations Unit and the Audit and Compliance unit. 
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9.3.1.1 Monitoring Processes 

Program and accountability resources generate a performance data stream by 

monitoring service transactions. Although most monitoring is performed by teams 

in the accountability section of the organization, some is performed by teams in 

the motor vehicle program and the branch support sections. The monitoring 

performed by branch support is limited to monitoring completion of a freedom of 

information and privacy course required for system access. Individuals 

performing course compliance monitoring do not log their findings into the 

performance data stream.  

Most performance indicator data are obtained by reviewing reports, service 

transaction details and documentation, and by taking calls from service provider 

personnel (clerks). A variety of reports are monitored, and some are generated by 

automated anomaly detection, where a pattern of keystrokes is identified as an 

anomaly and resources review a report containing each instance of the pattern for 

opportunism. Service transactions are selected for review using a technology 

routine that scans the available pool of services completed and randomly selects 

a pre-determined number, presenting them for a resource to review. Resources 

spend substantial time reviewing the documentation supporting service 

Conceptualization of Organizational Structure 

 

 

Figure 13. Organizational structure conceptualized.  

Structure is conceptualized into three parts and depicts external influences. 

Source: Author. 
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transactions; however, the availability of the documentation is challenged by 

providers physically mailing documents to the government for scanning and 

uploading, causing a review delay of approximately two months after the service 

was completed. 

Participants make reference to several technology systems used in the 

Framework: CARS, ROADS, MOVES. As individuals monitor provider 

performance, they enter performance indicators into CARS using a classification 

system that enables analysis and assessment when aggregated. ROADS data are 

generated by provider personnel performing services for citizens using the motor 

vehicle transaction system, MOVES. Each keystroke in a service transaction is 

captured and can be formed into patterns available in reports that are monitored 

for anomalies. The ROADS Audit tool is used to replay an entire service 

transaction keystroke-by-keystroke to understand how the transaction was 

performed, and to discern anomalies. One participant explains: “CARS data is 

useful and even if the data is not clear, I can go into MOVES and ROADS and 

see what I need to understand.” 

Data from 2017 and 2018 indicate the monthly average number of indicators 

entered is 5000. A single indicator can have upwards of 33 meta data attributes, 

which include, for example, who found the indicator, the process used to find it, 

date found, risk severity, etc. In a calendar quarter, there are approximately 

500,000 data points available for mining. Potential risk events and trends found 

during monitoring can be raised to the Accountability Framework Committee (see 

Figure 13 above) as issues and incidents. Comprising cross-team and partner 

membership, the committee assigns issues and incidents to teams for 

investigation. The committee facilitator reports committee activity at a monthly 

risk management forum. 

9.3.1.2 Measuring Performance 

Service providers receive monthly informational reports of performance 

indicators and have 30 days to contest an entry. Each quarter, a formal report is 

issued containing a performance score, empirically derived from the risk severity 

scores attached to performance indicators. Performance is identified as 

satisfactory or unsatisfactory using a model that evaluates individual providers 

against network performance. 
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9.3.1.3 Managing Performance 

Three teams in the accountability section manage performance. One team 

manages providers with unsatisfactory performance using an escalated coaching 

model. A second team deals with single egregious incidents such as ID sharing; 

these are clerk-related contraventions of a Code of Conduct governing personnel 

behaviour. A third team formally issues contractual sanctions for single egregious 

incidents or unsatisfactory performance using an escalated model of sanctions that 

increase in severity based on the infraction. The model takes into consideration 

aggravating and mitigating factors.  

9.3.2 How Participants Conceptualize the Framework 

Participants express difficulty articulating what the Framework is, suggesting it is 

“too difficult a concept to explain,” and reflecting “[I] kind of know about it, but 

not really; can't describe it.” As one individual notes, she knows her job, but not 

the interrelatedness of the Framework: “I wouldn't know where to begin [to 

describe it]. I know my job and what I do, but not how the AF fits together.” Many 

respondents liken the framework to the sanction model, citing simply that the AF 

is the sanction model and producing sanction model documentation as evidence 

of having a physical or electronic copy of the Framework. A common reason for 

equating one with the other is “the sanction model is a good chunk of the AF. It's 

a result of the AF.” For others, the Framework is technology connected to process: 

“it's a way to report agent performance based on whatever you enter into CARS. 

Has the ability to rate a clerk performance. Framework is embodied in CARS,” 

and “it's many components: CARS, ROADS, the sanction model.” While 

conceptualizing and articulating the concept is challenging for some: “it's 

muddled in my head, but maybe a process for agent monitoring,” for others, clarity 

lies in the purpose of the Framework as indicated by this comment expressed by 

several respondents: “the AF is for managing accountability.”  

Conceiving the Framework as a system of how the organization works together 

to manage provider performance is encapsulated by this representative comment: 

“I would break it down into basic context: it's a monitoring tool and identifier for 

patterns, trends, issues within the [provider network] and a tool for them to use 

reports as a resource to applaud staff or make changes like policy learning or 

training. I see a bigger picture across the branch.” That the Framework is 
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connected to the branch re-organization is reflected in this comment: “we are 

structured [organizationally] to measure and monitor behaviour equally across our 

business for an end result of reporting or acting” and the use of a building, and 

perhaps social organization, metaphor: “it's like a house.” 

For a few individuals, the Framework ensures accountability runs both ways, 

where providers are held accountable for their actions, and where the government 

is held accountable to the provider network to operate fairly: “I'm not sure how to 

describe it. It came into effect within the last year to look at us as a group and how 

agents can be accountable to us and we to them,” and “maybe [the AF] is about 

being accountable to agents to ensure we treat them fairly in how we measure 

them.” That the government may be accountable to providers is a concept found 

only among a few respondents who demonstrate a unique perspective in seeing 

accountability as operating both ways. 

A common thread found in explanations of what the Framework is to individuals 

contains references to using data and evidence for performance management: “we 

gather evidence to manage accountability” and “we move data in a circle. Groups 

supply other groups with data. We monitor, we measure and manage, and we keep 

going around.” For one respondent, a key concept of the Framework is 

empiricism: “it's empirical measurement to track performance based on severity 

of actions plus frequency of actions.” 

9.3.3 Learning About the Framework 

How individuals learned about the Framework indicates much organic learning 

occurred in the absence of formal knowledge transfer. Individuals make reference 

to learning by “talking to others, maybe at the lunch table,” “there was talk on the 

floor” and “I learned by just picking up things. I heard about it in passing.” For 

some, the Framework was a branch evolution: “it evolved. A group of us started 

working with you on CARS and on how to work analytics and it grew with us.” 

Others recognize working on the project provided learning opportunity: “I learned 

because I was on the project from when we brought CARS back and then we 

rebuilt CARS and ROADS. I learned via that and I've been to accountability 

framework meetings.” That many individuals made refence to learning via the 

project was a likely consequence of the project executing over several years and 

involving many in consultation over how to log consistently and how to re-
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engineer processes for select teams. The last way respondents indicate they 

learned about the Framework was through a memorable presentation delivered by 

the resource dedicated to the project. She walked participants through some 

findings using the data collected in the early stages of the implementation. 

A significant event for learning about the Framework was an order from the 

Privacy Commissioner, (referenced as the “OIPC Order”), in which a serious 

privacy breach was investigated, leading to the organization being ordered to 

remedy failings in processes for service provider handling of citizen information. 

This event spurred the involvement of the government auditor, referred to as the 

“CIAS audit” or simply “the Audit.” Individuals make regular reference to these 

events throughout the findings, as in this comment from a new staff member: “I 

don't remember when I learned about it, but I remember I was told it was the result 

of the OIPC order.” The Order and the Audit came from authoritative parties in 

the government, which justified obtaining funding for the technology systems: 

CARS, MOVES and ROADS. 

9.3.4 Implementation Challenges 

As noted, the project was executed over several years, and individuals recount a 

number of challenges experienced with the implementation leading to Framework 

gaps. For example, one leader observes that while significant progress had been 

made issuing staff in provider offices with unique IDs for system access, this had 

not been done for government staff, and the omission is feeding concern that 

another breach is possible from internal users: “the Auditor wanted all the internal 

IDs issued, like we are doing for [service providers], but we have no process for 

issuing internal IDs, and [yet] we are no different than a clerk in an agent office.” 

Others observe that the project was not inclusive of all parties, leading to a 

situation where some team processes are recognized as part of managing 

accountability, but those processes are sitting outside the Framework: “we should 

have been involved in the AF project and implementation, but we weren't.” There 

were also comments suggesting the pressure from the Order and the Audit were 

useful, but “once we got clearance from CIAS, we stopped the momentum.” 

Another challenge threading through many comments concerns knowledge gaps 

of key individuals to complete the sanction model: “so much chaos getting the 

sanction model finished; lots of starts and stops and people involved who didn't 
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understand.” Also noted was the failure to successfully transition to those who 

would be responsible for Framework operations: “the time came to transition the 

AF, regardless of whether people had knowledge – that created a gap.” One leader 

observes “we were distracted and couldn’t get on the same page,” and another: 

“transition was lacking in the handover.” 

9.3.5 Perceived Impact 

Notwithstanding the challenges noted, many perceive the organizational impact 

positively, summing the change as “it's awesome and wonderful,” “it's our new 

norm,” and “it's the right thing to do.” Others reason the positive impact arises 

from having data to shift the perception of providers from individually-held 

opinions to a shared understanding: “it's had a massive impact because it shifted 

how we do things. We never worked in a data environment, we worked off 

opinion,” and “we had no way to sanction agents before. Our information was 

based on conjecture and opinion.” Some reason its value lies in improved 

stewardship of the public interest: “we owe this to Albertans to keep info secure” 

because “citizen data is our responsibility.” One individual concludes the value is 

connected to keeping agents accountable: “the more we learn about [working in 

the AF] the more we see the results of agent accountability. We had no ability to 

hold agents accountable and now we can say 'you have to, or else'.”  

And lastly, the dichotomy of thought for how accountability should be managed 

surfaces in these contrasting representative comments: “this is a hammer we didn't 

have before” vs. “it opens up communication as a whole between the 

[government] and the [provider network].” While one school of thought sees 

increased opportunity for more stringent control, the second perceives value lies 

in the opportunity to improve the relationship among parties because of improved 

communication channels. 

Not all participants perceive the impact as positive. One recurring reason is that 

the Framework lacks priority in the organization: “I question how important the 

AF is to senior management.” Many respondents issued variations of this short 

statement: “it's not our priority.” An interesting metaphor conceives the 

Framework as a stalled vehicle: “the AF has had a huge and positive impact, but 

we're stalled, we have a lot more work to do… we lost some gas, and we need a 

push from the executives.” And lastly, the positive impact may not be realized 
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because of dissention in the organization: “we brought this on a year ago, but no 

one is following up and not all groups follow along.” 

9.3.6 Perceived Permanence 

While more participants perceive the impact as positive than not and find 

alignment in the change with the public service value of accountability, the 

question of whether it could become branch folklore surfaces those characteristics 

of working in the public service that make the change vulnerable. One participant 

observes: “it can disappear with leadership changes,” and another comments “the 

government environment is unstable [so the AF may not last].” These comments 

should be understood within the context of one leader’s view that “our history of 

paralysis and churn are the result of too much executive change, leading to failures 

[in assigning priority to provider accountability].” From another leader is the 

conclusion that permanence should not assumed: “if we don't guide it right, it will 

be another fad,” and danger lies in the inability to detect the next serious incident: 

“if we were a ship in the ocean, it's calm now but in the distance there's a whirlpool 

and we aren't seeing it.” 

The threat of another Order is used to both explain why the Framework is likely 

to persist: “anything can change but it's unlikely to go away. It's entrenched and 

based on a OIPC order, and we're expected to behave in a certain way to manage 

agents,” and why it could become folklore: “it could disappear in bits and pieces 

because the pressure is off the CIAS audit, and [the Framework] can become 

unimportant.” The fact that the organization has in the past attempted to re-

organize to address issues of workload is another reason one participant suggests 

“the AF can disappear and be less effective if we don't change to improve. Some 

of our earlier re-orgs didn't work.” One veteran of the organization reasoned its 

permanence along these lines: “it's necessary. I have lots of years in and I know 

how things roll but I don't think in our world that accountability can be ignored. 

The public have expectations and we have to back up what we're doing. Hold us 

accountable in the public eye.”  

9.3.7 Summary 

The research study introduced a framework of accountability based on processes 

for monitoring, measuring performance and managing inadequate performance 
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using data and analysis. For many, the Framework is difficult to conceptualize 

and articulate, although its purpose for managing provider accountability is clear. 

The Framework is equated with technology systems used for gathering and 

storing performance data, and many also perceive the sanction model and the 

Framework are one and the same. For others, the Framework is articulated as a 

combination of technology systems and business process. Some members of the 

organization conceptualize it as a system of teams working together to manage 

accountability, and this conceptualization of being a system ensures processes are 

“mended together like a blanket” to manage provider accountability, but also 

makes the government accountable to its partner providers for fair treatment. 

Some individuals articulate the Framework in terms of the new ability to use data 

and evidence instead of opinion and conjecture for reaching conclusions about 

single office and network performance.  

Many individuals, in particular those new to the organization, learned about the 

Framework organically, picking up knowledge through conversation. For others, 

learning occurred through project involvement and attendance at a memorable 

presentation that underscored Framework value because it demonstrated use of 

data to understand provider performance. The Privacy Order and subsequent 

Audit were two means for transferring knowledge about the Framework since the 

authority of the Privacy Commissioner and the government Auditor are perceived 

to underscore the criticality and importance of the change. Individuals identify 

several challenges with the implementation that suggest a transition to operations 

has not been smooth, and that momentum has slowed with the successful 

completion of the Audit. Despite the challenges, many perceive a positive impact, 

which is rooted in the public service value of increased accountability. The 

dichotomy of thought characterized as stringent, hands-off management 

compared to using relational norms for managing service providers surfaced again 

as individuals perceive the value of the change as enabling more of one or the 

other. The Framework is considered vulnerable to becoming branch folklore, 

given the public service is “unstable” and subject to leadership changes. The OIPC 

Order and the Audit are perceived as both a reason for the Framework to endure, 

since the change is entrenched in the expectations of the Order and the Audit, and 

a reason the Framework may not endure, given the pressure is off with the closure 

of the Audit. 
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9.4 The Analytics Orientation 

An analytics orientation involves working with data, analysing it and forming it 

into meaningful information useful for managing provider performance. In this 

case, more than six teams must work together as a single system to generate and 

use performance information to manage accountability. This section begins by 

exploring the nature of the analytics orientation as it surfaced from individual 

conversations about working with data and perceived competency, how data are 

used for decision making, how the strategy of using failure date is perceived, and 

the challenges individuals experience working with data and analytics. A second 

section focuses on how monitoring is performed and quality assured, how 

provider performance is assessed and its perceived usefulness and unintended 

consequences, and how inadequate performance is managed, along with the 

challenges experienced in following through on actions to sanction provider 

behaviour. The challenge of working in a system of interconnected parts is 

examined in the third section that finds confusion arises from lack of role clarity, 

and tension is experienced from where cross-team processes intersect.  

9.4.1 Data Value and Challenges 

Respondents perceive the value of the data for several reasons. An oft-cited reason 

is that data create confidence in how the organization performs its work. 

Participants perceive it is important to instil confidence because the Privacy Order 

and Audit questioned the organization’s ability to ensure providers keep citizen 

information private and secure. One respondent reasons the value of the data lies 

in having “data and stats if questioned by the Ministry or auditors or the public,” 

and another observes the need for improving confidence is served by data: “we 

have data to supply information about the network and how it's operating to 

improve political confidence and communicate we're acting on things.” Other 

reasons participants give for the value of the data include the ability to move away 

from using opinion in performance assessment: “data allows us to measure so we 

don't work off personal opinions,” and supplying data for other teams to use: “I 

find the data for others and I'm good at finding it.” Several participants observe 

the value of the data lies in discerning behaviour patterns and trends: “[data] 

shows us patterns of people behaviour” and “I can compare data from one month 

to the next and verify voids are down.” The last noted value of the data stems from 
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enabling the ability to work more effectively with provider personnel: “when we 

engage with agents, we use data derived from CARS. This is very useful for 

coaching.” 

