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AbstrAct

Current developments in information systems (IS) evaluation emphasise stakeholder participa-
tion in order to ensure adequate and beneficial IS investments. It is now common to consider 
evaluation as a subjective process of interpretation(s), in which people’s appreciations are taken 
into account to guide evaluations. However, the context of power relations in which evaluation 
takes place, as well as their ethical implications, has not been given full attention. In this article, 
ideas of critical systems thinking and Michel Foucault’s work on power and ethics are used to 
define a critical systems view of power to support IS evaluation. The article proposes a system 
of inquiry into power with two main areas: 1) Deployment of evaluation via power relations and 
2) Dealing with ethics. The first element addresses how evaluation becomes possible. The second 
one goes in-depth into how evaluation can proceed as being informed by ethical reflection. The 
article suggests that inquiry into these relationships should contribute to extend current views on 
power in IS evaluation practice, and to reflect on the ethics of those involved in the process.
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power
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IntroductIon
It has been argued extensively in the lit-

erature of information systems (IS) evaluation 
that failures in implementation of information 
systems occur due to lack of consideration of 
different (e.g., softer) aspects that influence 
information systems adoption (Hirschheim & 
Smithson, 1999; Irani, 2002; Irani & Fitzgerald, 
2002; Irani, Love, Elliman, Jones, & Themis-
tocleus, 2005; Serafeimidis & Smithson, 2003). 
Among these aspects, the issue of ethics also 
gains importance, yet few evaluation approaches 

consider it explicitly (Ballantine, Levy, Munro, 
& Powell, 2003). When evaluating the imple-
mentation of information systems, there is still a 
need to consider the context of human relations 
within which evaluation takes place (Walsham, 
1999), and more specifically, the nature and im-
pacts of power relations (Doolin, 2004; Gregory, 
2000; Introna, 1997). This consideration has also 
been noticed in the realm of systems thinking, 
but there is a dearth of approaches to deal with 
the complexities of power (Gregory & Jackson, 
1992; Jackson, 2000). In IS evaluation, power 
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has been mainly considered as a “contextual,” 
“political,” or “external” variable (Serafeimidis 
& Smithson, 1999), and its impacts in practice 
(for instance regarding the treatment of ethi-
cal issues) are far from clear. Power is often 
understood as “politics” (Bariff & Galbraith, 
1978), “interests playing” or struggle between 
parties (Walsham, 1993), and is associated with 
the dynamics of organisational change that 
are said to be difficult to manage (Lyytinen & 
Hirschheim, 1987). These connotations could 
limit a better understanding of the nature of 
power in IS evaluation and how practitioners 
can act in relation to it. 

Awareness of the nature of power for 
intervention has been a subject of discussion 
in critical systems thinking, a set of ideas and 
methodologies that aim to clarify stakehold-
ers’ understandings prior to the selection and 
implementation of intervention methods in 
situations of social design (Flood & Jackson, 
1991b; Jackson, 2000; Midgley, 2000). Using 
the commitments of critical systems thinking 
to critical awareness, pluralism, and improve-
ment as well as Michel Foucault’s ideas on 
power and ethics, this article extends current 
understandings of power to inform IS evalua-
tion. The article proposes a relational view of 
power that is dynamic, transient, and pervasive, 
and which influences, and is influenced by, 
individuals’ ethics. With this view, the article 
defines a “system of inquiry” with two elements 
of analysis for IS evaluation: (1) Exploring 
the deployment of evaluation via power rela-
tions; and (2) Dealing with ethics. With these 
areas, different manifestations of power can be 
accounted for and related in evaluation inter-
ventions. In addition, inquiry into these areas 
enables people involved to reflect on the ethics 
of their own practices.

The article is structured as follows. Criti-
cal systems thinking is introduced in relation 
to three (3) commitments that can inform sys-
tems thinking and practice. Then, information 
systems (IS) evaluation as interpretation(s) is 
described and reviewed in relation to how the 
issue of power is currently being addressed. It 
is argued that a critical, pluralistic and ethically 

oriented view of power is needed. To build up 
this view, the paper presents the basic tenets of 
Michel Foucault’s work on power and ethics, 
highlighting implications for IS evaluation. A 
system of inquiry into power for IS evaluation 
is defined, and its relevance for evaluation 
practice discussed. 

crItIcAl systEms 
thInkIng

This paper stems from the UK-based sys-
tems research and practice, in which there is a 
variety of systems methodologies that contain 
principles, ideas, and methods to facilitate 
intervention for social improvement (Check-
land, 1981; Flood & Jackson, 1991b; Flood & 
Romm, 1996; Jackson, 2000, 2003; Midgley, 
2000; Stowell, 1995). The use of systems ideas 
has also pervaded the information systems (IS) 
field. Currently, it has been accepted that a 
systemic view of IS practice, one that looks at 
different elements of activity in organisational, 
social, and technical domains, can contribute 
to make sense of a variety of efforts in the IS 
field (Avison, Wood-Harper, Vidgen, & Wood, 
1998; Checkland, 1990; Checkland & Holwell, 
1998). This view also shares a common idea with 
other systems research movements elsewhere 
that conceive of an information system as part 
of an organisational system (Mora, Gelman, 
Cervantes, Mejia, & Weitzenfeld, 2003). 

