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Recently a number of methodological approaches have been presented as proffering radical 
solutions to organisational change. This paper discusses one such approach, Business 
Process Re-engineering (BPR) and contrasts it with Ethnography, a method that has gained 
some prominence in CSCW. The paper suggests, using a number of empirical examples, that 
despite some superficial similarities, the two approaches differ markedly in their analytical 
purchase. In particular, ethnography's emphasis on understanding 'systems' within the 
situated context of the work setting rather than as an abstract model of process, has 
consequences for the successful identification and implementation of system re-design. 

Introduction 

"Do you know what you are asking? You are asking, 'Could you tell me, without knowing what 
kind of world we are in, what a theory would look like''' 

Harvey Sacks 
Sack's reply to a fellow sociologist's request concerning method was designed, as 
Lynch points out (1991), to question the widely held presumption that, regardless of 
subject matter, there can be a unitary method for scientific enquiry .We also wish to 
suggest that Sack's insight has as much relevance for recently developed policies for 
organisational intervention as much as it has for developing theories of human conduct. 
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Our particular concern in this paper is to contrast one such programme of 
organisational intervention, Business Process Re-engeering (BPR), with ethnography, 
a sociological approach to work study prominent in CSCW. Both approaches challenge 
orthodox structured methods for system design and stress the vital importance of 
investigating organisations as a preliminary for proposing changes. However, beyond 
this there are some crucially significant differences between the two approaches which 
have a bearing on CSCW. We focus here on Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), 
not because it is the 'best' or even the 'trendiest' of the available programmes, but 
because it is self-confessedly the most 'radical', systematic, and far-reaching of the 
change management techniques now available. We feel that an examination of its 
promise and some of its limitations is overdue not least because it poses a challenge to 
sociologists working in CSCW. 

There is by now a substantial literature on BPR (see for example Hammer and 
Champy, 1993; Harrington, 1991; Davenport; 1993; Jacobson et al, 1995), and we do 
not propose to re-invent the wheel by elaborating its practices unnecessarily. Instead, 
we are concerned with the degree to which, if at all, BPR's systematic approach to 
work, organizations, and IT systems is likely to supercede the 'ethnographic'2 practices 
of sociologists within CSCW. In examining the methodological presuppositions of 
BPR, therefore, we are not seeking to make a moral point, nor attempting to assess 
whether BPR can and does live up to its radical promise. Our interest lies precisely in 
the fact that a challenge to CSCW generally and to the sociological practice of 
ethnography is, implicitly or explicitly, being made. 

The commitments of BPR 

We suggest that, despite its varied guises, BPR can be distilled into a few essential 
methodological commitments. 

Although BPR can be variously characterised as a recipe for fundamental change3 or 
as a more modest and progressive refinement of business objectives in terms of core 
processes (Harrington, 1991), the role of IT is almost universally seen as critical. In 
particular, IT is significant because it is capable of magnifying the accuracy and the 
scope of measurement. Thus, "Measurements are key. If you cannot measure it, you 
cannot control it. If you cannot control it you cannot manage it. If you cannot manage it 
you cannot improve it." (Harrington, 1991). Nevertheless, despite placing IT at the 
centre of the change management process, BPR is predicated on the recognition that 
traditional design has, in many instances, failed to produce the productivity gains 
anticipated for business, especially in its 'white collar' sectors. That is, whilst being 
fundamentally a method for changing the organization, implicitly at least, it 
problematises and challenges both orthodox structured approaches to systems design 
and also some characteristic stances in CSCW. In the first instance, BPR proponents 

Proponents of BPR can make some startling claims Jacobson et al for instance point out, "There are 
estimates that 50 to 70% of companies that try it fail I think the risk of failure is even higher" (1995, 
preface) They are, of course, implying very high risk but even higher reward In other words, the word 
radical here has a surgical sense 
We are extremely conscious of the extent to which this is a gloss on many and varied practices. 
For instance by Hammer (1993) in his famous injunction to stop 'paving over the cowpath'. 
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create a distance from the modelling activities associated with traditional design by 
arguing that, 

"all these techniques come from the computer world. It is as though we learned to think in a way 
that works for computer systems, and we realized we could apply the same way of thinking to 
describe an organization we find this unacceptable .. we shall introduce .... the basis for a 
modelling technique for people, not machines." (Jacobson et al, 1995: 36) 

In this respect, it appears that BPR proponents are establishing analytic procedures 
which go to the very heart of CSCW concerns. It is certainly hard to read the claim that 
the design and implementation of IT systems must orient to business goals as anything 
but a demand for new approaches to 'requirements'. 