Respondents report varying levels of competence working with data. The 

spectrum runs from “I understand our data and how we analyse it” and “I'm 

proficient pulling data from CARS” to “I don't understand [our data] but I need it. 

I need to know how to pull reports so I can focus on coaching my agents.” Many 

observe they are developing increased competency by “experimenting” and “as I 

work on processes.” Learning to work with data is reported to occur dynamically 

in teams: “I'm slowly starting to understand data analytics. We're talking more 

about it in our group.” 

Respondents recognize challenges working with data. One challenge the 

organization faces is understanding how the data that are generated are put to use. 

As one respondent observes: “we need to work with our data and do something 

with it. This is our biggest hurdle,” and another reports “we're not seeing what 

happens with our data.” There is optimism associated with hiring a data analyst 

who will “make sense of our data.” However, one participant notes that the data 

analyst is not the answer to a missing analytics orientation: “we embrace the AF 

and the concept, but we think the [data analyst] position will deliver much more. 

Just because the position isn't here doesn't mean we can't use data analytics to help 

us make decisions. The mindset is not there.” 

One interesting perspective suggests data have value in and of themselves and 

require no interpretation: “if there is equitable monitoring, the data should stand 

on its own and monitoring resources are not needed for interpretation.” Along 

these same lines, another respondent suggests data do not require additional 

explanation because personal opinion gets added to interpretation: “why send out 

emails asking for performance issues, because people turn to their own 

knowledge. The data is in CARS, and you should use it.” An alternative 

perspective suggests there is a benefit to adding interpretation: “we prefer to go 

out and coach based on our broad understanding from the data. It's not useful for 

someone to visit an agent without going with a broad understanding.” 

A key data strategy in the Framework is collecting only failure data instead of 

collecting data that show services performed correctly alongside problematic data, 
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enabling assessment of percent correct. The reasoning individuals use to suggest 

failure data is a useful strategy indicates there is an expectation for providers to 

perform all services correctly: “we expect [agents] to be 100% correct so finding 

the problems is the right course of action.” This respondent argues the 

organization is not monitoring every service; therefore, there is no ability to 

understand the relationship between correctly performed services out of all 

performed services: “Percent correct does not give me an opportunity to correct 

performance. Most people want to do a good job and constructive feedback is 

helpful. We say, ‘these are the things we found, and these are the things you need 

to fix’. [Failure data] is the best way to go. Really, we can't even do percent correct 

because we don't have the cycles to monitor 100% of services.” 

Some participants express concern with the strategy but reason to a position of 

perceiving it as useful because the organization needs to know where there are 

problems: “Failure data could have a negative connotation, but the thing that's 

important is to know what is wrong. We can't fix what we don't know is a 

problem.” For others, the concern with failure data is that the government may be 

perceived as not operating fairly: “failure data is our role but we're not out to get 

the agent because you have to gather your data equitably,” and providers may 

view the government in negative light: “constantly looking at negatives can paint 

a negative picture of us and influence how agents view us.” 

9.4.2 Using Data to Make Decisions 

Using data to make decisions is, for some teams, a basic approach to doing 

business: “we got office feedback that showed something looked like ID sharing, 

but it wasn't. We were able to validate the practice with data and this led us to 

change our view of ID sharing and coach the office on why the practice was 

unacceptable.” And although many respondents were stuck trying to think of an 

example where data were used in decision making, many more supplied concrete 

examples, such as “we have used the data to make decisions about broadcast 

messaging to agents,” and “we could show an agent the problem was with his 

paperwork not our processing time - we had good, reliable data.” One participant 

who works across the organization comments that the use of data as evidence is 

not embraced by leadership: “we've been introduced to using data to make 

decisions. I'm trying, but even management doesn’t support this, or one will but 
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not the other.” Another respondent with a broad view reflects similarly: “I think 

what we do is not look at CARS for evidence to give us direction, we look there 

to confirm what we already think is the right thing to do.”  

9.4.3 Accountability Processes 

The foundational processes that support an analytics orientation for managing 

accountability in this context are monitoring to detect problems, assessment of 

performance, characterized here as measuring, and managing inadequate 

performance. This section explores how individuals perceive the efficacy of those 

processes. 

Two themes arise frequently when participants discuss how they monitor: 

equitability and consistency. One respondent notes the change to equitable 

monitoring has led to better results: “equitable monitoring produces better results. 

Back in the day everyone monitored according to what they thought was right and 

we could not compare agents. Equitable monitoring makes us defensible.” 

Another sees consistency as ingrained: “we share the idea that we have to be 

consistent to measure agents. This is firmly set in our heads, so we strive for 

consistency.” How to monitor is an ongoing concern, requiring “a little trial and 

error entering into CARS and deciding on whether that was the right entry for that 

problem,” and constant review: “I think we should monitor more bread-and-butter 

services, but we have a schedule and we rotate services for review. Recently we 

changed a little to include more intensive services that we knew had more errors.” 

Respondents express confidence in how they monitor: “when we monitor, we 

don't pull stuff from anywhere, we pull the actual documents from [reports] and 

include that as part of our check list. If an agent comes back and challenges us, 

we can provide evidence for an error.” The quality question of how to log 

consistently is reflected in this detail: “we're getting better and better at entering 

into CARS and it makes more sense. Like why is 'incomplete' different from 

'incorrect'?” Assuring quality is part of the monitoring process, as noted by this 

leader: “I analyse entries in CARS from staff and edit their entries. They 

categorize incorrectly; I send them back for corrections. I look for trends [in 

monitoring practices].” 

Like monitoring, participants perceive measuring processes are improved because 

of consistency in how performance data are collected: “our reporting is defensible. 
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The same monitoring process is used for every agent.” Few respondents reported 

receiving specific feedback from providers about performance reports, although a 

number of individuals recognize that receiving disputes about entries on the 

reports is encouraging, since it indicates providers are reviewing them: “the 

closest thing we get to feedback on reporting is when an agent disputes an entry. 

It tells me agents are looking at the reports. It's positive when we get questions 

about entries.” While there is no mechanism to discern how many providers 

download and review reports, which could inform an assessment of their 

usefulness, one respondent observed that at a conference during which the 

reporting format was presented to providers, there was positive feedback: “when 

we rolled out, they were happy to get some learning data and they felt those that 

didn't do things well should be punished.” The use of measurement data to reward 

and punish is a condition that leads to perverse outcomes (Campbell, 1976; 

Muller, 2018), and it may be the unintended consequence of provider assessment: 

“reports can be a competition for which clerk has the fewest errors. Offices can 

detract from their teaching tool purpose.” Two representative comments indicate 

that understanding the contents of reports is an ongoing challenge for staff who 

reflect they have trouble making sense of the reports: “I still have a hard time 

understanding why an agent is unsatisfactory” and “it was hard for me to explain 

to agents how to use the information on the reports.”  

Of all accountability processes, participants are most enthusiastic about the 

changes made to managing practices, suggesting they have been much improved 

with the introduction of the sanction model. A common sentiment is simply: 

“sanctioning has improved.” One participant explains: “we’ve gone a long ways 

on [sanctioning]. Were we seriously sanctioning 18 months ago? No. Now we 

have incremental sanctioning and it's an eye opener for the [provider network]. 

We are better off.” When exploring the reasoning to conclude sanctioning has 

improved, the general consensus is that the advantage of the model is the inclusion 

of pre-authorization for actions: “we have sanctioned many agents for Code of 

Conduct breaches. We act more efficiently and effectively because the Team Lead 

has authorization for some letters, and this moves the process along.”  

An ongoing challenge, however, is that steps with more serious consequences get 

stuck in the process: “we're ineffective because the sanction gets stuck with the 

Executive Director and we have to revoke it because the agent reverts a change 
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while it's sitting with [the ED]. We need some new ideas here.” One person reports 

the team responsible for issuing and managing sanctions is now recording time to 

complete a sanction to understand where the bottlenecks occur and for how long: 

“[the] ED doesn't attend at-risk meetings; we have to track how long it takes to 

get approval.” 

Another challenge to managing inadequate provider performance has roots in the 

language used by participants to assess problems: “someone might just declare 

something is a breach in our [AF Committee] meetings, and [they argue] we 

should suspend, but when you drill down to the specific part of the agreement, 

there is insufficient detail [in contract wording]. Our language is improving 

because we are starting to differentiate between non-compliance and default.” 

Respondents also observe there are weaknesses in the model because sanctioning 

provider personnel for their actions is not factored into the assessment for an 

office: “there's no correlation between sanctions and performance scores; this is a 

weakness.” Observing deficiencies indicates individuals perceive the 

interconnectivity of parts of the accountability system and the need for individuals 

to share the same understanding, a positive indicator of the analytics orientation 

for using data and analysis to manage performance. 

9.4.4 A System of Interconnected Parts 

The Framework relies on the activity of multiple teams, and many perceive 

interconnectivity, describing it in unique ways, as demonstrated by these 

comments: “we all put in our bits and they have to connect, with [the AF 

Committee] in the middle feeding over incidents. Even [the special investigations 

unit] is now feeding through the AF Committee.” A web of interconnection is an 

interesting metaphor for its depiction of many parts connecting at different points 

but hanging together as a single structure. However, interconnectivity is also 

perceived as coming apart, as one respondent puts it “knitting us together needs 

work - we're dropping stitches”. Many of the challenges can be traced to a couple 

recurring themes: individuals are challenged to understand how teams are 

interconnected (“where's the cross between everybody?”), and teams are 

challenged in how they work together in a system. One participant observes “we 

need to understand our intersection points better and our points of hand off. We 

heard that one team changed the concept of [a single point of contact for the 
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provider network] but no one was informed.” Another notes “different groups 

handle different parts of the [Framework] and we can't agree how to work 

together. Sometimes we sit on problems or just make a unilateral change.”  

Another challenge is role clarity among teams. A metaphor introduced by one 

leader suggests one team should not be a switchboard for another team, and this 

metaphor surfaced in many separate conversations among different individuals. 

From one: “agents can email [the MV team] but my team acts like a switchboard. 

Other groups believe [my team] is the only team that can answer the phone… 

[they have to] relay messages for other teams,” and from another: “the roles of 

some groups is not clear or workable, like the [single point of contact]. We act 

like a switchboard, and we don't think that's appropriate.”  

The role of coach is a recurring theme causing tension. For example: “we coach 

but we can't say we coach;” “we aren't supposed to be coaching unless there's an 

action item for an agent, but we have to coach, like we have to tell them how to 

send in documents;” and “what's the difference between coaching and training? 

There's some confusion. What is this team doing compared to this other team?” 

Coaching is a concept that appears to be individually interpreted and confusing in 

that it functions as a label for almost any conversation and activity undertaken 

when dealing with providers: “we don't know where to draw the line between 

coaching and monitoring.”  

The idea of various teams performing their work and in doing so contributing to 

branch results that can be used for managing accountability is another source of 

tension. Participants observe they learn about results informally from “side 

chatter,” and there are few occasions when the branch comes together to share 

results. One leader recognizes the value: “we used to get little shows with 

[statistics] and they were eye openers. I was floored by what I was seeing. I would 

love more of that information.” Another leader observes that not having results is 

a handicap: “I don't know who the top [unsatisfactory] performers are, and I can't 

build my program to address findings because no one is showing me the findings.”  

Generally, participants perceive there is value to sharing results: “everyone on the 

floor should know who is unsatisfactory. Every quarter we should know ‘this is 

what's happening’. The information is there but it's not widely accessed or used.” 

However, a number of respondents observe that sharing results, such as provider 
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offices with unsatisfactory scores, runs the risk of influencing undesireable 

behaviour: “we should share performance information, but staff lose sight with a 

seed that an office is unsatisfactory, and they start digging.” Others suggest they 

have trust in their ability to manage potential bias: “knowing about performance 

would not influence how I do my job.” There is a risk forum at which aggregated 

risks derived from single egregious incidents and trends are shared, and several 

participants comment that it is not well attended: “we don't receive information 

on trends and patterns, and no one has time for the at-risk meetings.” 

Team interconnectivity involves sharing technology systems and documentation. 

One individual reports she has to “enter data in multiple places,” and this is 

attributed to the inability “to get changes made [to CARS] or even feedback that 

our requests have been received,” and another recognizes “we have the tools we 

need but we need more CARS development to manage agents. We're having 

trouble working through that. We should get away from mini-support systems 

business units develop.” The main source of shared documentation is policy, used 

by both provider personnel and government staff. It is considered “not useful,” 

and one leader perceives there is inadequate consultation for managing changes 

to it: “we should have a seat at the table when it comes to policy.” 

9.4.5 Summary 

Participants perceive that data and analytics instil confidence in how the 

organization works to manage an outsourced provider, and levels of perceived 

competency working with data vary. An ongoing challenge is making use of the 

data. Individuals observe there is much being generated but they are “not seeing 

what happens with our data”. The strategy of using failure data is generally 

determined as useful for focusing on problem identification, although some have 

concerns it may negatively influence how providers view public managers. 

Participants report they use data to make decisions, but a noted challenge is 

members of the organization using the data to confirm an existing course of action, 

instead of using data to explore potential avenues. 

There is reported confidence in monitoring processes because consistency is a 

foremost objective. Assessment processes have perceived usefulness for scoring 

performance and assessing whether performance is satisfactory, although some 

suggest providers are using performance reports to reward and punish, detracting 
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from their use as a learning tool. A number of staff report they have trouble 

understanding the reports and communicating results to providers, indicating 

more understanding of the assessment model is needed. Most participants are 

enthusiastic about changes made to managing processes, attributing gains made 

to the sanction model and the approach to managing behaviour using 

preauthorization. A noted challenge is bottlenecks occurring when actions require 

leader authorization.  

The organization is working together as a system of parts to manage 

accountability, but the system has inherent problems. Individuals report they have 

difficulty comprehending how teams are interconnected and there are issues with 

how teams should work together. Generally, intersection points are problematic, 

and there is confusion about the role of each team, especially in the concept of 

what it means to coach compared to other activities like training and monitoring. 

Sharing the aggregated results produced by the system is not a formal process or 

regular occurrence, instead information is picked up “on the floor.” That there is 

no formal process for sharing results diminishes the perceived efficacy of the 

information produced by working together in a system. 

9.5 Learning in the Organization 

Organizational learning occurs in a rich context influenced by personal attitudes 

and emotions, relying on how individuals generate and share ideas, and how ideas 

are turned into actions that result in institutionalized knowledge. In this section 

findings about how learning occurs are organized by the main process groups from 

the Crossan, Lane and White (1999) learning framework. The first section 

examines individual learning, to explore how participants perceive the value of 

knowledge and influences brought to bear on the intuiting processes of idea 

generation and idea reception. In the second section, interpreting and integrating 

processes are described to show how participants perceive they learn within their 

groups, how groups receive and work with ideas, and how differences and 

decisions are managed within the group. Interpreting and integrating processes 

are expanded in the third section, which explores how learning is perceived to 

occur across groups, revealing organizational-level practices for resolving 

conflict, making decisions, and enacting new ways of working.  
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9.5.1 Individual Learning 

This section examines individual learning by first exploring how individuals 

obtain information that may be used for learning and the perceived value of those 

sources, then probes the influences individuals identified as encouraging and 

discouraging idea generation and sharing. The final section considers personal 

attitudes and environmental conditions that positively influence how individuals 

generate and share ideas, and those that constrain the practice. 

Selective Value of Knowledge 

Individuals go to other people for information, and sometimes many other people 

when they lack confidence in the information received. For example, one 

respondent notes: “I get my information by talking to other people,” and another 

comments: “I go to many different people to get an answer.” Lacking confidence 

in information sources will lead to certain individuals becoming sources of 

information because they are perceived as trustworthy and knowledgeable: “when 

I need information, I go to [specific person I know I can trust].” However, a 

knowledgeable and trustworthy person may not be communicating information 

that encapsulates desireable culture and vision, especially in the absence of an 

articulated vision and culture. This will be true also of dominant voices that may 

be perceived as most knowledgeable because they are strident: “the loudest person 

dominates. Hard for me to speak up because the older staff are more experienced, 

and I don't want to step on toes or challenge them.” 