 In the UK, the popularity of systems 
thinking can also be reflected through the use 
of soft systems methodology (SSM) as a learn-
ing tool (Checkland, 1981) and its applications 
in several areas in information systems. These 
include information requirements definition 
(Checkland, 1990; Checkland & Scholes, 1990; 
Lewis, 1994; Wilson, 1984, 2002), systems 
development (Avison & Wood-Harper, 1990), 
intervention methodology (Clarke, 2001; Clarke 
& Lehaney, 2000; Midgley, 2000; Ormerod, 
1996, 2005), and professional practice (Avison 
et al., 1998; Checkland & Holwell, 1998). 

To this popularity, however, it has also 
been argued that the use of some methodologies 
like SSM can help in reinforceing the ‘status 
quo’ in a situation if it is not used in a more 
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critical and informed manner (Jackson, 1982; 
Mingers, 1984). Jackson (1992) argues that the 
practice of information systems can be further 
developed if systems-based interventions are 
not only guided by one type of rationality, 
methodology, or research paradigm, and if as-
sumptions about the ‘status quo’ in a situation 
of social design are critically reviewed. Using 
systems ideas, practitioners should be able to 
foster creativity, complementarity and social 
responsibility. 

Jackson and others have developed a col-
lection of ideas, methodologies, and approaches 
under the name of “critical systems thinking” 
(Flood & Jackson, 1991b; Flood & Romm, 
1996; Gregory, 1992; Jackson, 2000, 2003; 
Midgley, 2000; Mingers, 1992, 2005; Mingers 
& Gill, 1997; Ulrich, 1983). Critical systems 
thinking (CST) has been defined as a continuous 
dialogue between systems practitioners who 
are concerned with the issue of improvement 
(Midgley, 1996). As an evolving set of ideas, it 
contains a variety of notions that aim to foster 
continuous stakeholders’ reflection prior to the 
selection and implementation of planning and 
design methods.

In critical systems thinking, Midgley 
(1996) distinguishes three common and inter-
related commitments to guide the efforts of 
researchers and practitioners. These commit-
ments are: (1) Critical awareness, continuous re-
examining of taken-for-granted assumptions in 
a situation (including those inherent to systems 
methodologies); (2) Pluralism (or complemen-
tarism), using a variety of ideas and approaches 
in a coherent manner to tackle the complexity 
of the situation; and (3) Improvement, ensuring 
that people advance in developing their full po-
tential by freeing them of potential constraints 
like the operation of power. 

The commitments of critical systems 
thinking have been put into practice in dif-
ferent ways. For instance, there is a system 
of systems methodologies (Jackson & Keys, 
1984) to help those involved in an intervention 
choose the most adequate system methodolo-
gies to tackle a problem situation according to 
methodologies’ own strengths and weaknesses. 

In addition to methodology choice, creativ-
ity can also be fostered when thinking about 
problem situation with the use of metaphors, 
and reflection is included to enable learning and 
understanding through the use of methodolo-
gies (Flood & Jackson, 1991a; Flood & Romm, 
1996). Recently, systems practice has also been 
enriched with generic principles to ensure that 
intervention is guided by continuous critique, 
the use of different methods and definition of 
local and temporary improvements (Jackson, 
1999, 2003; Midgley, 2000).

An emerging (UK- and non-UK-based) 
slant on critical systems thinking is that de-
veloped by Ulrich (1983; 2003) and Midgley 
(2000) on boundary critique. According to 
them, our processes of producing knowledge 
about a situation are bounded by a number of 
assumptions about purpose(s), clients, theories, 
methodologies, methods, and other aspects re-
lated to an intervention. These assumptions are 
intimately linked to systems boundaries. Here 
the idea of a system is that of an intellectual 
construction that guides analysis and decision-
making (Churchman, 1970, 1979). According to 
Ulrich and Midgley, such boundaries and their 
underpinning assumptions need to be identified, 
analysed and debated with people involved in 
relation to their value content, so that individuals 
can make more informed decisions regarding 
the implications of privileging some boundaries 
at the expense of others.