The distinction between BPR and traditional approaches to design is further 
established by an argument which respecifies the relationship between 'what happens 
now' and procedures for respecifying activity. Whereas structured design has to a 
greater or lesser extent reduced the importance of the physical model of the current 
system (see Yourdon and Constantine, 1979; Benyon, 1992a; Benyon, 1992b), BPR 
seems to re-establish the problematic relationship between the two, something that 
ethnographers have also tried to do (Randall et al 1992). That is, it seems, as with 
ethnography, to be interested in the gap between actual practice and idealised 
conceptions of practice. Thus, Davenport argues that BPR "implies a strong emphasis 
on how work is done within an organization, in contrast to a product focus's emphasis 
on what." (Davenport, 1993) For those who see ethnography merely as a matter of 
data collection in naturalistic environments, BPR advocates seem to be suggesting 
something which is both consistent with 'ethnographic' enquiry whilst providing an 
answer to some critics of ethnography by providing strategies for 'envisioning' 
alternatives which meet at least one criticism levelled against ethnography, namely, that 
it is inherently conservative. Harrington (1991) provides a more complete description 
of the appropriate methods, for instance, by emphasising the 'process walkthrough' as 
a principal method for understanding how work is done. Hence one finds: 

"One of the key activities in the BPI [Business Process Improvement] walk-through process is to 
observe the activity being performed. Immediately after the interview, the interviewer and the 
interviewee should go to the work area to observe the activity discussed in the interview. Observing 
the individual tasks being performed will stimulate additional questions As Dr. H. James 
Harrington puts it, "You never really understand the activity until you do it yourself. If that isn't 
possible, the next best alternative is to observe the activity while it is being performed, and ask a 
lot of questions." (Stowell, 1991) 

Such insights would, at least as far as CSCW is concerned, be both modest and 
somewhat unoriginal were it not for the extra dimension which BPR seems to provide, 
that of socio-technical systematicity. The typical 'problem specifications' and 
comparisons one finds in BPR, for instance between the formal process and actual 
practice, the differences in the way employees perform tasks, the relevance of training 
requirements, the existence of process problems and 'roadblocks', and so on, constitute 
foci which all overlap to some degree with those of typical ethnographic studies. 

Moreover, analysts such as Harrington recognise, as do ethnographers, that not only 
are process specification and the activity in question not the same thing, but that 
deviation from the specification is explicable by a whole range of factors, including the 

We do not, of course, accept that ethnography is a 'conservative' enterprise and have argued elsewhere 
that orienting to design is the fundamental problem (see Hughes et al , 1992) 
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possibility that there may be potentially positive reasons such as finding a better way to 
do things, or at least compensating for problems. In particular, BPR stresses the role of 
'chronic' problems in working life, because, it is argued, chronic problems are often 
difficult to see. This in turn is because methods for completing processes often adapt to 
chronic problems. That is, people often find ways round persistent obstructions and the 
fact that work can be done effectively is sometimes despite problems of this sort. This 
is both an argument that ethnographers have advanced, and one which has a 
considerable, but sometimes unrealised, importance in the evaluation of technologies.5 

To return to the main point, however, and in a nutshell, the systematicity that BPR 
offers may appear attractive because it addresses both the weaknesses of traditional IT 
design and the glosses on organizational context which CSCW has tended to provide 
by, on the face of it, providing both a concern for current context and practice and a 
systematic technique for producing alternatives. By way of example, an adequate 
picture of what is going on in the organization and how to transform it requires, for 
Davenport, a holistic approach which encompasses not only every dimension of an 
organization's activities, but also a method for designing the future. Thus, "The term 
process innovation encompasses the envisioning of new work strategies, the actual 
process design activity, and the implementation of the change in all its complex 
technological, human, and organizational dimensions." (Davenport, 1993) 

That is, BPR promises a complete and systematic understanding of how the 
organization currently functions and what has to be done in both work and 
technological terms to provide radical success in redesign. Nevertheless, asserting that 
one has provided an 'all singing, all dancing' solution to the problems raised within 
CSCW and elsewhere is a long way from demonstrating that the assertion is valid. 
Merely because a system is offered which claims to deal with problems of appropriate 
technology as well as appropriate organizational structure does not make it so. We 
reiterate that we are not trying to provide either an ethical critique of BPR nor trying to 
argue that it is unlikely to achieve the goals it sets. We do want, however, to raise 
issues that spring from the apparent similarity of some of its procedures to ethnography 
and, quite distinctly, from the apparent systematicity it offers. 