That veteran staff are perceived to have dominant experiential knowledge is a 

recurring theme. These comments from new staff members indicate their limited 

branch experience discourages them from sharing: “I’m not knowledgeable so I 

don’t share,” “I don't raise things because I'm not knowledgeable; I shouldn't 

contribute if I know nothing about the content” and “others know best.” When 

sources of knowledge are perceived as individually held, as this comment 

indicates: “most processes are in people's heads and passed down through training 

new people,” the individuals holding that knowledge are perceived as having 

increased value. This is true also for specific types of knowledge, such as that 

gained by working in the provider network, as these contrasting comments 

indicate: “I have competency because I have agent office experience,” and “I'm 

disadvantaged by not having worked as a [clerk in a provider office].” Only one 
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individual reflects that she is not constrained by perceptions that she may lack 

valued knowledge: “I'm not intimidated, although I'm new. I want to show I have 

an opinion and I'm engaged.” 

Influences on Sharing Ideas 

Two contrasting perspectives about the perceived value of work and of people 

surfaced as these representative comments show: “my work is a big piece of the 

puzzle, and my share of that piece is valuable. Without my piece the puzzle is not 

completed,” and “I'm not heard - sometimes the answer is just no, with no 

explanation.” The perception that individuals are unimportant is a dominant 

theme, echoing through many comments: “we are unimportant to the grander 

operation. There are big things going on around us,” and “I have no control over 

the importance someone gives to my ideas,” and lastly, “the org has control, I 

don't.”  

Having pride in one’s work leads to positive sharing, as this participant observes: 

“we're proud and vocal about our work.” However, there is a thread woven 

through many comments that pride is missing: “we come to work and plug along” 

and “we just do our work - can't say we have pride in it.” One reason for a lack of 

pride and failure to share can be found in comments that suggest some work is 

perceived as more important than other work in the branch: “we hear about 

projects but not individual stuff. I think people think what we have done is not big 

enough to share.” This participant perceives pride in her work, while holding the 

view that sharing is only appropriate when the work is significant and successful: 

“I'm proud of my work but I don't do much sharing. I might do this if I take on 

something difficult and I'm successful.” 

A prevalent viewpoint emerged indicating that sharing is equivalent to bragging: 

“sharing can be construed as bragging, so we celebrate quietly;” “I don't want to 

come across as better than the next person;” and “you don't blow your horn too 

loud” because “we are perceived as boasting when we share results.”  A viewpoint 

of this nature is likely to be socialized to new members and will constrain sharing 

accomplishments and learning from them. 

Outlook Influences Individual Learning  

The general outlook held by individuals influences idea generation and sharing 
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practices. One leader comments: “I feel we're moving forward - honestly, it's these 

sessions. This clicked with staff that didn't understand it. It makes sense to people. 

People are excited and it will be contagious.” Using ‘contagious’ suggests 

enthusiasm will spread, and it supports the theory that a culture of positivity and 

enthusiasm leads to knowledge generation and sharing (Senge, 2006). And the 

corollary is true. One veteran member had to pause the conversation, unable to 

articulate the frustration she felt in the workplace. Resignation overwhelmed her 

ability to discuss what she was observing or entertain potential solutions. Another 

discernible outlook was that individuals perceive they are superior to others: “I 

have new ideas but not everyone else does,” and “others won't think outside the 

box, but I do.” This perspective is likely to curtail learning because individuals 

may not maintain curiosity, operating from a position of certainty that they know 

best. 

For some participants, the outlook is that the organization is not a place of new 

challenge and the learning that accompanies being challenged: “I could grow if I 

got to do different things, instead of the same things over and again.” Another 

respondent observes: “there is no active push to increase competency. We're doing 

the same things and getting better at doing the same things, not new things,” which 

suggests some dissatisfaction with being in a steady state and not having the 

challenge of “new things.”   

9.5.2 Individual Learning Summary 

Theories of organizational learning suggest the workplace is a forum for learning 

(Revans, 1982; Argyris, 1995; Senge, 2006; Raelin, 2008) and these findings 

show the workplace is both a facilitating and hindering forum to individual 

learning. Some individuals are considered knowledgeable and trustworthy; 

therefore, they are credible sources of information, and their knowledge is 

superior. This is also true of veterans who have valuable knowledge because of 

their experience, and their knowledge has higher perceived value than someone 

new to the branch, which leads to sharing constraints. Comments indicate that 

when the work performed and the people performing the work are valued, it leads 

to greater sharing, but so does the corollary: perceptions that people are 

unimportant and have little control deters idea generation and sharing. While 

respondents report having pride in one’s work leads to increased sharing, others 
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suggest pride is missing because work holds little significance to a bigger picture, 

especially against perceptions of project work as work worth celebrating, but not 

other kinds of work. A deterrent to sharing is the cultural perspective that sharing 

is construed as bragging. Although one respondent notes a positive outlook and 

enthusiasm for work is “contagious,” others show that a negative outlook inhibits 

conceiving new ideas. Individual growth in the workplace is perceived as 

challenging because there is a focus on increased competency and not new ways 

of working, and the emergent theme that one’s ideas are superior to others is likely 

to curtail new learning because curiosity is lacking.  

9.5.3 Learning Within a Group 

Per the Crossan, Lane and White (1999) learning framework, organizational 

learning involves groups interpreting ideas and integrating, or acting on ideas. 

This section is organized to explore learning through the lens of these learning 

processes. The first section examines how ideas are generated and shared in a 

group, including perceptions of how supportive the team is for idea discussion, 

and how group leaders facilitate and impede sharing. In the second section a 

further understanding of interpreting processes is considered by examining how 

conflict and decision making are managed by the group. The third section focuses 

on how groups act on ideas to integrate them into organizational practices.  

Interpreting: Idea Generation and Group Sharing 

When discussing perceptions of how teams work together, many participants 

acknowledge they feel supported by their team. This representative statement was 

repeated many times over: “I feel supported by my team,” and as one respondent 

comments “we're very close and it's awesome. We have synergy and we can 

brainstorm.” Another recurring idea suggests individuals like working in smaller 

teams: “our team is small so if you're the quiet one you still get a voice.” An 

interesting comment indicates how teams work today differs from how they 

worked in the past: “in the past if I took initiative there would be resentment 

because I was new, but this is changing in our team. We're moving away from 

'this is the way we do things'. We're balancing experience against new.” There is 

general appreciation for the value of new members to the organization: “team 

members have amazing insights - even new members,” although an individual 

remarks “it's eye opening to have different points of view, but it also creates 
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tension.” Leaders are observed as both enablers and inhibitors to idea generation 

and encouragement to participate: “our leader does a good job making sure people 

are involved even if they might not see their involvement is important” and 

“leaders and management encourage new ideas but lower than that, this isn't true.” 

Sharing practices in a group are described by participants using the idea of groups 

huddling and getting excited about work, feeling able to act spontaneously on 

ideas. For example: “we have impromptu meetings, and we ask what everyone 

thinks. We have no problems sharing in the team;” “we talk among ourselves and 

get excited about our work;” and “we spontaneously huddle to talk about how to 

work effectively.” As positive a picture as this is, a picture of problematic 

practices suggests dominant voices curtail idea exploration, as do perceptions of 

being unable to share. One individual reflects: “people generate insights but don't 

feel they can share,” and two others perceive the impediments as “there is a 

dominant point of view,” and “some members struggle with confidence to speak 

up.” The traditional mindset emerges as an inhibitor to entertaining new ways of 

working: “the mindset is 'this is our job, and this is the way we've always done 

it’” and it is perceived to sit at the level of leader: “we have ideas but the [team 

leader]-way reigns supreme;” “I think my leader likes to think she's listening, but 

she isn't because her way is right. She likes to react instead of listen.” There is 

recognition among veteran team members that: “some [team members] have 

blinders on and they can't look past them. Getting more opinions doesn't always 

work. Tensions escalate when we try to challenge the blinders.” 

Echoes from individual learning perceptions are found in group sharing practices. 

Individuals comment that teams are also developing increasing competency with 

existing ways of working and are less likely to pursue ideas for new ways: “most 

new ideas are a lot of 'this is how we do things.' More ideas are related to existing 

ways not new ideas.” Individuals also comment that “information lies in people's 

heads,” and that managing information is a challenge: “it's hard to keep up with 

the documentation and emails and policy changes: too much information and 

overflow.” 

Interpreting: Managing Conflict and Making Group Decisions 

Working in a group invariably leads to differences and how differences are 

managed has the potential to generate novel ideas. Therefore, how study 
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participants perceive the ability of groups to manage conflict and reach decisions 

is explored to determine the extent to which new ideas arise from diverse thought. 

One respondent observes her team manages conflict well: “we’re good at 

managing conflict. We meet a lot and debate and weigh out what makes good 

sense and we come to a consensus.” From a different respondent comes a similar 

positive perspective: “we're very discussion oriented. I come into a discussion, 

and I will prepare my position, but I will back it up with data and reasoned 

argument. We can deal with stuff without the [team leader] mediating. We have a 

decision record so we can rethink decisions. We work hard to come to a 

consensus.” Along these lines, another participant observes the value to revisiting 

decisions: “it's good to have discussions about old decisions because it helps us 

stay consistent and remember what we agreed to.”  

However, participants recount the challenges groups face in resolving differences, 

noting individuals avoid conflict, thus circumventing the emergence of new ideas, 

and that conflict becomes heated and personal. One person observes: “we avoid 

conflict; people are defensive,” and another notes: “stuff comes up and then it just 

goes away - we don't resolve things.” An individual reflects that conflict is not 

easily resolved: “managing conflict is hard - our discussions become very heated. 

People are set in their ways. I hear tone in people's voices,” and another concludes 

“we have no techniques for resolving conflict. Differing opinions add to the 

conflict and make it personal.” 

Reaching a decision is perceived as equally difficult: “people need a lot of 

convincing to change their ways.” A number of teams reported they are 

documenting team processes, and this activity, which relies on consensus about 

what and how to document, is useful for insights into how team members are 

managing their differences and reaching agreement: “discussion is useless - we're 

supposed to be creating manuals but it's hard to get done. A lot of tension. 

Documenting our procedures is hard work.” In one team, a member explains they 

have direction to resolve differences among themselves, and that is a novel and 

difficult activity: “the power is coming to us to make a decision. That's hard and 

we need practice.”  

Integrating: Taking Action Within a Group 

The organizational learning process of integrating involves groups acting on ideas 
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to implement them. One individual describes how her team was able to act on a 

decision and perceive the activity as a learning opportunity: “we received 

feedback from an agent about our letter and we determined we had the wrong 

information and we revised it. We viewed this as good that we learned 

something.” Another recounts a personal decision to change how she works 

because she came to realize the necessity and value of consistency in processes: 

“I used to handle my work the way I wanted but I had to change to be consistent 

with our process and other members.” Another participant new to the organization 

describes the challenge to taking action is managing resistance to change from 

veteran members: “we lack consistency because people have been in their roles 

for 10 plus years and we hear that's how they do things,” and another observes 

their approach to documenting processes is to consider the audience is a new staff 

member, but the struggle of balancing old and new ideas persists: “we're trying to 

develop processes as if someone has no experience and we struggle with old and 

new staff ideas.” 

A recurring theme in team decision making discussions indicates decisions might 

be made but not necessarily accepted. One participant observes: “even though we 

make a decision, it surfaces again. Decisions aren't accepted,” and another 

suggests this is an organizational norm: “it's not our norm for individuals to 

support group decisions. We support on the outside but inside we don't.” One 

person explains that decisions fail to stick because there is disagreement that is 

not articulated: “we find there's chirping and behind the scenes chatting. People 

are not upfront about disagreement.” A reported practice is for individuals to listen 

but carry on without change: “if someone has a difference, they listen or argue, 

and the other person keeps going. If I disagree with someone, I keep going - it's 

always been the culture.” When acting on a change is too difficult, one practice is 

to escalate up the hierarchy: “we came up with a new rule because we had 

differences in interpretation. But one person kept doing things the same way. It 

kept coming back and we had to run it up the hierarchy to get a leader decision 

instead of making the decision among ourselves.” From another, the practice of 

hierarchical escalation is considered an acceptable way to reach a decision: “if we 

can't agree, our leader decides.”  

As far as acting on new ideas, a recurring theme is that “I'm heard but my ideas 

are not acted on,” and “new ideas are easy to share but 'considered' - probably not. 
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I've seen lots of ideas get raised but not move.” Leaders agree with this 

perspective: “we generate ideas, but few are actioned.” One respondent recounts 

how a decision was made and enacted without team involvement: “a decision was 

made about our team assignments by management and that was contentious. It 

wasn't discussed with us.” 

Like findings from individual learning, participants reflecting on group practices 

indicate an attitude of team superiority. For example, “my team works well but 

the branch doesn't,” “our area runs smoothly but not sure others do,” and “we get 

the right people involved to address issues, but other teams don't.” The implication 

to organizational learning is that teams are insular, and sharing may not easily 

cross team boundaries because other teams may be perceived as not up to the same 

standard as one’s team. 

9.5.4 Summary of Learning Within a Group 

Individuals report they feel supported by their teams and able to raise ideas, 

recognizing team members have “amazing insights” and leaders encourage idea 

sharing. Although team members spontaneously “huddle” in impromptu meetings 

to discuss ideas for work efficiencies, respondents also note impediments to 

sharing in a team are dominant voices, resistance to change and a perception that 

leaders and team members fail to seriously consider new ideas and act on them. 

There are perceptions that teams are developing increased competency but not 

exploring new ways of working. Like individuals, teams are also challenged to 

manage information.  

Decision making is observed to be stymied by cultural practices of avoiding 

conflict and failing to resolve differences because they are ignored. Discussion is 

reported to become “heated” and personal when contentious subjects arise such 

as how individuals will reach agreement on documenting processes. A common 

practice is hierarchical escalation when individuals within a group cannot reach a 

decision. Even when decisions are made, participants observe decisions do not 

endure because there is a cultural practice of public concession and private 

intransigence. New ideas are generally considered easy to raise but they are not 

perceived as being acted on. Group superiority emerged as a theme, which 

suggests the organization may be challenged to turn individual or group insights 

into organizational practices because crossing team boundaries to reach larger 
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agreements may not occur when other groups are perceived as less competent than 

one’s group. 

9.5.5 Learning Across Groups 

Learning that occurs across groups is described in this section, and it is organized 

by interpreting processes that describe how ideas are generated and shared across 

groups, and how the organization manages the flow of information and branch 

communications. A second interpreting section explores how lessons are learned 

across the organization, including cultural barriers to sharing lessons and learning 

from the lessons of others. The integration process of acting on ideas is the focus 

of the third section, in which resolving problems across groups and making 

decisions to define a course of action is examined.  

Interpreting: Cross-group Idea Sharing and Communications 

The process of interpreting at the organizational level involves sharing ideas 

among groups, and while some participants observe sharing should be encouraged 

and there is value: “if we celebrate new resource efforts, they will feel encouraged 

to share,” others suggest constraints exist between groups that inhibit sharing: “we 

could be more together and just sit down and communicate. Each team just does 

their job. We used to sit down and talk about things more.” Several respondents 

perceive that new ideas are not welcome “you can present an idea but get no 

traction to act on it - I hear ‘why fix something that isn't broke?’” and “people 

have been told 'no' one time too many.” One respondent observes the problem is 

that ideas are not well received by others, perhaps because of how the message is 

delivered: “our recommendations get shot down. We are perceived as telling 

others how to do their jobs.” 

One participant notes the relationships between groups could be improved by 

simply making the effort: “we can communicate with [another team] but we 

sometimes just don't,” and another suggests the problem is not knowing how to 

navigate within another group: “we don't know who to call in that group. I call 

someone I know over there who is friendly.” A perception exists that 

formalization of information sharing between groups will enable improved 

relations: “we tried informal sharing when we first did the re-org, but it didn't 

work. We tried to have grassroots talk to grassroots. It was not organized well. It 
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needs formalization.”  