In line with the above, in critical systems 
thinking, the issue of power has been discussed 
at length, and it has been argued that power can 
inhibit individuals’ own reflection about the 
conditions that influence their own improvement 
(Flood, 1990; Flood & Romm, 1996; Valero-
Silva, 1996; Vega-Romero, 1999). Power has 
not been defined in a unique way. It has been 
associated with phenomena of coercion, which 
affects relationships between stakeholders 
(Gregory & Jackson, 1992; Jackson, 2000). 
Critique on systems boundaries adopted for 
analysis and decision making in a social situa-
tion has been enhanced with the idea that such 
boundaries are the result of the operation of 
power and its manifold manifestations (Flood, 
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1990; Midgley, 1997; Vega-Romero, 1999). 
Despite acknowledging the importance of power 
for systems practice, in critical systems think-
ing there is little about how practitioners can 
identify and act in relation to power issues in 
intervention. Although this could be attributed to 
the diversity of meanings of power (and hence 
an interpretation of a commitment to pluralism), 
there is a need to provide further insights into 
the nature of power and how reflection about 
it can be developed in practice, if a commit-
ment to improvement in social situations is to 
be honoured.

In this article, we use the above commit-
ments in critical systems thinking to develop 
a view of power for intervention. With this 
view, we generate a “system” (e.g. a “whole”) 
of inquiry into power that aims to follow these 
commitments. We apply our view and system 
to the domain of information systems (IS) 
evaluation in order to provide guidance to 
practitioners on how to identify and manage 
power in evaluation practice. In the next sec-
tion we review the practice of IS evaluation in 
relation to power. 

InformAtIon systEms 
EVAluAtIon

In general terms, information systems (IS) 
evaluation is about assessing the continuous 
value that systems and communication tech-
nologies give to organisations and individu-
als (Irani & Love, 2001; Parker, Benson, & 
Trainor, 1988; Piccoli & Ives, 2005; Remenyi 
& Sherwood-Smith, 1999). IS evaluation is 
still considered a “wicked” phenomenon (Far-
bey, Land, & Targett, 1999), a “thorny” and 
complex process (Irani, 2002; Serafeimidis & 
Smithson, 2003) that is difficult to carry out 
given different aspects that affect its outcomes. 
To date, there are a number of approaches and 
techniques that are used to support successful 
evaluation of IS and technology investments 
prior to, during, or after their implementation, 
although a strong focus on financial techniques 
still remains (Irani, 2002; Parker et al., 1988; 
Serafeimidis & Smithson, 1999). 

In IS evaluation, it has also been argued 
that success depends on the usefulness of 
evaluation processes and outcomes to inform 
managerial decision-making. This usefulness 
has been related to the identification of different 
issues (i.e., financial, ethical, organisational, 
and cultural) that affect IS implementation 
so that these are promptly and adequately ad-
dressed (Avison & Horton, 1992; Ballantine et 
al., 2003; Doherty & King, 2001; Hirschheim 
& Smithson, 1999; Irani, 2002; Irani & Love, 
2001; Symons & Walsham, 1988). With the 
inclusion of a variety of issues in IS evaluation, 
a growing concern is the usefulness that evalu-
ation will have for those individuals involved 
and affected by it (Irani, 2002; Irani & Love, 
2001; Serafeimidis & Smithson, 1999). People 
would like to benefit from being involved in an 
evaluation or using evaluation outcomes. 

Therefore, individual perceptions have 
become relevant, and researchers have sug-
gested that IS evaluation can be better under-
stood as a continuous and subjective process 
of interpretation(s) (Hirschheim & Smithson, 
1999; Smithson & Tsiavos, 2004; Walsham, 
1999). In other words, evaluation is a process of 
“experiential and subjective judgement, which 
is grounded in opinion and world views, and 
therefore challenges the predictive value of 
traditional [IS] investment methods” (Irani et 
al., 2005, p. 65) (brackets added). For Walsham 
(1999), IS evaluation processes are about un-
derstanding and learning through stakeholders’ 
perspectives and actions; stakeholder participa-
tion can contribute to minimise resistance IS 
to implementation (Walsham, 1993). The idea 
of IS evaluation being a subjective process is 
expanded by Serafeimidis and Smithson (2003) 
who argue that IS evaluation “is a socially 
embedded process in which formal procedures 
entwine with the informal assessments by which 
actors make sense of their situation” (p.253, 
emphasis added). They provide the following 
roles of IS evaluation as: 

1. Control, meaning that evaluation is and 
becomes embedded in traditional pro-
cedures of organisational appraisal. IS 
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evaluation processes adhere to existing 
hierarchies and accepted ways of assess-
ing and monitoring investments. The aim 
of IS evaluation is to deliver value to 
the business. Financial techniques that 
appraise the contribution of information 
systems and technologies to business 
strategies are preferred to any other type 
of evaluation approach (Serafeimidis & 
Smithson, 1999). In control-evaluation, 
traditional channels of communication 
are used. Participation of stakeholders 
contributes to minimise the risks related 
to investments and to ensure commitment. 
However, those people who benefit from 
controlling other individuals can use 
evaluation to advance their own inter-
ests.