BPR's commitment, and distinctively from ethnography, is conceptualizing what 
goes on in organizations as a matter of understanding and defining 'processes'. 
Moreover, these processes are unequivocally defined according to their measurable 
relationship to the customer. Thus, Harrington describes a process as: 

"any activity or group of activities that takes an input, adds value to it, and provides an output to an 
internal or external customer Processes use an organization's resources to provide definitive 

results." 

A Business Process in turn is defined as, 

One caveat here is that occasional problems may be equally significant, but in different ways For 
instance, in Safety Critical environments occasional problems are potentially disastrous precisely 
because operators may be unfamiliar with them. One argument for ethnography is that prolonged 
exposure to the domain usually prompts recognition of occasional but nonetheless important 
'problems' 

We cite Harrington more than other proponents of BPR not out of any conviction that his work is the 
'best' or even the most 'typical' of the field, but because he, in our view spells out the method in rather 
more detail than most 
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"All service processes and processes that support production processes. A business process consists 
of any logically related tasks that use the resources of the organization to provide defined results in 
support of the organization's objectives." (our italics). 

In other words, BPR makes use of an orthodox rationalistic perspective on 
organizational goals, but orients it to a set of explicit change management objectives, 
such as improving effectiveness, efficiency, and adaptability or implementing control 
systems. The analytic work involves identifying a set of defined tasks which are to do 
with meeting organizational objectives, and which are construed in terms such as 
determining where the process boundaries will be, and what the inputs and outputs to 
the process are. Key aspects of this work might, for instance, include identifying 
suppliers to, and customers of, the process identified, along with "who is performing 
the key operations.". Thus, and for instance, determining process boundaries has to do 
with "identifying the ownership of the process and where it begins and ends." 
(Harrington, 1991), with a view to assessing the strategic relevance of each process.7 

As one might expect from a largely top-down methodology, the point of 
investigating how operations are performed is to establish the 'health' or otherwise of 
the processes in terms of the business objectives of the organization. A sample method 
advocated by Harrington for doing precisely that is to identify 'multiple buffers', which 
produces the 'queuing up' of stages. Indeed, a recurring theme in all BPR versions is 
the distinction between the logical connection between activity, which tends to be 
horizontal, and the vertical connections of the organization. It is this distinction, 
perhaps more than any other which has informed the developing interest in Workflow. 
Workflow is defined in BPR as the method for transforming input into output, and is 
one of the primary characteristics of a process, and in many respects is the key to 
understanding what is distinctive about BPR. 

That is, and to summarise, the analytic force of BPR, its interest in the observation 
of current practice is solely to identify, from the top down, what is wrong in terms of 
the specified business goals and the means for pursuing them. Further, what is wrong 
is to be defined in terms of measurable obstructions to efficiency with a view to 
producing alternative structures in which those obstructions have been eradicated. 
These obstructions may, of course, be of more than one kind and may include, for 
example, the generation of error, the existence of 'poor quality' costs (waste), and 
'multiple buffers'. In any event, the presupposition is that analysing current work can 
unproblematically lead us to conclusions concerning what it is that causes 'problems' to 
arise. The presumption is that measurable benefits will be obtained precisely from the 
identification, measurement, and respecification of process. These benefits, and we 
highlight them only to provide a flavour of the direction in which this kind of analysis 
takes us, conventionally include the elimination of duplication, error proofing, 
automation, and standardization. It is the latter that will primarily concern us below. 