When respondents reflect on how information flows in the organization, 

comments suggest individuals perceive there is insufficient information shared: “I 

don't hear about stuff unless it comes from the floor. We don't receive new 

information through a regular channel to act on,” and information is screened, as 

these two participants observed: “the branch has created a filter and input is 

ignored because only certain perspectives are heard,” and “we tell you what you 

need to know. It's not thought provoking.” The theme that emerges in discussions 

about individual and group learning, suggests individuals are not motivated to 

share because a direction is predetermined: “you get messaging from the org of 

non-acceptance for your ideas, and it's predetermined what we are going to do. So 

why supply a different point of view?” A key difference between sharing within 

a group and sharing across groups or broadly across the organization is the general 

perception that ideas are not welcome once individuals are participating in large 

group discussion: “in large groups, we're not encouraged [to share]. It depends on 

who's in the room.” 

Interpreting: Cross-group Lesson Learning 

Findings about idea sharing that are specific to lessons learned indicate 

participants see value to that activity: “we used to learn from each other, and we 

need to do that again.” Although it may be a common practice within a group, this 

is less so when individuals perceive working across groups: “we can learn lessons 

in our group but not share them,” and “all groups are closely connected but I don't 

hear what another group learned.” One challenge to learning lessons is the 

challenge of being candid: “a lesson learned is coming up for one project but it's 

hard to be honest about lessons when the people running the lesson learning are 

the ones that didn't include you. I can't really be honest.” A recurring theme from 

the lesson learning discussions is the idea that sharing lessons learned “means you 

had a gap and a weakness.” One participant observes “a mistake is perceived as a 

group not being competent,” and another suggests sharing lesson learning will 

invite blame: “the branch doesn't deal with mistakes. There's blame in the culture.” 

One person sums up the practice of not sharing lessons learned: “we're doing the 

wrong things over and over. We're not learning to work better.” 

Integrating: Making Decisions to Act 
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Acting on ideas, a key activity of the integrating process, means individuals must 

resolve their differences to agree on action. As might be expected, in discussions 

about resolving differences among teams and lines of business, similar themes 

emerge to those that surfaced elsewhere. One recurring idea that a path has been 

predetermined without the involvement of those it affects is apparent in this 

comment: “not all parties get involved in resolving a problem. They've already 

consulted and who it affects is not informed.” Another is that there is a tendency 

to avoid a conflict. One respondent observes “we have a lot of start and stall and 

sweep under the rug,” and another comments that “shutting down is common, and 

back room whispering.” One participant concludes individuals do not know how 

to speak to each other; the default action is to use the hierarchy for resolution: “we 

move up our own lines and the expectation is that it gets turned over to the other 

side, but I don't think it really happens. We don't address each other in the right 

way.”  

One person suggests differences are personal and likens what happens to a sore 

left untended: “somebody does the foot stomp and says this is what's going to 

happen. As soon as people don't agree, it becomes personal, and it goes up the 

hierarchy for decision. It festers. It comes down to possessiveness. Trash talk 

occurs after a meeting. We park things to resolve later but resolution doesn't 

occur.” That differences are not resolved among affected parties may be the 

consequence of the cultural practice of side bar conversations among like-minded-

individuals: “a lot of talking happens outside the room. A change then occurs 

outside the room.” 

Another aspect to integrating is deciding on a course of action. Some participants 

reflect that decision making on how to manage provider accountability has 

improved with the introduction of the AF Committee: “we have enough heads at 

the table in the [AF Committee] and there are enough people to loop in other 

groups,” but in other areas of the business, especially those related to processes, 

challenges are apparent. A recurring theme is that no decision is final, members 

of the organization “revisit a subject already discussed because people want to 

exert their will, so they bring new people to the table to exert more influence and 

get the decision changed.” Another respondent comments that “even after 

agreements to change, people revert to old ways,” indicating there may be public 

concurrence but private intransigence as found within teams: “people support a 
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decision to someone's face but not later. We hear in the lunchroom that the 

decision won't be supported.” In some cases, individuals report they lack 

knowledge a decision has been made, given the practice to move the discussion 

to a smaller group: “decisions are made in small cubicles on the floor, not at 

official forums. So, we don't always know about decisions. You might not have 

been part of the group that changed the decision. It just changed.” A cross-group 

finding that “we have groups that are making decisions but they're not in a good 

position to make decisions because they lack knowledge and background” may be 

feeding perceptions of group superiority. 

Participants note the difficulty of acting on ideas: “moving from idea to 

implementation is tough. People can break out of traditional mindsets but it's a 

question of whether they have the ability to put changes into place. There's 

roadblocks to get to a point where you can act. Hard to get from A to B.” This 

sentiment is echoed by a member of the leadership team: “doing something 

different is a monumental task.” 

9.5.6 Summary of Learning Across Groups 

While sharing is perceived as a valuable activity, sharing constraints exist because 

new ideas are perceived as not welcome by other groups, and because individuals 

do not make the effort to communicate across groups. Branch information is 

perceived as irregular and filtered to receive some perspectives but not all. A key 

difference between sharing in a small group and large group sharing is that there 

is greater encouragement in small groups. Large group sharing is perceived to 

depend on “who’s in the room.” Sharing lessons learned is challenged by 

individuals perceiving they cannot be honest with feedback, and the cultural 

proclivity to assign blame for having “a gap and a weakness” and “not being 

competent.” Participants report a course of action is often pre-determined, 

diminishing the motivation to participate in cross-group problem resolution. A 

common approach is to escalate up the hierarchy to resolve cross-team 

differences. There is a cultural practice observed that groups resolve differences 

and make decisions using side-bar conversations. Decisions are perceived as not 

final because they are revisited with petitioning and extra voices brought to the 

table, and because there is public concurrence but private intransigence. In 

general, comments indicate entertaining ideas is easier than acting on them. 
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9.6 The Learning Environment 

Learning is heavily influenced by the environment in which it occurs, and while 

the previous section on learning in the organization presented findings about 

learning through the lens of how individuals generate and share ideas, how ideas 

are shared and enacted in groups and across-groups, this section attends to 

influences from the broader organizational environment. How the environment 

facilitates and impedes learning is explored by considering perceptions of vision, 

the structure of the organization, leadership and cultural norms, and knowledge 

that has become institutionalized. 

9.6.1 Vision 

Scholars recognize the importance of vision to establish a common sense of 

purpose and direction (Senge, 2006) and the difficulty many organizations face 

achieving this (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006). Findings indicate many individuals do 

not perceive a vision for the organization, as this comment suggests: “we're a 

snake without a head - we don't have someone looking after the big picture.” 

Several comments suggest there is faith in the organization despite a lack of 

clarity: “I have faith even though I can't see clear direction.” For one participant, 

the problem is workload: “there's no time for the big picture, or no one shows us 

the big picture.” From a leader perspective there is acknowledgement that vision 

is lacking: “where is it we are going?” and “I think [the ship] is not going in any 

direction.” 

9.6.2 Structure of the Organization 

The significance of the organization re-structuring in 2017 (see Appendix A, 

Timeline of Significant Events) is apparent by references threading through many 

comments. Study findings indicate people are divided about whether the structure 

improved the ability to perform work. Some participants see the new structure and 

the smaller work units as positive: “smaller units are better for standardizing 

processes, and we can focus on our work; we have fewer distractions.” And others 

perceive the structure encourages less intransigence: “the re-org helped us by 

changing responsibilities and we moved around - this makes us less set in our 

ways.” However, many more participants comment that the structure has caused 

new problems and requires revisiting “we arbitrarily chose the structure and now 
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we have lots of data to analyse to understand if we are working effectively.” 

A common theme suggests individuals do not understand the logic behind the 

structure, as illustrated by this comment: “it doesn't make sense how the branch 

was divided. Policy belongs at an integrated level like the AF Committee.” 

Participants also indicate they do not understand the structure, and this is 

especially true for new members: “our work is fragmented. I have zero picture of 

the org and I don't even know if the org can help me do my work.” Another new 

member suggests she has confidence in the structure, despite her lack of 

understanding, “I wish I could understand more of the other areas of the business. 

I don't know what all the processes are and what we do across the branch. But it's 

all related for sure.” One veteran member is faced with a different problem: the 

difference perceived between her work group and the larger organization, as she 

explains “I'm conflicted about the org: my group is supportive, functional and 

collaborative but the organization isn't.” 

With the re-organization came the perception that people work in siloes: “There’s 

no collaboration – no desire to collaborate. We work in siloes,” and that “a lot of 

work is hush-hush,” which suggests work is secretive, falling solely under the 

purview of a single group.  

This participant observes siloes have created territorial boundaries: “It's us vs. 

them and we're not collaborating. Nothing wrong with getting rid of things [that 

don't work] but we aren't studying the problem.” In discussions about the 

perception of siloes, individuals use phrasing to suggest there is distrust and 

barriers to understanding and appreciating the work of the organization: “we're 

distrustful,” “we have blockage,” and “groups are a mystery.” 

9.6.3 Characteristics of the Culture 

Culture in an organization is “comprised of small actions, habits and choices. The 

accumulation of these behaviours – coming from everywhere, from the top and 

the bottom of the hierarchy, from inside and outside of the company itself – creates 

an organization’s culture” (Heffernan, 2015, p. 8). The dominant characteristics 

of the culture that surface in the findings are described below as the organization 

lacking innovation, valued social interaction is missing, being non-inclusive and 

resistant to change, respecting the hierarchy at the expense of idea sharing, and 
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protecting territorial boundaries. 

Participants largely conclude the branch does not demonstrate innovation as a 

cultural characteristic, as suggested by these comments: “our culture is somewhat 

innovative, but we don't embrace it at the higher levels for people to feel they can 

innovate” and “we have preconceived ideas of people that limit our innovation. 

We let a mental model about people direct how we listen to them.” From one 

leader came the comment: “we're coasting but not moving forward.” Moreover, if 

leaders predetermine a path forward, as participants observe, the perception of the 

organization being innovative will be negatively influenced because innovation is 

not arising from individuals exploring diverse ideas: “new info is welcome only 

when it confirms existing understanding.” 

A theme arising across many conversations concerns perceptions that not only are 

specific individuals resistant to change, but the organization, as an entity, is 

resistant. For some individuals, the resistance is localized: “a faction of the branch 

is entrenched in old ways,” and for others the organization is unlikely to change 

because dominant voices hold sway: “the same people always dominate” and “we 

disagree at the branch level, and it's rooted in ‘this is how we have always done 

things.’” For one veteran, resistance to change is embodied in the culture: “not 

everyone will be receptive [to new ideas]. Other groups are defensive and 

suspicious that you have an agenda and ulterior motives. It's cultural.” A related 

characteristic to being resistant to change is public concurrence and private 

intransigence, noted as occurring within and across groups. If individuals are 

privately resisting a change, and if that behaviour is not addressed, a perception 

that the organization accepts resistance is a natural conclusion.  

Heffernan (2015) makes a passionate argument for the importance of social 

interactions in effective organizational performance. The findings show a missing 

social locus, the lunch table, is contributing to perceptions of isolation because the 

social interaction that occurred at the lunch table is diminished: “people used to 

eat at the lunch table, now they eat at their desks or they have a table in their pod,” 

and “we have a disconnect and it seems to affect our social relationships. People 

aren't eating lunch together. No one talks to each other and each group operates 

in a unique way.” The lunch table surfaced across many conversations, intimating 

it was a place of informal sharing where good will was engendered.  
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The culture is described as non-inclusive: “I was excluded from meetings, but the 

project affected my area of responsibility. The culture is not to include all the 

stakeholders.” This comment echoes the discussion about resolving differences 

and decision making, which also identify that a cultural practice is to exclude. 

Similarly, exclusion has been noted to occur through the use of dominant voices 

associated with long serving members: “anyone who's been with the branch for a 

long time, they have the dominant view.” 

Respect for the hierarchy is rooted in the culture, as this participant learned: “I 

was told to go up the levels in the hierarchy and not jump them.” When unspoken 

rules are embedded in the hierarchy, individuals learn to take care with their ideas. 

Territory boundaries are also determined by unspoken rules, and the cultural 

inclination to protect territory surfaced, revealing its constraint: “sometimes 

points of view are not entertained; there's turf to protect and then points of view 

are supressed,” and “the main impediment [to sharing] is teams and individuals 

protecting turf.” 

9.6.4 Organizational Leadership 

A new Director responsible for service provider accountability joined the 

organization in late 2017 after the branch had been re-organized (see Appendix A, 

Timeline of Significant Events) and a manager of the accountability teams was 

appointed a few months later. One participant observes the “change in our 

management team has been healthy,” but others comment that leaders are not 

perceived to be working together: “leadership is not on the same page and 

negativity surfaces,” and “the leadership team is dysfunctional and there's lack of 

trust. Some of it is long-standing and a refusal to change.” One person sums the 

leadership challenge as “directors don't like each other and [our executive 

director] doesn't like conflict.”  

Comments about leadership suggest there are practices that fail to inspire 

confidence such as “I saw someone physically raise a hand to cut someone off;” 

“leaders deliver messages in a negative way: there was eye rolling over tenancy 

rules;” and “sharing is superficial because leaders think they should do this [pat 

on the back].” The recognition that “leadership has made more of a point to 

commemorate milestones for achievement” is observed by one participant, and 

from another, there is disappointment in learning that “leadership was given a 
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quota of pats on the back,” which, for her, diminishes the significance of receiving 

praise. One respondent reveals there is a lack of trust in leaders: “we answer, 'we 

are fine' because we are suspicious about why they are asking.”  

The reporting structure of two directors is perceived to contribute to notions of 

territory: “when there is reporting to two people [the two directors], there is 

territory developed and no cross-over flow. Life is bureaucratic with two 

directors. Ownership is a word used often.” An interesting aspect to the subject of 

ownership is that parties from both the MV and accountability programs comment 

about lacking ownership: “we lack ownership and control;” “who owns 

[performance]?” and “everyone is looking for ownership.” Comments about 

ownership involved ownership of policy, the transaction system used by providers 

(MOVES), the performance system (CARS), the phone queue for supporting 

agents, and the Framework. One answer suggested for solving the branch divide 

is: “I'd like to see us explore separating.”  

9.6.5 Framework Leadership 

When participants explored leadership of the Framework, a theme that surfaced 

is being unable to identify a steward. For others, a good guess about a steward 

could be made, although stewardship generally emerges as problematic. In the 

minds of many, a steward should be passionate about the change toward increased 

provider accountability, but the stewards that individuals named or guessed at are 

perceived as lacking “passion” or having an agenda. A few respondents observe 

that the resource who was dedicated to the project was the steward, but there was 

a failure to successfully transition her vision and passion to another person: “one 

steward let go but another didn't pick it up.” Comments such as “maybe the 

steward is everyone,” and “every team is a steward” suggest a reasonable 

approach to Framework leadership is shared responsibility. For others, a steward 

is unnecessary: “we have no reason to look out for a steward because we have 

what we need. We are doing what we need to in our unit” and “we don't need a 

single individual to be in charge. We all take our portions. We don't need someone 

to look it over.” This thinking aligns with perceptions of groups as self-contained 

and superior, diminishing the need for stewardship. 
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9.6.6 Leadership Dynamics 

Team Leaders, Managers and Directors join a “leadership table” to conduct 

branch business. References to leadership meetings arose during interviews, and 

two respondents observed the expectation that individuals should come to the 

table with good news, as indicated by these comments: “we don't genuinely share 

at the leadership table. We're supposed to bring good news stories” and “we cycle 

through the same things: provide your good news story at the leadership table. It's 

not a time to truly share and get excited.” One participant reflects that the place 

for raising issues that need discussion is in ad hoc conversation: “there's lack of 

communication at leadership table. We can bring up and discuss issues at ad hoc 

meetings but not at the leadership meetings.” 

The researcher was invited to join the leadership table and observed individuals 

orient their bodies toward the Executive Director and speak in his direction or to 

the ceiling, as compared to addressing the table. When Directors spoke, they 

tended to lean back and expand their space, and language sometimes reflected 

resignation: “even if I knew about [this problem], could I do anything about it?”  