2. Sense making, or clarifying any implica-
tions that IS investments and projects 
could have to stakeholders. Informal com-
munication complements formal com-
munication. In sense-making evaluation, 
establishing a common language helps 
those leading the evaluation (evaluators) 
and those taking part (evaluands) to share 
their expectations and concerns about IS 
investments or projects. Sense-making 
evaluation, though, does not exclude the 
possibility that the revealing of meanings 
can be used for political purposes or to 
advance the evaluators’ own interests 
(Legge, 1984; Weiss, 1970). 

3. Social learning, or fostering the creation, 
storing, and exchange of knowledge. 
Stakeholders can take part in this ex-
change and contribute so that they reduce 
any uncertainty about the implementation 
and success of information systems. In 
social learning, evaluators facilitate the 
exchange of knowledge through inter-
actions with stakeholders (for example 
by promoting conversations about how 
systems will address people or business-
related expectations). The selection of 
what type of knowledge is relevant for 
evaluation can become an instrument 

of political influence (e.g. directed to 
achieve particular objectives), as well as 
the ways in which this knowledge can be 
disseminated or exchanged.

4. An exploratory exercise, to help organi-
sations to clarify their strategic direction 
and promote change. Those involved 
in IS evaluation develop new ways of 
appraising and monitoring the value 
that systems have to organisations. This 
requires thinking creatively. In doing 
so, people involved in evaluation can 
contribute to shift the existing balance 
of power: They can challenge those who 
advocate evaluation techniques based 
solely on financial benefits or traditional 
accounting and reporting techniques. 

In each of the above orientations on IS 
evaluation, the perceptions and actions of 
stakeholders can be used to reinforce or shift 
the balances of power, but power has not been 
defined yet. The wider (non-IS) literature on 
evaluation suggests situations of disadvantage 
or conflict can be addressed via more participa-
tion or empowerment (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; 
Mertens, 1999; O’Neill, 1995; Weiss, 1970, 
1998). Moreover, it is suggested that evaluators 
should “sign in” with disadvantaged groups 
and ensure that their concerns, claims and 
issues are adequately considered and listened 
to in the evaluation process (Guba & Lincoln, 
1989). However, as Gregory (2000) contends, 
participative evaluation approaches can easily 
overlook the operation of power and how it can 
contribute to generate and maintain the very 
same conditions that enable or inhibit participa-
tion to occur. By trying to address imbalances in 
participation, evaluators may well be privileging 
their own power as experts or facilitators, or 
inadvertently reinforcing the power of those 
who are in managerial control in a situation 
(Wray-Bliss, 2003). For Gregory (2000), the 
problem of participation in evaluation can only 
be approached through a wider understanding 
of power and its operation in practices that 
prohibit or promote such participation. There 
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needs to be considerations about the context of 
power in which evaluation is taking place, as 
well as the role of those being involved in it as 
part of evaluation practice.

 Table 1 contains a summary of four dif-
ferent notions of power that can be related to 
the IS evaluation roles discussed before. These 
notions are drawn from existing classifications 
in the IS literature (Dhillon, 2004; Horton, 2000; 
Jasperson et al., 2002) and elsewhere (Lukes, 
1974; Oliga, 1996). As seen in the table, it can 
be common to associate power with tangible 
or distinguishable resources (i.e., information), 
skills or authority that some people have and 
use to control others (Bariff & Galbraith, 1978; 
Horton, 2000). Power can be also associated 
with institutional structures, so that its use can 
reinforce, perpetuate, or resist existing organi-
sational hierarchies and “games” (Bloomfield & 
Coombs, 1992; Dhillon, 2004; Markus, 2002). 
Or power can be seen as the influence that any 
action of particular individuals have in the 
behaviour of others (Handy, 1976; Walsham & 
Waema, 1994). This includes, for instance, the 
influence that IS experts have over systems users 
(Horton, 2000), the political skills (Checkland 

& Scholes, 1990), or the style that managers 
have to define, implement, and evaluate IS plans 
(Walsham & Waema, 1994).

The above views presented about power 
show individual notions, as if power had dif-
ferent but not intersecting manifestations. 
Nevertheless, power could be an intertwining of 
capacities, influences, or resources. These views 
describe very little about how power comes 
to be considered as such, in other words, how 
power is deployed as such in a situation. In IS 
practice, it has been acknowledged that explicit 
exercise of power can contribute to systems 
implementation (Markus, 2002; Serafeimidis 
& Smithson, 2003; Walsham & Waema, 1994). 
However, this does not fully consider the often 
indistinguishable, unintended, contradictory, 
and complex consequences of power in IS/IT 
implementations in a context of intervention 
(Jasperson et al., 2002; Robey & Boudreau, 
1999). 

Therefore, it can be argued that IS evalua-
tion faces a similar problem to critical systems 
thinking, that of not providing enough guidance 
to practitioners on how to identify and act in 
relation to power as a multifarious and complex 

Is Evaluation as
(serafeimidis & smith-

son, 2003)
Power as manifestations

Control
Resources (Bariff & Gal-
braith, 1978) Authority, skills, information, use of 

technology.