It would, therefore, be a mistake to view BPR as a naive reformulation of Taylonst principles for the 
white collar world Although aspects of BPR are unmistakeable Taylorist in their force, the method 
recognises that 'informal' aspects of organization may impinge on the success or failure of objectives. 
Thus and for instance, Harrington refers to the problem of qualifying the 'culture and politics' 
surrounding the process 
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The view from ethnography 

It will come as no surprise that we do not, in fact, accept that the practices of the 
process walkthrough and related techniques are similar to the conduct of ethnography in 
any but the most superficial ways. Although on the surface, at least, much of what is 
being advocated here is similar to what has been claimed for ethnography, to restate a 
point we and others have made elsewhere (see Hughes et al, 1994; Button and King, 
1992; Anderson, 1994; Pycock et al, 1994), ethnography is not in any sense a unitary 
method, if indeed the word method is applicable at all to its varied practices, but is a 
gloss on various and different analytic frameworks. Nevertheless, an ethnographic 
stance arguably entails a minimum orientation, which has to do with seeing the social 
world from the point of view of participants. One 'take' on this, and one which has 
strongly influenced our own work, is the ethnomethodological one, in which member's 
methods for accomplishing situations in and through the use of local rationalities 
becomes the topic of enquiry. The relevance of such a perspective to systems design 
issues lies in the fact that this respecification of sociology draws attention to the way in 
which orderliness can be viewed, inter alia, as a feature of the sense making procedures 
participants use in the course of their work.. The explication of sense making 
machinery has often invoked work activity as a manifest 'working division of labour' 
(See Anderson, et al, 1989, Hughes et al, 1994 ). In other words, and to put it simply, 
although individual workers have individual tasks to perform, they are also and 
necessarily individuals-as-part-of-a-collectivity, and much of their work consists in the 
ability to organise the distribution of individual tasks into an ongoing assemblage of 
activities within a 'working division of labour'. Individuals, that is, orient to their 
work according to 'egological' principles and their own 'horizons of relevance' but 
have to be attentive to the work of others in order to organise the flow of work in a 
coherent way. This focus has arguably provided an important analytic tool for the 
examination of work as lived experience, providing important clues as to both how 
work was accomplished and perhaps, from a systems analytic perspective, why work 
was done the way it was. 

Our point is that, despite the apparent similarities, the analytic interest of BPR 
investigation is irrevocably different from that of ethnography as outlined above. This is 
not to claim that BPR is somehow mistaken or misguided, but that methods must be 
judged on the problems they are designed to deal with. BPR's strategy is 
decompositional. It derives from its clearly stated objectives, which include providing a 
measurement system for organizations and a means to standardize processes. 'Problem' 
and 'solution', that is, exist in a hermetic relationship in which each can only be 
understood as aspects of 'healthy' and 'unhealthy' processes. Observation of the 
current state of play is conceived in terms of the analysis of task performance, the 
obstructions which may be associated with it, and evaluation and comparison of 
different task performances. In other words, and put simply, when a BPR analyst is 
observing work, s/he is either looking for what is wrong with it, and defining it as 
process failure, or at examples of 'good' strategies which can be codified into the new 
processes. At root, although sources of discretion and variation may be of some 
interest, the task of BPR is either to eliminate them or provide methods for their 
universal application. The solution to organisational 'problems' lies in understanding 
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how, for instance, 'culture and polities', methods of 'task performance', or what have 
you can be conceived as variations which can be removed, wherever possible. 

Now there may be many good reasons from a business point of view, for 
undertaking such analyses, and discovering sources of error, redundancy, or 
obstruction is likely as not going to prove valuable to the organization. The key 
question, however, is whether understanding these issues as process failures is either 
necessary or adequate. After all, practitioners of differing styles of observation, 
whether it be ethnography, task analysis, BPR process walkthroughs, or participative 
design techniques, will all recognise occasions when they have construed situations as 
'obstructions', 'duplications', or 'problems'. In BPR, however, they are problems of 
process because the analyst has defined them that way according to the hierarchy of 
measurable goals and means which constitute the organization's objectives. That is, any 
possibility that such problems can be understood in several ways, including the 
perspective of the participant to the work, and that participants' perspectives may have 
consequences for organizational objectives, is excluded. 

Specifying a 'problem' in other words is not, as it would be for the ethnometho-
dologically informed ethnographer, a matter of understanding local rationales for 
'doing work'. The point is that the strategies for 'doing work' uncovered by the latter 
analytic are likely to be explications of reasons for doing it this way as well as some 
problems encountered. 

