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Socio-Political analysis of ICT implementation, in the communicative
structure of organisations.

Introduction

Organisational communication is conceived like the relation that
guaranties the social link, necessary to realise the common goals. It is structured
trough social, economic, politic and technique logics. Organisational
communication carries a combination of logical arguments towards one or
several addressees, feeding the chains of interactions leading to change. Time
has to be taken into consideration, giving a more dynamic approach of the
organisation mutations, revealing at the same time the logical level and the
interlocking aspects of the communication actions. In companies, a socio-political
analysis can reveal the convergence of the different logics towards new ways of
participating together in achieving a common goal. The introduction of
information communication technologies (ICT) can convey to numerous
mutations, in response to the confrontation, in the communicational arena, of the
social, economic, politic, and technique arguments. A socio-political analysis can
link up the various communication actions leading up to change, or from
structural elements, to infer how human relations have been at the origin of these
mutations.

“Information technology opens up a wide variety of communication options for
organisational members; in choosing among them, they should consider
information richness, fit with the organisation’s culture, and symbolic value of the
medium” (Conrad & Poole, 1998:150)

In order to clarify and to go in depth in this logic, we will choose to comment and
analyse: How communication actions are dealt in an organisation ? A socio-
political analysis of ICT, and the confrontation of the different logics (social,
economic, politic and technique), will guide us, towards an understanding of the
use of such tool in the organisational communication structure.

In the communicational arena, where the human relations are tied or not (where
networks are formed and evolved), the logics are opposed, allied,
complemented, ending up to the final pattern of communication action. The
choice of the addressee, the sender, of a code, a canal, of a message content
and to a lesser extent, the spatiotemporal context of communication, is the result
of the this compromise between the requirements of technique and the economic
issues, the political willingness, and the individual or collective pending (Missika




1998). This logic must be understood in this analysis like a language prescribing
facts or phenomena’s in the case of a process, but more like a cohesion of
exerted ideas. In this perspective, man is considered like free of choice, this
liberty has for limit the capacity for researcher to identify the constraints of an
individual, in a complex universe. We link this taught to the conception of social
logic define by (B.Miége, 1989,) around which “[...] is articulated, at middle term,
strategies of actors, developing sometimes in opposite ways”

The economic logic is based on the pursuit of a maximum profit at less costs; the
political logic aims to stability, present and future, of human communities, that is
the application of the “Social Contract” (J.J.Rousseau, 1762). The technical logic
gives the limits of what is technically feasible; finally, social arguments allows to
subjectivity (emotions, personal experience), to culture and to the social link to
take form. The communication action seems to be a succession of combinations
of the different logic arguments: the choice of a content of a message can be
essentially politic, the choice of a sender can be essentially economic, and the
choice of the message code can be essentially social (Missika 1998).

The observer can discern the tendencies, and analyse it, by considering the
communication action as a unity. He can then interrogate himself, for example,
on the degree of compatibility of these different choices, according to the results
of the communication action: is a “political” message correctly transmitted by an
“‘economic” sender? Do the technologies used, allow culture to be expressed?
The socio-political analysis of communication is not compatible with the
hypothesis putting forward a determinism rather than conjunction of influences,
because the strict dissociation of what is revealed from each logic is artificial, the
reality is by definition more complex.

The socio-political analysis can found in organisational communication a vast
range of applications. We will analyse the mutations generated to companies due
to the introduction of ICT.

In companies, the traditional schemes of work organisation are being modified by
the penetration of ICT. Work in network and distant work, also called
“teleworking” (however this word is always associated to the notion of working at
home), disrupts the traditional structures, based on a unity of place and time. The
gain in flexibility is followed by a diminution of the hierarchy level: the middle
management find it difficult to have a place in a structure that is more and more
horizontal, where the control becomes a contract. An organisational culture
based on proximity of each other is progressively replaced by, with crisis, by a
culture where each one has more responsibility, because more isolated
(Lipnack,Stamps. 2002).

And yet this autonomy is followed by a difficulty of gaining reconnaissance from
hierarchy and colleagues, who cannot see the work that is being done. These
mutations confirmed by our own observations, shows that communication is at
the same time an instrument and the consequence of organisational change. For
the purpose of flexibility and profit, ICT didn’t not only generated the work in
network: they have also imposed to the company a communication more and



more formal and asynchronous, with the supposed consequences in terms of
organisation and social link. E-mails could symbolise this new order. Its
appropriation is today a strategic stake for companies, because it can optimise
most of the forms of distant cooperative work (Meyrowitz 1999). But its
substitution to other means of communication, richer because synchronous and
vocal, like the face to face or the telephone, translates a feeling of non-
reconnaissance and of isolation more frequent or pronounced. Electronic
communication is a vector of organisational change (facilitating distant work),
leading to a mutation of human relations (more formal, less rich) and to the social
link. The crisis of middle management gives us an example of this phenomenon.
ICT gives a direct access to information and to the superior hierarchy echelons,
giving to the staff to bypass the middle hierarchy, by taking the bases of its
controlling power, of decision and information.