Sense-making Capacity (Markus, 2002) Structures that facilitate (or inhibit) com-
munication

Social-learning, explor-
atory

Influence (Checkland & 
Scholes, 1990; Handy, 1976; 
Walsham & Waema, 1994)

Expertise and styles used to facilitate (or 
inhibit) knowledge exchange and change

Relational All of the above

In the relations between people (Fou-
cault, 1984a), as a backdrop (Horton, 
2000) and in the conditions that make 
evaluation possible.

Table 1. power in orientations for is evaluation
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issue that affects any action for improvement. 
It is necessary to consider a critical view on 
power in which power is studied in its deploy-
ment (how, why), and not only taking power as 
a given. The view also needs to be pluralistic 
in order to include different manifestations and 
forms of power, as well as the relationships 
between them. Moreover, an alternative view 
of power should help practitioners to explore 
possibilities for improvement in action in rela-
tion to power relations. To develop this view in 
line with the commitments of critical systems 
thinking, Michel Foucault’s ideas on power and 
ethics are now presented. 

foucault on Power
Michel Foucault’s work on the history of 

Western civilisation provides relevant insights 
into the problem of the human subject, be 
it individual or collective. For Foucault, the 
main question in modern society is how human 
beings are constituted as subjects (Foucault, 
1982a, 1982b). His aim is to show connec-
tions between what counts as knowledge, the 
power relations used to make it valid, and the 
ethical forms that support its deployment. This 
for Foucault is a way of developing critique in 
contemporary society (Foucault, 1980b). For 
Foucault, the meaning of a “subject” is twofold: 
“someone subject to someone else by control 
and dependence, and tied to his own identity 
by a conscience or self-knowledge” (Foucault, 
1982a, p.212). Both meanings in the above 
definition suggest a form of power, which sub-
jugates and makes one subject to it (Foucault, 
1982a). This suggests that power operates in 
different ways (targeting individuals and/or 
groups), influencing the ways in which people 
relate to themselves and each other. 

According to Foucault, the end result of 
processes of production of knowledge is the 
potential operation of forms of “normalisation” 
in society which constrain our behaviour and 
limit our freedom as individuals. The set of 
analyses on how people become normalised 
is called by Foucault “subjectivity” (Foucault, 
1977). With his historical analyses, Foucault 
also shows that the ways individuals define 

themselves and relate to others have been 
contingently defined, contested and deployed 
via power relations as “the ways we fashion 
our subjectivity” (Bernhauer & Mahon, 1994, 
p. 143). Subjectivity refers to the practices we 
perform on ourselves, and this includes what we 
consider ethical, as will be shown later. 

In Foucault’s analyses, one can find 
different definitions of power that also show 
power’s dynamic nature in society (Foucault, 
1980b). Power can be identified in the relations 
between people, between actions influencing 
other actions. Power means power strategies 
through which individual try to define, deter-
mine, or guide the conduct of others (Foucault, 
1984a). Power also helps deploying some forms 
of knowledge at a particular moment in time 
whilst obscuring others, so that certain practices 
prevail as the valid ones. Power can be seen 
as a “total structure of actions brought to bear 
upon possible actions: in incites, it induces, it 
seduces, it makes easier or difficult“ (Foucault, 
1982a, p. 220). 

For Foucault (1980b, 1984b), power is 
not an objective issue; it can only be identi-
fied in its operation through the relations that 
it establishes, maintains (including resisting), 
or creates between individuals. Power is an 
analytical device that helps us to understand 
how we have been constituted as the subjects 
we currently are in the relations with ourselves 
and others. Such relations are mobile, transient, 
and dynamic; they target single individuals or 
entire populations; their operation occurs across 
institutions and at different levels (micro, macro) 
in society. New forms of power emerge that 
reinforce, support, undermine, or resist previ-
ous ones, and this happens at any level (e.g., 
individual, micro and macro). In Foucault’s 
work, power is present where there is freedom 
and is essential to regulate relations between 
individuals in society (Foucault, 1984a). Power 
can be used intentionally, but the consequences 
of doing so cannot be fully determined (Fou-
cault, 1984a, 1984b).

Foucault’s work has been used in the realm 
of information systems to understand the effects 
of information systems planning and implemen-
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tation in managerial practices (Ball & Wilson, 
2000; Córdoba & Robson, 2003; Doolin, 2004; 
Horton, 2000; Introna, 1997). For instance, In-
trona (1997) suggests that Foucaultivan notions 
of power helps to identify some “obligatory 
passage points” in the design and implementa-
tion of information systems as sets of relations 
that determine what types of information and 
the practices associated with its management 
count as organisationally accepted. According 
to Bloomfield and Coombs (1992), such aware-
ness can also help IS practitioners to map and 
better understand the conditions that enable the 
implementation of systems in an organisation. 
For Doolin (2004), the Foucaultvian concept of 
power can help explain how people can resist or 
react to existing implementation practices and 
how implementation is the by-product of many 
different organisational factors, some of which 
emerge in opposition to the implementation 
itself. In these accounts, the issue of ethics has 
not been explicitly addressed using Foucault’s 
ideas (Burrell, 1988), and this will be revisited 
later in the article. 