The particular claim of ethnography, at least as we understand and practise it, lies 
less in its ability to identify 'why a current system is not working', which is the force of 
BPR analysis but, at least in a sense, 'how it is working'. That is, the ability of the 
BPR analyst to identify processes as meeting, or not as the case may be, the 
organisation's objectives, depends critically on the system-oriented approach. In 
contrast, the value of ethnography for systems design cannot be separated from its 
focus on the accomplishment of work from the point of view of parties to the work. 
Ethnographic methods seek to uncover features of the sociality of work and its 
organisation; how the work 'gets done'; the conversations, gossip and asides; the 
interruptions and mistakes; the details of the how the paperwork and computer work are 
practically accomplished as part of routine, ordinary, taken-for-granted, 'real world' 
work activities. A related focus is making visible the judgement and discretion that 
workers need to use in response to the various contingencies that arise in even 
apparently routine activities. Making visible because the range of tacit skills and local 
knowledge can be elusive, 'taken for granted' and so on such that they may otherwise, 
perhaps, become visible only when routines or organisations break down. 

This approach to work as socially organised is designed to illuminate the rationale 
brought by people at work to the various tasks, their 'problems', and the 'things to do' 
that they are confronted with in the course of their daily working lives. In a nutshell, the 
ethnomethodological interest in how work is done highlights the fact that human activity 
in work may be deeply relevant to the working of the organization in ways that are not 
apparent when one only looks for what is wrong. The consequences of such a choice, 
we would argue, are substantially different from those that result from BPR analysis. 
That is, the point of ethnography is not to highlight various obstructions and 
'blockages' that exist in the system, for this is something that may be more or less 
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adequately done by various kinds of analysis, including those done by members 
themselves, of which BPR is only one. 

We should perhaps stress that our task is not to deny the possible benefits of process 
redesign exercises to particular organisational interests, for it would be quite plausible 
to claim that such benefits do indeed, at least sometimes, accrue. Rather, we are 
attempting to problematise BPR as a systematic solution to business problems by 
proffering ethnographic analysis as a complementary mode. In what follows we use 
vignettes drawn from organisations in the retail financial sector where both 
ethnographic studies and process re-design activities of some kind have been 
undertaken. What we are aiming to show is how some typical categories that might be 
deployed in ethnographic analysis are radically different in consequence to those typical 
of BPR, such as 'duplication elimination', 'error proofing', 'standardization' and so 
on. Here, and they are merely exemplars, we utilise categories such as skill and local 
knowledge, although we might equally well have dealt with issues of time, 
unpredictability and interruption, and hope to do so elsewhere. 

Ethnographic approaches seem especially valuable and insightful in discovering and 
'unpacking' the often highly situated and tacit notions of skill that promote the practical 
accomplishment of work as a 'routine, everyday' activity; subtle notions that may well 
prove essential if 'skills' are to be understood as relevant to system design. The sense 
of 'skill' that we are interested here is that of 'knowing how', or competency. In this 
respect the competencies involve making sense of, and thereby being able to make 
available to others, what is 'going on'. These could be described as competencies 
required for 'mutual intelligibility' on the part of the members of a work team - in 
producing what might be accepted as visibly 'rational' decisions or actions - 'rational' 
that is, in the context in which the decision is made. Space precludes detailed analyses 
of the various 'skills' we might find deployed in different contexts within the sector, 
and we focus here on one specific example - the skills of lending- specifically because it 
resonates with the use of decision support technology which was implemented precisely 
with standardization and error proofing in mind. 

Skill 

In this financial organization, the production of 'rational' lending decisions are seen as 
important in both the 'mass market' and the 'small business' sector. In both instances, 
software exists to support lending decisions, and in the mass market the 'risk grades' 
produced by the software, as one Assistant Manager said, are; 

"... a lot more process driven ..the machine will give you a recommendation . .if the machine says 
'no' and that decision is overridden, its 90% likely to 'go down the pan'... loans "down the pan" 
have reduced considerably since the introduction of machines.." 

In this way, we can see that the standardization of decision-making here was 
introduced by the codification of 'expert' rules into software, along with a number of 
structural changes which need not concern us here. The Lending Process was 
respecified in order to address the unacceptably high number of 'bad' decisions. This 
does not, however, mean that the process is no longer accompanied by skilful work, 
and in higher value lending this became particularly clear, especially in terms of the 
work of accounting for, or justifying, decisions. A number of features of 'business' 
lending appeared to involve the utilisation of a range of 'skills'; an appreciation of 