The socio-political analysis of communication trough ICT gives a better frame of
comprehension in order to understand the dynamic of the mutation encountered
in companies. The economic logic, cost effectiveness and competitiveness, is
certainly very present, ICT have indeed a better response to the demand of the
market, due to the gain of flexibility and reactivity. But the technique and social
logic counteract in some ways these arguments. Actually, the communication
technically possible, thanks to ICT, is however socially less rich and less
satisfactory (lack of reconnaissance, confinement), preventing from its optimal
use, at the economic side, of these new tools. The social logic, founded at the
same time on individualistic aspirations and culture (international, national,
regional, corporate, profession...) contributes to a perception of the use of ICT,
no more like a competitive advantage, but like a factor of exclusion. To resume,

this adjournment of these traditional cultural criteria’s is translated by two main
difficulties: the contradiction between the autonomy of work and the past working
habits, and the difficulty to recognize competencies. The social logic infers then a
resistance to change (crisis, rejects...), noticeable in the actions of
communication. The choice of the addressee, the sender, the content of the
message , of the code and the canal, prove to be eminently politic: each person
communicate to the group what is waiting from the others and from the
organisation, hoping, consciously or not, conciliate the best of there own
aspirations and the collective interest (Windhal & Signitzer 1992). Each message
leaves the addressee a glimpse of “a world vision” from the sender, which is the
compromise between the different logics that have motivated action. The
addressee completes in this way his own vision of the organisation, and interacts
in consequence. A dominant economic logic, shown trough the speech of the
superior in hierarchy, can provoke, from the person on who he is speaking to, a
phenomenon of reject can occur, if this one takes in more consideration towards
the social logic. The introduction of teleworking in companies illustrates this
dynamic: even when the will comes from the managing team (for economic
reasons), even when teleworking is technically feasible. This mode of
organisation encounters difficulties to be implemented (Windhal & Signitzer
1992). A large number of managers refuse to see there power fading (social



logic) and many potential teleworkers stay attached to the traditional
organisational culture, in which they have recognition and social link.
Communication gives the possibility of a confrontation between these different
expectations, and the resulting interactions make the organisation evolve in a
favourable or unfavourable way, for teleworking for instance, or for any other ICT
means.

It is also possible to analyse in a first approach the structure of an organisation
(or a fragment of this structure), in order to deduce how communication can
participate at change. The example of intranets shows how a fragment (the tree)
can enable to discover all of it (the forest the ecosystem).

In companies, traditional intranets, essentially aimed to inform, are progressively
letting the place to environments combining access to data bases, virtual forums,
training or online help. These environments answer to two imperative criteria’s:
first of all capitalising and transmitting the know-how, then creating new forms of
social link, in a context of evolution of the relationships towards time, space and
the others. These new environments complete traditional groupware software’s,
by offering to the users possibilities of communication less formal, more
diversified, in an open network. They also create a junction between professional
training and the exchange of know-how. We talk of knowledge management.
(Buckman 1999)

Communication actions, of information and training of classical types, that do not
use ICT, found an added echo on the Intranet, the sites present on the network
can be used as relays (the term action is here used in the sense of project, of
manifestation or offer, closer then to the public relation practice). This
complementarity is manifest, notably, by the implementation of web sites
uniquely made for the purpose of supporting actions more traditional, for example
symposiums, exhibitions, special events, etc. The success of a web site or an
intranet depends on several factors: actuality, the pertinence and rarity of the
proposed information. The “Technical Culture” of the employees, the
organisational culture, the quickness of the dialogues transiting from the site (on
the forums), the quickness of the documents uploads, the promotion of the site
on other supports, etc. The diversity of the web sites and intranets and other ICT
contexts and the lack of feed back on these specific tools make it difficult to
generalise the causes of success of failures (Lipnack,Stamps. 2002). We can
notice however two tendencies: the virtual forums have difficulties to implement
in companies and the reactivity of the site, which is quick responses to the user’s
demands, is essential.

Conclusion
The technical logic : informatics networks allows several persons to work in

distinctive places and to access easily and rapidly to the same information’s,
numerised and stocked in data bases. From the same workstation (same



computer), it is possible to access to general information’s, to get trained, or to
communicate. The transition of a function to an other is done on “request’,
without any constrains neither of time nor of place. The communication allowed
by these tools of mails and forums is generally made trough writing and is
asynchronous.

The economic logic: the diminution of the constrains in order to access
information enables the reactivity of companies. At the same time, the possibility
to work in groups and distantly on common projects (teleworking) increase
flexibility. The development of the Intranet generates also economy of scales,
with structures that are lighter where information transit (human and material),
and of an utilisation less important of paper supports.

The social logic: Users are waiting of an intranet or internet site, that it responds
rapidly to they needs of communication, of information and training. Depending
on the culture, individualistic or collectivistic (international, national, corporate,
professional...) the resistance encountered are more or less important. The
intranet changes a lot the “processing schemes” culture, in term of access of
information and communication; however it leads to a difficulty of identifying
factors of success and failure the more decisive.

The political logic: The use of ICT, in the case of intranets, is generally seen as
ineluctable if the company wants to stay competitive and follow the market. This
logic of global politic does not correspond, however, at the individualistic logic of
those who are feeling excluded or backwards by technological change, each of
them trying to conciliate there proper interest with those of the company.

The socio-political analysis of the ICT structure reveals a rationalisation of
communication, source of organisational change. The economic, technique,
social, and political logic converge more and more to a utilisation of ICT
combining closely communication, information research, and training : All
relations must, if possible, contribute at the same time to the collect of meaning
full information and social integration of those who are communicating. This
rationalisation of exchanges, originated from the confrontation of the different
logics, is translated by a modification of the relationship to the other (the person
becomes a resource), who leads to the evolution of structures. The configuration
of networks, intranet and internet, today to this extent, is an observable process.
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