From the above discussion, we elaborate a 
fourth notion of power to support IS evaluation 
(see last row of Table 1). In this notion, power 
operates in the relations between individuals. 
It includes different manifestations as well as 
the conditions and relations that make possible 
the existence and use of power as a resource, 
structure, or influence in evaluation as previ-
ously discussed. These different manifestations 
of power not only generate potential constraints 
that inhibit action (including the evaluation 
itself), but also opportunities that will make 
action feasible according to the “landscape” 
of possibilities that individuals are part of 
(Brocklesby & Cummings, 1996; Foucault, 
1980b). As will be seen in the next section, these 
possibilities can be better defined in relation to 
the ethics of individuals.

EthIcs
According to Brooke (2002), some authors 

see Foucault as failing to provide a concrete 
space within which debate can take place given 

the ever presence of power even as resistance 
to it. In particular, Foucault’s acceptance of the 
idea that “Yesterday’s resistance can become 
today’s normalisation… which in turn can 
become the conditions for tomorrow’s resis-
tance and/or normalisation” (Darier, 1999, p. 
18) is lacking any normative content and thus 
generates ambiguity or confusion (Rowlinson 
& Carter, 2002; Taylor, 1984). A question arises 
about how one can then discern and decide on 
ethical issues in evaluation (Ballantine et al., 
2003). This question gains importance in light 
of a critical systems-based commitment with im-
provement as mentioned before. To the potential 
ambiguity of power analyses, more structured 
ways of dealing with questions of ethics in IS 
evaluation like the ones presented by Ballantine 
et al (2003) (based on Habermas) can provide 
alternative and systematic answers. These al-
ternatives focus on reviewing and developing 
spaces for equal debate about ethical issues, as 
well as providing general rules for examining or 
conducting debate.  In contrast to these alterna-
tives, for Foucault it is essential to explore the 
conditions that led debate and inequalities to 
emerge in the first place. These conditions could 
be unique in a context of intervention (Brooke, 
2002), including those that enable participation 
in IS evaluation to take place.

To address the above question, there is a 
still largely unexplored area in Foucault’s work 
that needs to be made more explicit, and that 
is ethics. Foucault’s work is not power but the 
human subjects, how we have been constituted 
as the individuals we are (Chan & Garrick, 
2002; Foucault, 1982a). According to Foucault 
(1977), any action in relation to power cannot 
be considered exterior to power relations, so 
that inevitably any debate on issues (including 
ethical) in evaluation takes place in relation to 
power relations. Therefore, we need to look at 
power relations from the inside (Brooke, 2002).  
Foucault’s analyses aim to show how subjects 
position themselves to situations according 
to what they think it is ethical (Darier, 1998; 
Foucault, 1977). In his study of the history of 
sexuality, Foucault says: 
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Morality [ethics] also refers to the real behav-
iour of individuals to the rules and values that 
are recommended to them…the manner in which 
they respect or disregard a set of values… (p. 
25)…those intentional and voluntary actions 
by which men not only set themselves rules of 
conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, 
to change themselves in their singular being.  
(Foucault, 1984b, p. 10) 

This means that it is possible for subjects 
to make strategic use of their freedom (Foucault, 
1984a, 1984c) and use it to “no longer being, 
doing or thinking what we are, do, or think” 
(Foucault, 1984c, p. 46). Foucault is aware that 
we need to continuously recognise the limits of 
our actions, what is no longer necessary (or dan-
gerous) for the constitution of us as autonomous 
subjects and act accordingly.  He says: 

The question, in any event, is that of knowing 
how the use of reason can take the public form 
that it requires, how the audacity to know can 
be exercised in broad daylight, while individu-
als are obeying as scrupulously as possible. 
(Foucault, 1984c, p. 37)

This means that in the light of power rela-
tions in a particular context of intervention, it 
is possible to develop a reflexive and ethically 
oriented practice of individual freedom. Ethical 
practice becomes a way of providing direction 
to action for improvement, an opportunity to (re) 
develop forms of ethics within what is possible 
in relation to power relations. This aspect will 
be further discussed when proposing a system 
of inquiry into power for IS evaluation in the 
next section.

towards a system of Inquiry into 
Power for Is Evaluation 

From the above discussion on power 
and ethics, two important implications can 
be derived to inform the definition of a criti-
cal systems view of power for IS evaluation. 
First, the inclusion of power would require 
considering it as a backdrop (Horton, 2000) 

of relations against which any IS evaluation 
orientation can be studied. Any manifestation 
of power (as a resource, capacity, structure, or 
influence) in IS evaluation should be considered 
the by-product and medium of power relations 
operating in a context of intervention, with 
these relations having varied implications (for 
instance, economic, political, social, and cul-
tural). Identification and analysis of how power 
relations operate would help those involved 
in evaluation to reflect on how they become 
subjects of evaluation activities and what they 
can do about it. The above does not mean that 
power should be avoided but its possibilities and 
constraints used strategically according to what 
individuals consider relevant to do (Brocklesby 
& Cummings, 1996) in relation to what has 
been institutionally unfolded and accepted as 
IS evaluation (Smithson & Tsiavos, 2004). For 
those involved in evaluation, analysis of power 
requires them to reflect on their participation 
in power relations that make evaluation (im) 
possible and that facilitate or inhibit unfolding 
of events. It becomes necessary to explore the 
origins and deployment of power relations in 
which IS evaluation has arisen as a process to 
be carried out.