That staff members perceive the “leadership team is dysfunctional,” is a view 

shared by the Directors: “I'm responsible for [one business area] but as the line 

crosses into [the other area], the sentiment is ‘get out of my sandbox’.” Both 

directors comment they feel under attack, and that “[it] doesn't make sense how 

our branch is divided – lines are arbitrary.” Control is an oft-used word among all 

leaders: “we lack control [working with another ministry]”; “we lack control 

working with [provider network];” and “we should have more control over how 

[a business function] is done.” One leader perceived the need for “a black and 

white line to define my sandbox.” 

9.6.7 Summary of the Learning Environment 

The learning environment is compromised by obscure vision, and while the re-

structuring is perceived by some to have delivered positive benefits, for others, it 

has led to siloes. There is a general perception, especially among new members, 

of not understanding how the organization and work is structured, and of not 

understanding the logic behind demarcation of functions. Compromised social 

relationships and respect for the hierarchy at the expense of idea sharing are 

dominant characteristics. Leaders are perceived as having dysfunctional 
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relationships and protective of territory and the perception of needing more 

control threads through many comments. The Framework is missing a clearly 

identifiable steward, and some perceive there is no need for Framework 

stewardship because teams are self-contained.  

Considerable knowledge has been institutionalized by introducing a framework 

of using data and analytics to manage provider performance. The organization has 

readily accessible data stored in the CARS business system, in provider 

performance reports and in records kept of how incidents are managed, and 

sanctions imposed. The monitoring, measuring and managing processes are 

embedded in the organizational structure and team processes.  

Knowledge is codified in some documentation, such as policy and process 

descriptions, although findings indicate documentation is generally perceived as 

flawed and inadequate. There is a flow of information that is difficult to manage; 

and individuals report storing it personal emails and directories, leading to the 

finding that individuals prefer and have confidence in their own sources of 

documentation compared to a shared source.  

Cultural norms emerged as institutionalized knowledge, such as the value of social 

interaction and a feeling of isolation caused by its absence in the face of 

compromised relationships, a tendency to exclude and resist change, and to 

respect the hierarchy and observe territorial boundaries. There are perceptions that 

sharing pride in one’s work is bragging, and project work is worth celebrating, but 

not operational work. The perception that mistakes from which learning may 

occur are not shared because they indicate incompetence is a norm that leads to 

lost learning opportunities. So too, the perception that paths are pre-determined is 

a norm contributing to a lack of motivation for individuals to be involved in 

problem solving. The perception that branch experience is valued over new ideas, 

dominant voices holding sway, particularly the voices of veteran members, and 

resolving differences using avoidance, exclusion and side bar conversations are 

norms that constrain idea generation and sharing. 

9.7 Chapter Summary 

Findings show accountability is a dominant value and public servants perceive 

themselves as protectors of valuable client information to which outsourced 
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providers have access, and this poses a risk to government. Opportunism is 

perceived to occur and explanations for it fall into two camps: one that providers 

are advantage-seeking, and the other that provider behaviour is explained by the 

environment. This thinking surfaced a dichotomous approach for managing 

providers: relational norms vs. increased oversight and discipline. There is a 

general lack of understanding of what the Framework is, although its purpose is 

clear, and while the impact is positively perceived, its permanence is considered 

being vulnerable to leadership change in government, and the branch not 

stewarding its ongoing development. There is enthusiasm about Framework 

processes used to manage provider accountability and much effort is expended to 

achieve consistency in monitoring. There is appreciation for the ability to assess 

provider performance, but some participants report they lack understanding of the 

assessment model. Many participants are passionate about the sanction model. 

However, the interconnectivity of processes is problematic because there is 

confusion about roles, hand off points between teams and poor cross-team 

relationships. 

Learning in the organization reveals the workplace is an enabler and impediment, 

where work groups are perceived as supportive but once individuals move outside 

small groups to cross-group activity, sharing constraints emerge related to 

dominant voices, intransigence, resolving differences and avoiding conflict. 

Ultimately participants report ideas are easier to raise than enact and there is a 

focus on becoming increasingly competent within a team rather than exploring 

new ways of working. 

The environment lacks clear vision for the change, the organizational structure is 

not well understood, and people perceive they work in siloes. The leadership team 

fails to inspire confidence and is perceived as dysfunctional. The culture is 

characterized as intransigent, non-inclusive, and exhibiting compromised social 

relationships and communication. Respect for the hierarchy occurs at the expense 

of idea sharing. That leaders desire increased control over territory and that 

territory is protected emerge as themes and explain why many perceive the 

organization is divided. In general, much Framework knowledge has been 

institutionalized in documentation and processes, and this has occurred alongside 

cultural norms which are creating barriers to learning. 
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10 DISCUSSION 

The question posed in this study is: 

When data analytics is introduced to manage opportunism and 

accountability, in what ways does the organization learn to use data and 

analytical methods for performance management? 

This chapter answers the research question, beginning by exploring how the 

introduction of data analytics was an opportunity for accelerated learning that led 

to new ways of working and the emergence of new language and concepts. The 

second section considers the ways in which learning is compromised by working 

in an outsourced environment, and the third section examines learning 

impediments arising from the business environment.  

10.1 An Opportunity for Accelerated Learning  

When the organization began the transformation to using data and analytics for 

managing accountability, the impetus for change was strong, driven by the 

external authorities of a privacy commissioner and the government auditor. Kotter 

(2007) suggests a critical failure of many transformation projects is not 

establishing a sense of urgency, but in this case the sense of urgency was apparent, 

coming from bodies imbued with systemic power, a power source Lawrence 

(2005) and his colleagues observe engenders institutionalized knowledge.  

The Executive Director Support demonstrated support by authorizing the project 

as action research, and when a new Executive Director was appointed, support 

remained constant. Funding for the technology changes, the only direct costs of 

the project, had been successfully secured by arguing on the grounds of the Order 

and the Audit. Findings show participants reason that new ways of working will 

endure because of the Order and the Audit, since the change is entrenched by these 

authorities. Closing the Audit by demonstrating how the Framework operates was 

a significant milestone many acknowledged (see Appendix A, Timeline of 

Significant Events). Thus, considerable learning occurred initially as the 

organization embraced the need for the change and learned to work differently. 
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10.1.1 New Ways of Working 

Under the stimulus of the Order and Audit, individuals developed an “orientation 

to doing business in new ways” (Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier, 2013), 

embracing the value of data and analytical processes. Members of the organization 

report perceiving their data are trustworthy, which is foundational to extracting its 

value (Vidgen, Shaw and Grant, 2017). Trustworthy data from monitoring 

processes (“equitable monitoring makes us defensible”) delivers trust in provider 

assessment (“our reporting is defensible”) and leads to confidence in sanctioning: 

“we had no way to sanction agents before. Our information was based on 

conjecture and opinion.” The corollary of Senge’s (2006) point that weaknesses 

in one component of a system can amplify effects in the other, applies in this case: 

a continuous focus on achieving consistency in monitoring amplifies the trust in 

performance assessment and performance management, leading to a belief that 

“[the new way of working] is the right thing to do,” because “it shifted how we 

do things. We never worked in a data environment, we worked off opinion.” 

Action research encourages learning by doing (Revans, 1982; Argyris, 1995; 

Bargal, 2006; Raelin, 2008), delivering actionable knowledge by conducting 

research in the field and by collaborating with subjects (Zhang, Levenson and 

Crossley, 2015). Because the Framework was part of an action research project, 

the researcher had the opportunity to design processes for working with data and 

analytics using scholarly studies, and design considerations functioned to enhance 

learning. For example, studies show monitoring in outsourced public services is 

plagued by problems of irregularity, frequency and consistency (Brown and 

Potoski, 2003; Marvel and Marvel, 2007; Lambright, 2008), large volumes and 

invalid sampling (Van Slyke, 2007), eroding knowledge of service characteristics 

(Kettl, 2000; Milward and Provan, 2000), the challenges of provider performance 

assessment (Heinrich, 2002; Cuganesan, Guthrie and Vranic, 2014), and 

reputation harm caused by single egregious instances of opportunism (Ingraham, 

2005; Heinrich, 2007). Studies from other disciplines point to the value of using 

checklists (Gawande, 2009), focusing on failure data to educate (Epstein, 2012; 

Kravet, Howell and Wright, 2012), the practice of identifying patterns for 

anomaly detection and management (West and Bhattacharya, 2016), the challenge 

of using quantitative measures in assessment (Campbell, 1976; Muller, 2018), and 

using data analytics to improve business decision making (Brynjolfsson, Kitt and 
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Kim, 2011; Khaneman, 2011; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018).  

Using the principles of action research, the Framework was developed in 

collaboration with the business and was designed to leverage research findings. 

Monitoring is designed to be performed equitably and consistently, using 

checklists and processes to assure the quality of data (“when we monitor, we don't 

pull stuff from anywhere, we pull the actual documents and include that as part of 

our check list”). Sampling, where required, uses machine-generated algorithms, 

and the organization collects only failure data to focus on problems and from them 

enable learning. Pattern identification to detect anomalies has been developed 

from ROADS keystroke data. Managing inadequate performance draws from 

monitoring data, and data are used to support making decisions about actions to 

take to address performance problems. Performance reporting was designed to 

address the challenges of provider nonacceptance (Heinrich, 2002) and reduce 

personal judgement about providers by using empirical measures (Hatry, 2014). 

Providers are deemed satisfactory or unsatisfactory based on quarterly data, and 

monthly reports are shared to support learning among those providing services. 

However, the finding that: “reports can be a competition for which clerk has the 

fewest errors,” suggests there has been an unintended consequence in provider 

assessment. This reinforces Muller’s (2018) proposition that while quantitative 

data have a useful function in assessment, when they are used to reward and 

punish, perverse outcomes may be the consequence.  

10.1.2 Emergent Language and Concepts 

Learning to work in new ways led to the emergence of new language. Learning 

theorists observe the use of specific terms and phrases creates contextual 

boundaries (March, 1991; Crossan, Lane and White, 1999; NRC, 2000; 2018). As 

individuals reflected on the change, metaphors surfaced, suggesting the 

organization is a “web,” something being “knitted,” a “blanket,” and a “house.” 

These are metaphors indicative of an encompassing structure, but inherent in 

several of them is instability or fragility: a web is easily destroyed, a blanket is 

malleable, and knitting is vulnerable to “dropping stitches.” Other metaphors 

indicate members perceive the organization is adrift: “a ship in the ocean” or 

stalled somewhere “we lost some gas, and we need a push.” The metaphor of one 

group being a “switchboard” for another group has echoes of dissatisfied 
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servitude. 

With respect to concepts, several emerged or gained clarity with the change, most 

notably, the concept of consistent and equitable monitoring. The concept surfaced 

in conversations with veteran and new members, indicating a shared 

understanding has evolved: “we share the idea that we have to be consistent to 

measure agents. This is firmly set in our heads, so we strive for consistency.”  

The concept of the Accountability Framework, while confusing for many, gained 

firmer ground as interviews were conducted, given how conversations were a 

catalyst for talking about the framework. This was also true of failure data, about 

which individuals reasoned had value: “[failure data] is the best way to go. Really, 

we can't even do percent correct because we don't have the cycles to monitor 100% 

of services.” The general concept of there being value to using data to make 

decisions was not lost among participants, despite it being reported as 

problematic: “we've been introduced to using data to make decisions. I'm trying, 

but even management doesn’t support this, or one will but not the other.”  

The concept of accountability surfaced many times in different contexts, 

suggesting it is grounded not only in the specific processes used for managing 

provider accountability (“we gather evidence to manage accountability”), but also 

in the public service value of being accountable (“we have to back up what we're 

doing. Hold us accountable in the public eye”). The importance and significance 

of being accountable, a key value from the introduction of the NPM (Hood, 1995), 

served to enhance learning to work in new ways. From one participant came the 

understanding that embracing the value drives greater care taken with work: “I'm 

more aware of my accountability for information. This makes me more careful.” 

Public servants describe themselves as stewards of the public interest, both 

passionate and enthusiastic about accountability, especially as compared to 

perceptions of how providers approach their work: “they're not as passionate as 

we are about accountability.” Studies of individual learning demonstrate that 

people are willing to work harder to learn content and skills they are emotional 

about (NRC, 2000; 2018). Ultimately, enthusiasm for accountability was a driver 

for learning to work in new ways.  
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10.2 Learning Compromises from the Outsourced Environment 

The movement toward increased disaggregation in the public service delivered 

complex relationships in the delivery and management of services and 

opportunism (Mintzberg, 1996; Kettl, 2000; Milward and Provan, 2000; Bowman 

et al., 2015). In this business context, services are delivered by more than 1300 

employees working for more than 200 service providers, each of which is 

separately contracted and managed. The service provider workforce requires 

oversight, education and relationship management at multiple levels: service 

provider business owners, office supervisors, and clerks who work directly with 

members of the public to deliver services. Within that context, one considerable 

challenge in this multi-layered environment is how to innovate when providers 

wield political influence that can curtail new thinking and initiatives for managing 

the relationship. Another challenge is how to manage the influence of what is seen 

and heard about provider behaviour, given the days of most branch members are 

consumed with discovering opportunistic behaviour. This section disucsses these 

two challenges in turn below. 

10.2.1 Outsourced Environment Curtails Innovation 

The provider network is perceived as knowing how to use their power and 

influence to successfully navigate a political environment: “agents seem to think 

they have entitlement, and they agitate with politicians for their right to do 

business a certain way.” And while a new political administration is often the 

outcome of election cycles, study findings show providers are recognized for their 

ability to adapt: “under another administration, agents had more leeway and a 

good lobby system. Under this administration, agents shifted their lobbying to 

lower levels in the bureaucracy.” Outsourced providers manipulating the system 

to their advantage is a serious challenge identified by public service scholars 

(Milward and Provan, 2000; Van Slyke, 2007; Bowman, et al., 2015; Froud et al., 

2017). Innovating within the constraints imposed by provider network influence 

is an issue for the branch. 

One restriction to innovation is an overriding concern of the degree to which 

providers will accept changes or impede progress by using their power and 

influence: “innovation depends on whether there's a potential to affect agents.” 

Because the organization keeps the agent perspective foremost, a prevailing 
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attitude is: “if something works to keep [the provider network] happy, then do it.” 

That attitude constrains learning because public managers work in an environment 

in which they are not granted autonomy to introduce change. Their freedom to 

experiment is limited by the overriding need to be mindful of a political backlash. 

The learning research shows that while autonomy facilitates learning through a 

positive emotional experience, lack of autonomy is a disincentive to learning 

(Raelin, 2008; NRC, 2000; 2018). Osborne and Brown (2011) assert that 

innovation in the public service must shift from the hero innovator to the 

networked environment, but the challenge for public managers is learning how to 

innovate within the context of influential providers. Lack of autonomy acts as a 

disincentive to innovation and learning, as this leader’s comment suggests: “even 

if I knew about [this problem], could I do anything about it?” 

10.2.2 Dominant Perspectives Compromise New Thinking 

Many members of the branch have jobs focused on discovering and managing 

provider opportunistic behaviour, which influences how they perceive their 

partners. Dominant theories explaining provider behaviour and how they should 

be managed surfaced as a dichotomy of two lines of thought in the branch.  

Findings show participants perceive opportunism occurs in the provider network: 

“opportunism can arise from so many circumstances so I'm sure it happens,” 

although there is recognition that the scope of the problem is unknown: “we still 

don't know the scope of the problem.” While the scope is unknown, members 

nevertheless perceive opportunism occurs and may be prevalent (“if you look for 

it, you'll find it”). This may be a consequence of negative emotions making 

opportunism appear prevalent (Kensinger, 2007; Kahneman, 2011), especially 

given that branch members spend their days detecting it. 

Regardless of the perceived or actual size of the problem, opportunism is 

considered a risk, as noted by one leader: “it's calm now but in the distance there's 

a whirlpool and we aren't seeing it.” The risk is sufficiently serious that 80% of 

resources are assigned to detecting and managing opportunism, which validates 

the TCE premise that uncertainty raises transaction costs (David and Han, 2004), 

as do breaches of trust (Babin, Bates and Sohal, 2017). 