Secondly, the analysis of power relations 
as a system requires ethical awareness from 
those involved about ethical issues that they 
adopt, debate, or resist in IS evaluation, and this 
also includes the ethical issues that are adopted 
to analyse power. This requires direct interven-
tion from the “inside” of evaluation. Foucault 
is proposing to continuously study power in 
order to see the limitations of its “normalising” 
ethical systems, and how power can also offer 
possibilities for action for people as they see 
them fit (Brocklesby & Cummings, 1996) or 
ethically appropriate (Vega-Romero, 1999). In 
other words, Foucault is proposing to study and 
reflect on the internal conditions that can make 
ethical action possible in IS evaluation in order 
to define the “battleground” and possibilities 
for further action.

Considering the above, the following is 
the definition of a system of inquiry into power 
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to support IS evaluation as presented in Figure 
1. The system is composed of two areas inter-
acting with each other and informing existing 
role(s) of the evaluation process as described 
by Serafeimidis and Smithson (2003). This 
analysis brings together an understanding of 
evaluation as a series of interpretations as 
described by Smithson and Tsiavos (2004), 
and a way of reflecting on ethical issues in 
IS evaluation as proposed by Ballantine et al 
(2003), so that those involved in evaluation can 
reflect on power from their own participation.  
The areas of inquiry are:

1. Exploring the deployment of IS evaluation. 
Analysis of power in relation to forms of 
being, knowing, and acting consists of 
locating how power relations contribute 
to deploy (implement) or undermine IS 
evaluation activities. The purpose is to 
identify how evaluation became pos-
sible and accepted as such, and how it 
progresses. This type of analysis requires 
unveiling power relations at different 
levels (for instance, economic, social, 
political)—as maps of actions influenc-
ing other actions—(Foucault, 1984a) 
that constitute the definition, approval 
and unfolding of the evaluation under 
study.  A good starting point or “points 
of entry” to analyse power is to see how 
it helps in the deployment of accepted 
evaluation roles (i.e., as control, sense-
making, social-learning, and exploration) 
(Serafeimidis & Smithson, 2003); in other 
words, to study how these roles came to 
being, and the wider relations that made 
them possible and valid.  The analysis 
can then be complemented or developed 
with the following questions (Córdoba & 
Robson, 2003): How is that evaluation 
is defined and approved? How does it 
engage those involved? What role(s) for 
evaluation are accepted? Through which 
mechanisms and justifications? How do 
activities in evaluation become successful 
or unsuccessful? How are evaluations in-
stitutionally completed or abandoned? 

2. Dealing with ethics. As said before, for 
Foucault (1977), one cannot be exterior 
to the power relations one is analysing or 
intervening. Therefore, analyses should 
also show how individual subjects posi-
tion themselves in situations (Darier, 
1998; Foucault, 1977). This consideration 
should lead those involved in IS evalua-
tion to consider what is ethical for them to 
do according to power, and to go beyond 
the idea of interpretations. Analysis of 
power should also yield insights as to 
what behaviours and actions are ethically 
acceptable or unacceptable (including the 
analysis itself as a practice that is guided 
by ethical values), and what to do about 
them. Those involved in evaluation can 
decide to adopt a critical stance and go 
beyond what is being established, to 
imagine new forms of being and acting 
(Foucault, 1984c).  This could mean that 
the purpose and nature of evaluation 
are re-defined according to what people 
consider ethical to do in a context of 
intervention.

Using Foucault’s (1984b) elements of 
analysis of ethics, those involved in evaluation 
can formulate the following questions to help 
them decide on how to treat ethical issues: In the 
dominant role(s) of evaluation, what part of our 
behaviour (thinking, acting) do we need to be 
ethically concerned with? Through which evalu-
ation activities (including analysis of power) 
ought we to show our ethical behaviour? What 
individual activities do we need to work on to 
become ethical? Most importantly, what type of 
ethical subjects do we want to be in relation to 
existing power? Answers to these questions can 
yield further insights as to how to define action 
to carry on with evaluation activities. 

Figure 1 shows how these two areas of 
analysis are related. To the deployment of IS 
evaluation through power relations, analysis 
of power (e.g., how is evaluation deployed?), 
could trigger the identification of ethical issues 
for those involved. Using this analysis, individu-
als could then identify and reflect upon their 
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ethics and how to develop it by considering 
what has been deployed as ethically acceptable. 
This could place people in a better position to 
define their possibilities and constraints for ac-
tion according to existing power relations. As 
new issues of concern emerge in an evaluation 
process, further analysis of power and forms of 
ethics is required, as the interactions between 
the elements of Figure 1 show.

An ExAmPlE
As an example of how to use the above 

elements of inquiry, let us consider that in an 
IS evaluation process, financial control and 
communication to stakeholders are seen as es-
sential (Irani, 2002; Serafeimidis & Smithson, 
2003) in order to guarantee compliance with 
organisational procedures of auditing. In this 
context, evaluation can then be seen as control 
mechanism, more specifically as a way of ex-
erting control over IS investments (or perhaps 
as a way of enabling financial officers to exert 
control over the rest of the organisation). The 
deployment of evaluation as an accepted process 
can have many manifestations. These could 
include, for instance, continuous exercise of 
formal authority (e.g., via established practices 
of reporting to finance officers), traditional use 
of financial skills and resources to get evaluation 

activities “done” (e.g., by an influential chief 
financial officer), or emerging pertinence of fi-
nancial matters in IS investment decisions (e.g., 
a sound business case with “numbers” that now 
needs to be elaborated before being approved). 
These manifestations could be the by-product 
of previous practices (i.e., a history of financial 
success or failure in the organisation). 

With this understanding of evaluation as a 
deployment of power relations, those involved 
in evaluation could then proceed to reflect on 
how a particular issue (e.g., communication) 
and its treatment can be dealt with. This is-
sue can be then considered “ethical,” and the 
expected behaviours or ways of thinking about 
it identified. People involved in evaluation 
could decide not to pay any more attention, for 
instance, to requests to analyse or communicate 
(financial) progress to other stakeholders or 
use existing communications to raise a differ-
ent set of ethical issues (e.g., confidentiality, 
quality, etc.) Decisions can follow people’s 
desire to become ethically different (e.g., more 
professional in their practice) or to be “seen” 
as ethical (and then using the power available 
to make themselves known). These decisions 
need to be examined in the light of potential 
consequences for individuals and their organisa-
tions, and any effect that could be foreseen (for 

1. Studying 
evaluation

deployment as 
control, 

sense-making, 
social learning,
or exploratory

2. Dealing 
with ethics 

Power relations and
forms of power
(resources,structures,
influences)

What do we want to
be as subjects?

IS Evaluation

Figure 1. A system of inquiry into is evaluation
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instance, excessive professionalism could then 
generate a desire for people to become “profes-
sionally accredited”). In this particular case, 
the emergence of new issues to be discussed in 
evaluation (for example, due to new business 
practices related to improvement in customer 
service), or new ways of conducting evaluation 
in the context of intervention (e.g., those seen 
as more “professional”) can then trigger fur-
ther analyses on how these elements are being 
deployed and how they need to be managed. 
Although this example is brief, it illustrates the 
type of analysis that can be conducted and the 
actions that could result to improve the practice 
of IS evaluation.  The example can also prompt 
evaluation practitioners to reflect on the scope of 
their analyses by considering manifestations and 
effects of power at different levels (economic, 
social, “political”, etc). 

conclusIons
In this article, a review of the issue of 

power in critical systems thinking and informa-
tion systems evaluation has been undertaken to 
define an alternative view about it. It has been 
found that existing interpretations of power as 
operating “externally” from those involved in 
evaluation leaves individuals with little guid-
ance in relation to how to identify and act about 
it. Using the commitments of critical systems 
thinking and Foucault’s ideas on power and 
ethics, the paper develops a view of power and 
a system of inquiry into how it can be analysed 
in IS evaluation. The system enables practitio-
ners and others involved in evaluation to be 
critically aware of the influence of power to 
deploy evaluation. It also allows for the inclu-
sion and study of different manifestations of 
power and relations between them. Using this 
system, practitioners can inquire about how 
evaluation becomes possible through power 
relations. Inquiry should lead practitioners 
to reflect on ethical issues associated with IS 
evaluation and develop their own actions to 
improve their practice according to what they 
consider is ethical to do. 

In comparison with other perspectives 
on power, Foucault’s ideas can prompt those 

involved in evaluation to study the power condi-
tions of the evaluation itself before establishing 
any possibilty of dialogue or debate6. This can 
help them to frame their actions into the possi-
bilities and constraints given by power relations 
in the context where they are immersed. In evalu-
ation practice, there is still a need to compare 
the study of power from this perspective with 
others. We see an opportunity to incorporate 
the use of the proposed system of inquiry with 
the use of systems methodologies to promote 
participative IS evaluation. We hope the view 
on power developed in this article contributes 
to open up further opportunities of dialogue and 
research between critical systems thinking and 
information systems. 
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