Members of the branch have formed theories to explain observed behaviour, and 
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findings show explanations fall on a spectrum. Some participants have reasoned 

provider behaviour is a function of providers working in a challenging 

environment in which they face pressure from the public, they lack training, they 

must interpret confusing policy, and they are human (“agents are naturally 

curious”). Participants who worked in provider offices draw from their 

experiences to construct a perspective, in keeping with the constructivist 

interpretation of how individuals learn and reason (NR, 2000; 2018): “I was an 

agent, so I understand their perspective. They aren't all idiots.” At the other end 

of the spectrum is the reasoning that provider behaviour is a function of providers 

being motivated by profit: “they do what they can to make money.” Also at play 

is recognition of how the imbalance of information works to the public servant’s 

disadvantage: “when an office knows how we investigate, they figure out ways to 

mask what we're looking for,” an echo from TCE and principal-agent theories of 

information asymmetry (Williamson, 1993; Davis, Schoorman and Donaldson, 

1997). 

Theories explaining agent behaviour have led individuals to formulate approaches 

for how to manage service providers. One line of thinking favours adopting 

relational norms: “we could have a more friendly approach. It would be nice to 

build a relationship with agents.” This approach is supported by research that finds 

complementing formal contracts with relational norms is the best combination for 

reducing opportunism (Ahimbisibwe, Muhwezi and Nangoli, 2012; Carson, 

Mahkok and Wu, 2006; Poppo and Zenger, 2002). Another line of thinking 

suggests a more stringent approach is required, because “we do too much hand 

holding.” This line of thinking is also supported by research that indicates 

breaches of trust leads to efforts to increase contract specificity and terms, 

including punitive measures (Brown, Potoski and Van Slyke, 2007). The 

dichotomy emerges because there is no coalesced institutional knowledge that 

establishes 'this is how we perceive our partners, and this is our approach for 

managing them'. Branch members recognize "we waffle and we're unclear in our 

messaging." Individuals and teams seek to influence others about the ‘correct’ 

way to manage the relationship through the use of language, such as "this is a 

hammer we didn't have before," while recognizing “the hammer approach is 

difficult for them. They can't change their view of themselves as helper.” Some 

teams socialize their approach within the team to gain consistency: “our 
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orientation is that we assist not punish.”  

This discussion does not suggest one way is better than another. It raises the issue 

of there being no forum at which this discussion can unfold to give full 

consideration to the various perspectives and to learn from that. As well, findings 

show normative behaviour in the branch is to walk away from conflict or gather 

like-minded individuals and reinforce a school of thought. Thus, tension over the 

dichotomy surfaced in many conversations and it functions as a barrier by stifling 

new thinking that could lead to exploring different approaches and learning from 

the exploration about practices that work and those that should be discarded. 

10.3 Learning Compromises from the Business Environment 

Several events that occurred in the midst of accelerated exploratory learning had 

a substantial impact on ongoing learning. The first was the transition of the 

Framework from the individual most closely involved in conceiving and building 

it to individuals who assumed operational responsibility for it. The second was 

the branch re-organization into smaller teams to align with Framework processes. 

The third was new leadership that created new dynamics. The fourth was a 

substantial increase to the workforce, which added new dynamics to intra-team 

learning. In addition to these events, cultural norms surfaced in the findings as 

significant barriers to ongoing learning. 

10.3.1 Framework Transition 

Not long after business processes had been reengineered (see Appendix A, 

Timeline of Significant Events), the key project resource involved in Framework 

design and development was assigned to new responsibilities, and she was 

directed to transition to members of the organization that had had minimal 

involvement in the project. Since the individuals tasked with ongoing 

responsibility for the Framework were new to their operational roles, they were 

burdened with leadership responsibilities and had little time to focus on the 

Framework: “we were distracted and couldn’t get on the same page.” It is also 

possible that because the new owners had not been closely involved in developing 

the Framework, it had reduced importance and value. In a study dubbed “the 

IKEA effect,” researchers demonstrated people perceive higher value for self-

made products compared to those made by others (Norton, Mochon and Ariely, 
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2012, p. 453). Schilling and Kluge (2009) recognize this effect as a barrier to the 

organizational learning process of integrating where teams may not embrace an 

idea because they did not invent it. 

The effects of ‘not invented here’ may have increased the value of the Framework 

in the minds of those who had conceived and implemented it and decreased the 

value in the minds of those assuming responsibility for it. Berends and Lammers 

(2010) find “interventions that affect when learning occurs simultaneously affect 

who is involved in learning and how learning evolves, making the timing of 

learning activities an instrument of power and control” (p. 1063). In this case, the 

use of systemic power (Lawrence et al., 2005) to create a learning timeframe led 

to strained relationships that curtailed ongoing learning. Individuals involved in 

the transition reported they were aware Framework knowledge had not been 

successfully transferred, and they were aware this condition was feeding inter-

team tension. Ultimately, the hard stop to transition detracted from successfully 

transferring knowledge that would enable ongoing learning for using data and 

analytics to manage accountability.  

10.3.2 Branch Re-organization 

The branch was re-organized into smaller teams to align with Framework 

processes, and this shifted the focus from early accelerated exploratory learning 

to small team learning focusing on exploiting what had been learned: “most new 

ideas are a lot of 'this is how we do things.' More ideas are related to existing ways 

not new ideas.” Individuals reported they like working in smaller teams: “our team 

is small so if you're the quiet one you still get a voice,” and within teams there is 

trust and strong relationships: “we're very close and it's awesome. We have 

synergy and we can brainstorm.”  

While small teams are perceived as supportive of intra-team learning, they are 

also perceived as operating in siloes: “there’s no collaboration – no desire to 

collaborate. We work in siloes.” Confounding the perception of siloes is confusion 

about the organizational structure. Findings show members do not understand the 

logic of the structure: “[it] doesn't make sense how our branch is divided – lines 

are arbitrary,” nor do they understand how the constituent components fit 

together: “I wish I could understand more of the other areas of the business. I don't 

know what all the processes are and what we do across the branch.” If the 
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organizational structure is not well understood, and one’s team is a supportive and 

superior group (“my team works well but the branch doesn't,”), a natural 

inclination is to focus inward, developing increasing competency within a team at 

the expense of exploratory learning, a condition March (1991) has theorized leads 

to organizational stagnation. 

Structure is important to organizational learning since it provides a mechanism 

for idea generation and sharing across work groups, and for the flow of 

information. It establishes a power framework useful for the imposition of 

discipline for teamwork (Lawrence et al., 2005). In this case, lack of clarity about 

structure impeded learning because individuals did not understand how to 

navigate it: “we don't know who to call in that group,” and without being able to 

easily navigate it, individuals were not creating informal relationships to enable 

learning from others. 

10.3.3 New Leadership, New Dynamics 

Inherent in the branch re-organization was the conceptualization of there being 

two distinct and separate areas of management, one for the MV program and one 

for provider accountability. The work of the two units is closely interrelated since 

the MV program is delivered by the service provider network, most teams 

contribute toward Framework accountability by performing Framework 

processes, and teams share business systems and policy. Despite this 

interconnectivity, a branch divide emerged, described as: “It's us vs. them.” 

Leaders expressed desire for stronger boundaries: “a black and white line.” Where 

organizational structure can facilitate relationship building and cross-team 

learning through curiosity and appreciation for the work of others, in this case, it 

functioned to constrain relationships: “I'm responsible for [one business area] but 

as the line crosses into [the other area], the sentiment is ‘get out of my sandbox.’”  

Managing the outsourced provider is the responsibility of not only the branch, but 

also units from outside the branch including other government departments that 

use the provider network to deliver services (see Figure 13, Conceptualization of 

Organizational Structure and Appendix B, Branch Organization). Findings show 

a lack of control is perceived to be operating on several fronts in this complex 

delivery system: “we lack control [working with another ministry]”; “we lack 

control working with [the provider network];” and “we should have more control 
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over how [a business function] is done.” One person’s response to lacking control 

is further disaggregation: “I'd like to see us explore separating,” a response that 

could increase rather than decrease relationship complexity. Poor interpersonal 

relationships are recognized as a substantial barrier to learning (Schilling and 

Kluge, 2009), and Argyris (2010) argues the inability to discuss the sources of 

relationship tension leads to defensive routines, which will trap an organization 

into dysfunctional behaviour that impedes learning.  

10.3.4 Intra-team Tension 

With a 30% workforce increase, there was an impact on intra-team dynamics that 

influenced ongoing learning. One veteran member observed that her introduction 

to the organization was different from the current dynamic: “in the past if I took 

initiative there would be resentment because I was new, but this is changing.” 

Findings show initiative taken by new members appears appreciated: “team 

members have amazing insights - even new members.” However, a new member 

notes “new ideas are easy to share but 'considered' - probably not.” This suggests 

a professed position is that new members add value, but the demonstrated 

behaviour indicates otherwise. Argyris (2010) has shown demonstrated behaviour 

is much more powerful as a signal of what is valued compared to the words used 

to describe what is valued. 

Findings show there is intra-team tension arising from learning to work together: 

“discussion is useless - we're supposed to be creating manuals but it's hard to get 

done. A lot of tension.” Some of the tension is attributed to preserving old ways 

of working: “some [team members] have blinders on and they can't look past 

them. Tensions escalate when we try to challenge the blinders.” When the tension 

is coupled with the inability of teams to effectively manage differences: “we have 

no techniques for resolving conflict. Differing opinions add to the conflict and 

make it personal,” maintaining team harmony may be a safer route than risking 

relationships within a team. Ideas from new staff members may exhibit high 

creativity because they are not influenced by expertise (March, 1991; Mlodinow, 

2018), but new member ideas may not surface or may not be shared with other 

members if challenging the status quo compromises relationships. Schilling and 

Kluge (2009) observe that when there is insufficient influence for convincing 

others, members learn to suppress ideas to avoid conflict, which leads to fewer 
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ideas being generated and shared over time.  

10.3.5 Eroding Vision 

The organization was introduced to the concept that the Framework is a system 

of many parts each of which contributes to managing provider accountability. 

While those individuals who were more closely involved in the project 

demonstrate a better understanding than others, ongoing learning about the 

Framework was reported as informal and organic: “I heard about it in passing.” 

Both new and veteran members are challenged to articulate what the framework 

is and its interconnectivity: “I know my job and what I do, but not how the AF fits 

together.” Findings also show performance reporting is not well understood. 

Individuals observe they have trouble making sense of reports and cannot explain 

the contents to providers (“it was hard for me to explain to agents how to use the 

information on the reports”).  

These findings suggest that over time and with an influx of many new members, 

the broad vision of the Framework began eroding (“where is it we are going?”). 

Learning requires influential champions to promote the vision and bind collective 

action (Senge, 2006). Champions are learning facilitators who employ skills for 

enabling learning at different levels of the organization, and through the different 

social and psychological learning processes (Lawrence et al., 2005). Without 

learning facilitators to reinforce the vision of the Framework and enhance idea 

movement through feedforward loops, individuals may perform work that 

contributes to managing accountability, but fail to understand how pieces fit 

together into a grander scheme. In this case, what surfaced was the perception that 

people work in siloes, where “every team is a steward” and “we don't need a single 

individual to be in charge.” 

10.3.6 Cultural Norms Impede Learning 

Cultural norms that surfaced in the findings acted as barriers to idea generation 

and sharing. Within the context of a processual view of organizational learning 

(Crossan, Lane and White, 1999), cultural norms are institutionalized expectations 

of behaviour, and they operate by sending feedback about expected behaviour 

from the organization to individuals and groups. In this study, individuals could 

discern and describe what they observed as expected behaviour and their personal 
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feelings about that information.  

Sharing impeded by personal feelings of innovator 

Several norms emerged suggesting sharing is impeded by the personal feelings of 

the innovator, a barrier Schilling and Kluge (2009) suggest inhibits interpreting 

since ideas are suppressed at source. One norm is that work is not important 

enough to share (“we hear about projects but not individual stuff. I think people 

think what we have done is not big enough to share”), another is that one’s 

knowledge is perceived as inferior ("others know best"), and a third is that sharing 

may be construed as bragging (“we are perceived as boasting when we share 

results”). When norms suppress sharing, ideas do not reach others for 

consideration and exploration. 

The norm of perceiving one’s knowledge and group practices are superior to 

others also acts as an impediment because of the personal feelings of the 

innovator. When individuals do not feel curious about the work environment, 

operating from a position of certainty that they know best, sharing is likely 

curtailed on a couple fronts. On the one hand, innovators do not share because 

they already have answers and explanations. There is no motivation for 

discussion. On the other hand, when innovators share from a context of superior 

knowledge, information may be communicated in a way that makes it less likely 

to be entertained and explored by others (“our recommendations get shot down. 

We are perceived as telling others how to do their jobs”).  

New knowledge conflicts with existing mindsets, reducing motivation to share 

Schilling and Kluge (2009) suggest when new knowledge conflicts with an 

existing mindset a sharing barrier occurs. A prevalent theme in the findings is that 

veteran staff have superior knowledge, and this serves to reduce motivation to 

share: “the older staff are more experienced, and I don't want to step on toes or 

challenge them.” Combined with the perception of veteran staff having superior 

knowledge is the perspective that veteran staff hold sway: “anyone who's been 

with the branch for a long time, they have the dominant view.” When new 

members of the organization face this combination, they become resigned (“the 

same people always dominate”), learning there is little reason for sharing new 

ideas. A reminder to a new member of one’s place in the hierarchy: “I was told to 

go up the levels in the hierarchy and not jump them” sends strong messaging that 
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the importance of ideas is relative to a hierarchical position, and sharing should 

be contained to one’s place in the hierarchy. It is an easier route to assimilation 

when new members manage the tension between veteran superior knowledge and 

new member knowledge by accepting one’s position and knowledge is less 

valuable. However, as long as this norm operates by placing greater value on 

veteran knowledge and allowing that knowledge to dominate, ideas from new 

members will not readily surface. 

Sharing suppressed to avoid blame 

The norm that sharing lessons learned may point to incompetence because a 

mistake “means you had a gap and a weakness” is recognized as a learning barrier 

that suppresses sharing to avoid blame (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). This norm 

invites using care when sharing to avoid creating a vulnerability, and it constrains 

learning from mistakes. Ackoff (2006) argues this is a critical reason why 

organizations fail to adopt systems-thinking. Even when lesson learning is a 

public exercise, the result may not be honest conversation that leads to learning 

because “it's hard to be honest about lessons when the people running the lesson 

learning are the ones that didn't include you. I can't really be honest.”  

Exclusion restricts sharing to select individuals and groups 

When members of the organization demonstrate counteractive and opportunistic 

behaviour (Schilling and Kluge, 2009), such as exclusion, a barrier to sharing 

surfaces to limit idea generation to select individuals and groups. Reports of 

exclusionary practices indicate there is both counteractive behaviour (“the culture 

is not to include all the stakeholders”) and opportunistic behaviour (“a lot of 

talking happens outside the room. A change then occurs outside the room”). 

Talking outside the room creates a dynamic forum for idea sharing but it restricts 

sharing to select individuals. Inviting idea sharing from only some individuals is 

a method for limiting idea generation, which may be an action taken to achieve a 

pre-determined outcome: “you get messaging from the org of non-acceptance for 

your ideas, and it's predetermined what we are going to do.” Lawrence and 

colleagues (2005) observe that reaching conclusions using like-minded thinking 

leads to "convergent behaviour but uninspired thinking" (p. 189). It may also lead 

to public concurrence but private intransigence where an agreed resolution fails 

to stick because not all affected parties were involved in the resolution. 
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Ideas suppressed to avoid conflict 

Conflict avoidance was described as a norm practiced within teams, between 

teams and at the level of organization. At the team level one individual observes 

the team lacks the ability to resolve differences: “we have no techniques for 

resolving conflict. Differing opinions add to the conflict and make it personal.” 

Teams working with teams face similar challenges: “we park things to resolve 

later but resolution doesn't occur.” And at the level of cross-organizational 

leadership, there is the observation that problems are managed off-side in small 

group discussion: “there's lack of communication at leadership table. We can 

bring up and discuss issues at ad hoc meetings but not at the leadership meetings.” 

When an organizational norm of conflict avoidance exists, individuals will 

suppress ideas to avoid disputes, or limit sharing to like-minded individuals. 

Territorial allegiance reduces sharing 

The branch divide is another example of counteractive behaviour. It has led to 

norms of territorial allegiance, which have contributed to reduced motivation to 

approach others: “we have a disconnect and it seems to affect our social 

relationships. People aren't eating lunch together. No one talks to each other, and 

each group operates in a unique way.” Heffernan (2015) places great import on 

the value of informal sharing, such as the sharing that occurs around a lunch table, 

because informal sharing norms support developing develop strong relationships. 

She argues that without norms of impromptu, informal sharing, an organization is 

generally impeded in moving forward because people lack needed relationships 

for working together to solve problems. Findings show impromptu “huddling” is 

common in teams, but less common when members cross into other teams.  

10.4 Summary 

The organization learned to work in many new ways. Much knowledge has been 

institutionalized from the impetus of the Audit and the Order, and from the 

enthusiasm for the value of accountability. New processes to detect and monitor 

for opportunism were introduced. Monitoring processes deliver a dataset that is 

used for analysis of provider performance, and the data are fed into provider 

performance assessment reports. New processes for managing inadequate 

performance using monitoring and assessment data were introduced, enabling the 
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ability to impose sanctions on providers and monitor the environment for risks. 

The organization was restructured into smaller teams focused on the new 

processes and more learning occurred in smaller teams. The organization has new 

language and new concepts adopted for managing accountability.  

Despite the accelerated learning that occurred, the organization faces many 

impediments to ongoing learning stemming from the outsourced and business 

environments in which the branch operates. One challenge arises from working 

with influential delivery partners that keep the organization in check and curtail 

innovation through disincentivizing learning by reducing autonomy to make 

changes. Another is managing the tension arising from dominant theories about 

how to manage provider behaviour to find a workable branch perspective that 

encourages learning new approaches.  

A number of events affected ongoing learning, such as activity to transition the 

Framework, to re-organise the branch, introduce new leadership, and increase the 

workforce. And many learning challenges surfaced as a consequence of cultural 

norms that operated to restrict and impede idea generation and sharing. 

Individuals supressed insights because operational work is considered 

unimportant, one's knowledge and place in the hierarchy is inferior to others, 

sharing is bragging, and one’s team is perceived as superior to others. Individuals 

were less inclined to share because greater value was placed on veteran knowledge 

and that knowledge was allowed to dominate. A cultural practice of exclusion 

restricted sharing to select individuals and groups, and a blame culture supressed 

sharing to avoid the perception of weakness and incompetence. Conflict 

avoidance was described as a norm practiced within teams, between teams and at 

the level of organization, and it leads to suppressing ideas to avoid disputes, or 

limit sharing to like-minded individuals. And lastly, territorial allegiance 

contributed to reduced motivation to approach others. 

In sum, although the organization learned to work in many new ways, this study 

shows substantial challenges arose from the outsourced and business 

environments. These challenges have created roadblocks for leveraging what was 

initially learned into ongoing learning practices.  
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11 CONCLUSION 

Good science requires robust bodies of evidence studied from many angles, a 

diversity of perspectives. This study uses the angles of the public service value 

system, the phenomenon of opportunism, data analytics and organizational 

learning to achieve perspective diversity and supply evidence for how one 

organization learns, and in so doing, contributing to the body of knowledge about 

how organizations learn. The thesis argues that the organization must learn to trust 

and use data, analysis and scientific methods so that an orientation toward learning 

from data and evidence becomes an organizational norm for managing the 

performance of an outsourced partner. Making the shift is transformational, in part 

because the transformation requires a departure from conventional business 

practices that rely on leaders as decision mediators and knowledge sources 

(Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006). At a time in which there is unprecedented access to 

data, information and technologies that are displacing traditional ways of working 

(Mitchell and Brynjolfsson, 2017), shifting to an analytics orientation seems a 

foregone conclusion, but the finding that culture is a bigger predictor of data-

driven decision making than sophistication of technology (Thirathon et al., 2017) 

speaks to where the real challenges lie. 

This study shows that pressure from authoritative sources in the government 

environment and enthusiasm for the public service value of accountability led to 

accelerated learning to work in new ways with data and analytics to manage 

service provider performance. But the outsourced environment, and more 

particularly the business environment played critical roles to limit learning and 

shift the focus from new ways of working to exploiting existing ways and to mire 

the perceived problems of the organization as top-of-mind for many. Crossan and 

colleagues (1999) make the point that “it is the individuals, and the social 

processes and group dynamics through which they interact, that may facilitate or 

inhibit organizational learning” (p. 534). That point resonates in this study given 

how individuals interacted to inhibit ongoing exploratory learning. 
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11.1 Contribution 

Action research combined with qualitative case study is a powerful learning 

enabler for an organization, and the combination can address the “so what” 

question in terms of value and contribution (Zhang, Levenson and Crossley, 2015, 

p. 157). In this case, ‘so what’ is grounded in several key lessons for academics 

and practitioners, and the re-conceptualization of the 4IF model to highlight the 

complexity of team learning. 

11.1.1 Transformative Change Needs Vision and Visionaries 

The first lesson is to underscore the criticality of vision and visionaries in 

transformative change. Kotter (2007) makes this point from the perspective of 

why transformational change often fails, and the same point, that a cornerstone to 

a learning organization is establishing and managing vision, is made by learning 

theorists (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006; Senge, 2006). Unlike organizational 

responsibilities, vision is not easily transferred to new leadership. While the study 

of organizations often focuses on practices for developing organizational vision 

(Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006; Senge, 2006), less attention is paid to the implications 

of transferring vision for others to embrace and move it forward. This study shows 

that neglecting to foster the vision in others led to vision erosion and contributed 

to organizational tension that obstructs learning. 

Learning also requires one or more influential champions promoting the vision 

and binding collective action. Champions are learning facilitators who are needed 

to employ distinct skills for enabling learning at different levels of the 

organization, and through the different social and psychological learning 

processes (Lawrence et al., 2005). Without learning facilitators to reinforce the 

vision and advance idea movement through feedforward loops or by managing 

constraining feedback loops, individuals may perform work but fail to understand 

how pieces of work fit together into a grander scheme, the vision. What may 

surface instead are siloes of work units that focus on gaining competency for 

specific tasks, and less inter-team coordinated innovation. Siloes and learning 

challenges related to team interconnectivity are two prominent findings from this 

study. 
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11.1.2 Evidence-based Management Requires a New Cognitive Framework 

The second lesson is that moving to a model of evidence-based management that 

relies on data and analytics requires a new cognitive framework shared across the 

organization. Using analytics – that is, using data, analysis and scientific methods 

to support decision making – challenges traditional business management in 

fundamental ways. Instead of using positional power and reliance on instinct to 

make decisions, data-driven management is characterized by approaching 

problems with curiosity, a commitment to making decisions based on data, 

accepting failure to learn from it, and continual experimentation (Pfeffer and 

Sutton, 2006). A management shift of this magnitude means organizations face 

what Fiol and Lyles (1985) characterized as unlearning in order to adopt a new 

cognitive framework. Unlearning is associated with much more than behaviour 

change, since the underlying mindset used to frame how individuals approach 

decision making must be changed (Argyris, 2010). This study shows an 

orientation to analytics has found some purchase, but it is not established as an 

institutional practice. Reframing mental models across the organization so that 

individuals can detect a system of interrelated processes for using data analytics 

to manage provider accountability, and the role any one individual plays within 

it, is a complex undertaking that will require constant care and feeding to engender 

a new orientation to work.  

11.1.3 The Need for New Language 

The third lesson is that new language is needed to shift an underlying mindset. In 

their study of entrenchment, Zietsma and colleagues (2002) show how new 

language and metaphors created new ways of thinking that led to problem solving. 

A lesson from that study is brought to bear here, given the suggestive language of 

degeneration and servitude individuals used: “rope fraying”, “dropping stitches”, 

“running out of gas”, “switchboard.” Crossan, Lane and White (1999) argue that 

"the language and logic that form the collective mindset of the organization and 

the resulting investment in assets present a formidable fortress of physical and 

cognitive barriers to change" (p. 533). A fortress of barriers is an apt metaphor 

because "imprecision of language is complicated by cognitive maps that act as 

unique filters on the communication: we tend to ‘see/hear what we believe’ rather 

than ‘believe what we see’” (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999, p. 533). Attempting 
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to break through the fortress established by learning barriers requires new 

language to reflect new ways of thinking. New language can create a positive 

image of an organization as dynamic and capable of solving issues.  

11.1.4  Managing Organizational Learning is Complex 

The fourth lesson is to accentuate the complexity of organizational learning, 

fraught as it is with barriers that complicate and impede learning. Barriers arise 

from how people think and behave, and from organizational culture, strategy and 

technology (Schilling and Kluge, 2009). The significant effort to implement a 

change must be followed by equally significant effort to foster ongoing learning 

to balance gaining competency with ongoing innovation (March, 1991). Learning 

in the organization might be perceived as something that just happens when an 

organization undertakes transformative change, but this study shows it needs 

attentive management to enable movement from idea generation to enactment and 

institutionalized knowledge, and to detect and address barriers. Scholars have 

recognized organizational learning that involves reframing mental models can 

easily become dysfunctional when defensive routines go undetected (Argyris, 

2010), and from high behavioural complexity in the organization arising from 

diversity in perspectives, beliefs and assumptions (Roth and Senge, 1996). Studies 

from data analytics validate these findings, noting the many challenges to 

introducing data analytics include, among other things, organization culture 

(McAfee and Brynjolfsson, 2012), leadership (Tim et al., 2018) and the practice 

of using data to improve decision making (Brynjolfsson, Kitt and Kim, 2011; 

Frisk and Bannister, 2017; Ghasemaghaei, Ebrahimi and Hassanein, 2018). 

Shifting culture is recognized as simpler in smaller organizations (Thirathon et 

al., 2017), but still a considerable undertaking (Heffernan, 2015). Crossan and 

colleagues (1999) make reference to "creative destruction," the destroying of 

institutional norms that impede learning, which may be one approach considered 

in transformational projects: 

Institutionalization can easily drive out intuition. Intuiting within established 

organizations with a high degree of institutionalized learning requires what 

Schumpeter (1959) refers to as "creative destruction"—destroying, or at least setting 

aside, the institutional order to enact variations that allow intuitive insights and 

actions to surface and be pursued." (p. 533). 
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In this study a culture of institutional norms operated to impede learning, and the 

ways in which those norms were reinforced and socialized to new members 

underscores their pernicious force. 

11.1.5 Studying Organizational Learning Leads to More Learning 

The final lesson is to reinforce the value of studying organizational learning 

because it leads to more learning. One of the more inspiring outcomes that 

surfaced in the findings was that studying the learning journey was the catalyst 

for more learning (“I feel we're moving forward - honestly, it's these sessions”). 

The purpose of studying the change that occurred using the learning lens was to 

explore the ways in which learning occurred or failed to occur. The purpose was 

not to address barriers to learning or facilitate ongoing learning. Nevertheless, for 

all parties involved, learning became an outcome of a study of learning.  

Once interviews were completed, the researcher ran informal workshops to share 

architectural underpinnings of the Framework, primers on using analytic tools and 

techniques, common bias when working with data, and evidence-based 

management. The workshops were proposed as an orientation for new members, 

a refresher for those who had been involved earlier, and to inform those who had 

not been involved. The workshops included executive management, were 

informal and participatory, and they brought together individuals from across 

teams. Workshops generated yet more conversation. Participants found 

themselves learning about the potential of the Framework, and they had 

opportunities to reflect on the organizational dysfunction they had been describing 

in interviews. A separate session brought together only executive management to 

share preliminary findings about perceptions of leadership that surfaced in the 

findings, and it was designed to promote self-reflection.  

Additional learning is an outcome recognized by both learning scholars: 

“storytelling is a significant part of the learning process” (Crossan, Lane and 

White, 1999, p. 529), and by scholars of qualitative case study: “knowledge is 

created through intersubjective exchange. It comes into being through humans 

relating to each other…. human exchanges teach and learn from each other” 

(Lincoln, 2005, p. 225). While this study did not attempt to discern the ways in 

which workshops may have influenced ongoing learning, the additional activity 

exposes how intentional reflection encourages learning. In essence, this is the 
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underlying message from learning scholars about how to create a learning 

organisation. When learning is built into the fabric of the culture (Revans, 1982; 

Senge, 2006; Raelin, 2008), an organizational norm establishes that it is not only 

safe to reflect and share, but integral to moving forward.  

11.1.6 Organizational Learning: A Complex Dynamic 

The 4IF model (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) proved its usefulness for 

interpreting events, but the model does not sufficiently recognize the interplay that 

occurs at the team level. Intra-team learning may be effective but as the 

interpreting processes spill into inter-team sharing, new complexities arise that 

involve cross-group working conditions and the influence of counteractive norms, 

such as practices of exclusion and conflict resolution. A group may be inclusive 

and able to resolve differences inside the group but face exclusion and 

dysfunctional resolution strategies when stepping outside small group boundaries. 

Some groups may not find challenges working with other groups, and others may 

face perceived significant challenge because of inter-team relationships. For this 

reason, the 4IF model is re-conceptualized below (see Figure 14) to expand the 

group-level to recognize intra- and inter-group challenges are distinct, and 

institutionalized knowledge may be a more likely outcome when effective intra-

group learning practices integrate with inter-group practices to evolve 

institutionalized knowledge. Senge (2006) has noted team learning is poorly 

understood, and this expansion of the 4IF model contributes to highlighting inter-

team dynamics and need for more study of team learning. 
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11.2 Limitations 

Organizations are dynamic but research is a point in time. With more time devoted 

to studying cycles of learning, this study may have produced different results. The 

study was focused on a public service with the singular characteristic of narrow 

program purpose, and impediments were perceived from having to navigate a 

broader environment of dispersed control. Reports of lacking control and the 

actions taken by individuals to achieve more of it may have been influenced by 

the reality of how large governments work. Conducting a similar study within the 

private sector or after new members had become veteran members could produce 

different insights. The study did not attempt to benchmark organizational culture, 

but this could have added insights to the findings by linking cultural markers to 

learning impediments. And lastly, the perspective taken for assessing the impact 

4I Framework Revised to Recognize Inter-group Importance 

 

Figure 14. 4I Framework of learning processes, expanded. 

Expansion includes information foraging, overlaid with political processes and 

revised to depict importance of inter-group as a level. Source: Author, adapted 

from Crossan, Lane and White (1999), Jenkin (2013), Lawrence et al. (2005). 
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of introducing data analytics was one-sided: it is unknown how service providers 

perceive the changes, or whether they discern a material change, and that 

perspective shared with the organization could have influenced the perceived 

nature of the impact. 

11.3 Recommended Future Research 

There are several promising avenues of research stemming from this research. 

First, this study considered a transaction-based outsourced service, and a question 

to pursue is how to leverage data analytics for other types of outsourced services 

that are not transaction based, including those within the public service and those 

without. Second, the organization did not have dedicated analytics expertise, nor 

did leaders have expertise. Further study could consider the role of leadership and 

other analytics expertise to explore the extent to which having expertise affects 

the learning journey. Leadership is much studied but not from the perspective of 

how leaders manage the learning processes (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999), 

which is another promising avenue of research. Team learning is an understudied 

area (Senge, 2006) and future research could focus solely on what comprises the 

definition of a team and the ways in which teams interact to learn from each other. 

Lastly, using action research in a case study as a methodology for managing 

business transformation begs the question of how to manage cycles of assessment 

and intervention, and how to assess transformation outcomes as cycles are 

completed.  

11.4 Concluding Remarks 

The 4IF model supports understanding organizational learning as a complex 

dynamic: ideas are not only generated but shared and enacted even while the 

environment exerts positive influence to move ideas forward and negative 

influence to constrain them. The environment affects all levels of learning and all 

social and technical processes. Pulling down barriers is suggested as a necessary 

step (Schilling and Kluge, 2009), but that in itself will not lead to organizational 

learning. Barriers to organizational learning are not discrete, they comprise what 

Schilling and Kluge (2009) describe as complexes of interrelated issues, and Roth 

and Senge (1996) have described as combinations of behavioural and dynamic 

complexity. This means dealing with a single problem, like conflict resolution, 
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will not address the negative impact on sharing by being put in one's place to show 

respect for the hierarchy or sharing being constrained by the possibility of it being 

construed as bragging. Senge’s (2006) systems-thinking approach suggests 

learning is an organizational dynamic, an interaction of many moving parts 

influenced by vision, leadership, the concept of agency and learning from 

mistakes. Likewise, Raelin (2008) sees the workplace as a forum for learning, 

contending that action learning generates knowledge through reflection using the 

vehicle of the “learning team” (p. 90). In this study, the team emerged as a learning 

vehicle with complex dynamics that both facilitated and impeded sharing. The 

overlay of eroding vision, negative leadership influences, and dysfunctional 

norms that impeded sharing across teams, created an environment in which it was 

more expedient to withhold ideas or contain them to safe spaces than it was to 

readily share and push to leverage the new ways of working. 
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APPENDIX B: BRANCH ORGANIZATION 
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APPENDIX C: CASE MATERIALS DATABASE 

Folder/file name 

File 

Type Description 

PHASE III INTERVIEW FILES 

01_IntervieweeNameMapping_CngMgt Excel 

One worksheet maps a randomly generated number 

from Excel to the name of the interview participant. 

Other worksheets track the changes made to interview 

questions from Pilot to Final interviews. 

DA Impact_Observations 

Notes_masked Word 

Interview notes from interviews conducted on the 

impact of data analytics. File has TOC for navigation 

and is date ordered. Participant names are replaced by a 

number mask. Contains researcher reflections on the 

comments and reflections about the interview prompts, 

identified by "MR" (my reflection) and italics. These 

notes were parsed into worksheet rows in the 01-Qual 

Data Coding_Analysis file (stored with Phase III 

Findings_Working folder). 

Learning_Observations Notes_masked Word 

Interview notes from interviews conducted on 

perceptions of learning in the org. File has TOC for 

navigation and is date ordered. Participant names are 

replaced by a number mask. Contains researcher 

reflections on the comments and reflections about the 

interview prompts, identified by "MR" (my reflection) 

and italics. These notes were parsed into worksheet 

rows in the 01-Qual Data Coding_Analysis file (stored 

with Phase III Findings_Working folder). 

PHASE III FINDINGS - WORKNG NOTES 

Folder/file name 

File 

Type Description 

01_Qual Data Coding_Analysis Excel 

File has several worksheets: raw data parsed from 

Learning and DA interviews; pivot tables for analysis; 

participant stats (number of participants out of total, by 

workgroup); raw data collected from other observations, 

meetings, ad hoc conversations; LEARN & DA themes 

that emerged with short identifiers/long descriptors; 

theme quick reference linked to theme pages for single 

page view. 

Working notes 

Word 

Paper 

files 

Handwritten and electronic working notes of raw data 

formed into themes, reformed, etc.  

Pilot Study Findings_1stDraft Word 

Initial draft of findings from the Pilot data; content 

deemed too long but kept for reference. 

Themes Summary Cards Word 

Index cards of themes with short descriptors & 

contributors to theme so themes could be laid out 

physically for study and exploration 

Supporting Analysis Excel 

Includes analysis from data extracts, such as analysis on 

performance indicators and sanction stats. 

PHASE III MATERIALS 

Folder/file name 

File 

Type Description 
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2017-02-02 Bus events affecting data Word 

Text description of events that could affect or influence 

the data in the CARS repository: when CARS was 

launched & to which BUs, when processes were re-

engineered, etc. Although researcher developed the 

graphic of key events, this file has deeper levels of 

detail.  

2017-09-17 AARA Performance 

Reporting PPT 

Presentation given by key resource at the AARA 

conference to present the concept of performance 

reporting. It explains performance reporting and defends 

the methodology. 

2018-10-29 Agreement noncompliance Excel 

Export from CARS of 25 entries between Aug - Oct 

2018 logged against agents for compliance issues. 

Contains ref to contract section (to which agent was 

non-compliant). All coded as Investigation; issue is non-

compliance; all issues are high severity (so the issue 

could factor into the agent performance score); issue 

detail has severity level of non-compliance per the 

agreement. Classification structure may be confusing bc 

of repetition.  

Agent incident management_27Nov Excel 

Point in time record (Nov 2018) of the incidents opened 

and managed by the AMF forum. Each incident has a 

number, a ref to CARS issue, agent involved in issue, 

date opened, elapsed days open, statement of problem, 

the activity to manage the incident, status, group 

assigned to act on the incident, incident type, interim & 

final outcome. File designed to be the requirements for 

using CARS to manage incidents. 

CARS business values integrated Excel 

Contains all the values used in the classification 

structure for entering issues into CARS so bus users can 

make decisions about the implications of 

adding/changing/removing values. File developed bc 

CARS does not have this type of reporting. 

CARS Extracts folder Excel 

Folder has 4 extracts reporting agent performance 

covering 4 quarters. Each report identifies each agent; 

sat/unsat; cut off score for unsat; network average; 

standard dev; the distribution score for placing the agent 

on a normal distribution graphic display; ranking within 

the network; agent score derived from 3 months of 

performance 

CARS Extracts folder Excel 

Folder has 4 extracts reporting all CARS entries 

covering 4 quarters. Each file identifies agent, 

affiliation, colocation model, small community flag, 

resource who entered the issue, issue severity, date 

added & date occurred; classification structure of the 

issue (My Activity, Agent Activity, etc.); whether the 

issue was found equitably (and could be used for 

performance reporting. From the extract, descriptive 

stats were run to find stnd dev, mean, etc. Pivot tables 

included to explore relationships between (e.g.) small 

community and issue severity, count of issues & 

severity, or any relationship between any data element 

in the extract that might provide insight into 

opportunism. 

ContractMgtFramework PPT 

Presentation to show how the contract management 

framework (previous label used b/f inception of AMF) 

benefits the average citizen. Was used for internal 

discussion in early days of concept to trigger discussion 

about the integration of processes and the ultimate goal 

of supporting citizens. 
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Contracts Tracker Excel 

Reporting tool from the contract management group to 

show which agents are involved in sanctioning activity; 

contains a dashboard, a description of the incident; the 

planned sanction; the steps being taken to sanction (e.g., 

letter sent); the time it takes to complete a sanction. 

These are incidents assigned to the contract 

management team. Only 36 entries; established the file 

& reporting mechanism in Sept-Oct 2018. It was 

detailed in the design for the amount of tracking and 

entries necessary to keep the info current. Members of 

the unit reported they could not keep up with entering at 

the level of detail required by the design. 

[Team Leader] Performance & 

Accountability Overview PPT 

Presentation developed by TL to describe the work of 

her unit to the new Director. Describes the difference 

between network & portfolio processes; defines 

equitable monitoring; how workload is managed; types 

of reports monitored; portfolio tasks; how resources are 

assigned work & organized; how MOVES services are 

monitored; the process of managing rejected imaged 

documents; how the mailbox is managed; how the de-

link & VIN override & other reports are monitored; a 

sample workflow schedule. MR: Given Director’s 

comments in interviews, much of this content was not 

comprehended. Slides are dense with text - may have 

been too much to absorb. 

Managing processes Word 

A word document containing a graphic depiction 

(created in visio) of the processes used across teams for 

'managing performance'. Developed by researcher from 

a facilitated session in which participants came together 

to describe the managing processes. In the session it 

emerged that participants did not know what part each 

played. They were interested in creating a shared 

understanding. In some cases, Managers overruled what 

individuals reported, desiring a view of how processes 

should work vs how they actually worked and where 

there were problems. Researcher tried to keep depiction 

a representation of how processes were working, but in 

some cases, had to fill in the blanks for processes that 

were still conceptual. 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROMPTS 

In each of the tables below, the left column is theme identifier in the raw data; numbers 

in the second column are alternate identifiers as interview prompts were modified 

during the pilot. 

 
Open-ended questions specific to the learning event: "implement accountability 

framework" 

AF-1 1 

You are asked to describe the framework to someone new to the 

branch. How would you describe it? 

AF-2 2-3-8 

Where would you direct the new staff member to find 

framework documentation? 

AF-10 3-11-10-9 

Do you have a physical or electronic copy of the framework? If 

so, what is your perception of the quality of the document? 

DA-1 4-2 

How does your work fit into and support the framework 

objective of detecting opportunism & managing agent 

accountability? 

AF-3 5-4-3-2 

Can you recall when you learned about the framework and 

describe how you learned about it? 

AF-5 6-5-3 

Can you recall and describe activities that put the framework 

into operation? 

AF-6 7-6-4 

Can you identify a steward or caretaker of the framework in the 

organization? 

AF-7 8-7-5 

Recall an initiative that stalled or disappeared over time. In your 

view could the framework also disappear and become part of 

branch folklore? Why or why not? 

AF-12 9-DA-5 

How would you describe the impact the framework has had on 

the organization? 
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Perceptions of how learning occurs in the organization - statements as catalyst for discussion  

OL-1 10-12-11 

Individuals are able to break out of traditional mindsets to see things in 

new and different ways 

OL-2 11-13-12 Individuals share the pride they have in their work 

OL-3 12-14-13 Individuals generate many new insights 

OL-4 13-15-14 When we work in groups, we use effective conflict resolution  

OL-5 14-16-15 Different points of view are encouraged in group work 

OL-6 15-17-16 

Groups are prepared to rethink decisions when presented with new 

information 

OL-7 16-18-17 In meetings, we seek to understand everyone’s point of view 

OL-8 17-19-18 

New ideas for framework processes are easily shared and seriously 

considered  

OL-9 18-20-19 Groups have the right people involved when addressing issues  

OL-18 19-10-29-30 Individuals support decisions made by the group 

AF-4 

20-23-22-27-

28-AF-5-11 

Our operational procedures and documentation support our ability to 

work efficiently in the framework. 

OL-10 21-22-20 
The organizational structure supports our ability to work effectively in 

the framework  

OL-11 22-12-20-21 Our culture can be characterized as innovative 

OL-12 23-13-24 Lessons learned by one group are actively shared with others 

OL-13 24-14-25 Results shared from other groups are used to improve our processes 

OL-14 25-15-26 Recommendations from groups are adopted by the organization  

OL-15 26-16-27 

In our organization we continuously move forward without getting stuck 

revisiting old decisions 

OL-16 27-17-28 In our organization we are developing ever-increasing competencies 

OL-17 28-18-29 

Company documentation and systems provide the necessary supports for 

us to do our work 
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Perceptions of the impact of introducing data analytics - statements as catalyst 

for discussion 

DA-14 1 

Using data analytics to manage agent accountability is a priority 

for the organization. 

DA-14 2 

In our organization we make evidence-based decisions to manage 

agent accountability. 

DA-3 3 

Using failure data has had an impact on managing agent 

accountability. 

DA-2 2 

I have an understanding of what data analytics is and how it's 

applied in the branch. 

DA-2 2 

I am proficient using data, analysis and scientific methods in my 

work. 

DA-2 3 

My staff are proficient using data, analysis and scientific methods 

in their work. 

DA-4 4 Opportunism in the agent network is extensive. 

DA-4 5 Opportunism in the agent network poses high risk to government. 

DA-4 6 

Agent owners and their staff use their contracted position to gain 

advantage. 

DA-5 5 

Data collected via monitoring are inputs for modifying monitoring 

processes. 

DA-5 6 

My work group uses available data and analytic tools to make or 

support decisions. 

DA-6 6 

Low performing agents are generally known from their 

performance scores. 

DA-7 10 Agents have accepted the performance reporting currently in use. 

DA-8 7 

Actions taken to manage unsatisfactory performers are widely 

shared across the organization. 

DA-8 8 

Actions taken to manage single serious clerk or office incidents 

are widely shared across the organization. 

DA-9 8 Sanctioning practices have improved over the past 12 months. 

DA-10 12 

Monitoring, measuring and managing processes are interrelated 

processes. 

DA-10 12 

The organization has successfully interrelated monitoring, 

measuring and managing processes. 

DA-11 13 

The organization has successfully differentiated the roles of agent 

accountability and the MV program. 
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APPENDIX E: RECURSIVE ANALYSIS EXAMPLE 

Participant Comments / 
Researcher Observations 

Stop and Reflect Emergent Theme 

Participant: 05100613 
Yes, they do [individuals 
support group decisions]. 
There are always the silent 
ones that don’t agree. 

Participant supplies a positive 
assertion that individuals in the 
organization support decisions, but 
he recognizes a contradiction 
between his statement and what 
he observes. He acknowledges 
disagreement is not always 
articulated. Researcher’s reflection: 
This is an important point because 
if individuals do not believe they 
can express disagreement, there 
will be a sense that individuals 
perceive they lack influence and 
importance. 

Learning barrier: 
between group 
conflict, 
communication 
dysfunction (BARR-
BG/CD) 

Add another participant 

Participant: 10101913 
No [individuals support group 
decisions] – thinking about 
the [name] working group. 
They agree to agree but then 
don’t support the process 
going forward  
 

Participant is reflective, thinking 
about examples to support his 
thoughts, and he concludes there is 
public agreement but private 
actions that demonstrate 
disagreement. 

Consistent with 
BARR-BG/CD but 
there is more depth 
to the theme from 
the example of 
public agreement / 
demonstrated 
disagreement. 

Add another participant 

Participant: 10101913 
Some opinions carry greater 
weight than others. Some 
decisions are made after the 
meeting or people aren’t here 
and so we don’t have all the 
input we need so we need 
sidebars. 

Decisions don’t stick; they are 
discussed in groups and later in 
sidebar conversations to which not 
all participants are privy. This 
means decisions are made after 
the fact in small discussions, and 
this will compromise decision 
acceptance because side-bar 
actions will challenge the belief 
that individuals were honestly 
consulted. 

The BARR-BG/CD 
theme is beginning 
to appear too all-
encompassing and 
lacking the nuance 
supplied about the 
role of side-bar 
conversations and 
the role of 
escalation. 

Add another participant 

Participant: 04102511 
No – they don’t [use effective 
conflict resolution]. 
Somebody does the foot 
stomp and says this is what is 
going to happen. When there 
is a disagreement, I feel like 
as soon as people don’t agree 
it becomes personal and it 
goes up the hierarchy for 
decision. It festers. It comes 
down to possessiveness. 
Trash talk occurs after a 
meeting. Park things to 
resolve later but resolution 
doesn’t occur. 

Participant doesn’t observe that 
individuals come together to make 
decisions – decisions are made via 
escalation to others. She is making 
reference to a condition another 
participant noted: post-meeting 
discussions or putting off making a 
decision because agreement can’t 
be reached. She observes 
disrespect. 

Revisit input to the 
BARR-BG/CD theme 
and separate into 
escalation as a 
decision-making 
method, and lack of 
respect. 

Add another participant 
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Participant Comments / 
Researcher Observations 

Stop and Reflect Emergent Theme 

Participant: 01100402 
[Use effective conflict 
resolution] People snap and 
talk down to each other. 
People use each other to get 
something. Conflict bubbles 
along. It will blow at some 
point because people leave or 
someone will say something 
or go straight to ADM. 

Individuals do not treat each other 
with respect and are self-serving. 
This is another reference to 
escalation for obtaining a decision. 

Learning barriers: 
escalation, as a 
decision-making 
method, lack of 
respect 

Add other sources 

22-10 MtgMgr 
Researcher’s observation: 
Participants in the meeting 
speak to the ED more than 
each other – people have 
their physical bodies turned 
toward the ED, not toward 
the group at large.  

Body language suggests 
hierarchical orientation and 
supports the finding that escalation 
is a decision-making method. The 
ED is the highest point in the 
hierarchy to which most 
participants have access. 

Learning barriers: 
escalation, as a 
decision-making 
method. 

Add other sources 

31-10 MtgTeam 
Researcher’s observation: 
Person A was defensive about 
not having the full process 
developed for poor 
performers; another person 
was vocal and had a critical 
edge in her comments and 
voice tone; another person 
was talking over others and 
engaged in sidebar 
conversation to pursue her 
point. The group was edging 
toward unspoken blame and 
criticism. 

Suggests difficulty with working 
together to resolve problems. Lack 
of respect is behaviour that is 
unchecked. 

Learning barriers: 
lack of respect. 
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APPENDIX F: ACCOUNTABILITY FRAMEWORK MODEL 

 


