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Abstract. The methodological topics proposed by Process Analysis, Social Be-

havior, Socio-technical perspective are often applied in my practitioner activi-

ties. Two experiences are presented. The first experience is running in govern-

ment-owned company. The aim of the project is to develop a management sys-

tem in conformity with the requirements of an international standard. The nov-

elty is the implementation of this model in a public context constrained by sev-

eral regulatory requirements. The methodological focus of this experience is on 

the role of the management model and the influence of the context. The second 

experience is running in a co-operative organization that provides caring ser-

vices. The aim of this project is the updating of the organizational structure and 

the re-engineering of its processes, including the management of information. 

In this experience the Process Analysis and the Socio-technical approach have 

been widely applied. The lessons learned through the described experiences are 

presented to evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed methods. In addition the 

relationship between practitioner and his/her customer are explored with refer-

ence to the topics of an Ethnographic approach. 

Keywords: Process Analysis, Social Behavior, Socio-technical Design, Man-

agement System, Information System, Ethnographic Approach 

1 Introduction 

My practitioner activity is mainly oriented to the design of management systems in 

conformity to several standards, in particular the standard ISO 9001 “Quality Man-

agement Systems. Requirements” [1]. In these activities I have to understand the or-

ganization and its context and to take into account and to integrate management mat-

ters, technical matters and behavioral matters. My methodological framework in-

cludes the Process Analysis that influences and is influenced by Social Behaviors [2]. 

For the importance I assign to social concerns, I proposed in [3] that the topics of 

the Socio-technical Design, described in [4], could be effectively merged with Process 

Analysis in the development of management systems. Furthermore I think that the 

behavioral concerns could be refined with the suggestions of the Ethnographic Ap-

proach described in [5]. 
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In this paper I summarize the key topics of these methods and I describe two expe-

riences that I am following as a practitioner and where I am using these topics as a 

conceptual framework. 

The first experience has been developed in a government-owned company and is 

mainly focused on the role of the management model and the influence of the context. 

The second experience is running in a co-operative organization that provides caring 

services. This experience could be useful to describe a system where data and process 

flows are crucial and where a Socio-technical approach has been successfully applied. 

The lessons learned drive the conclusion and the proposal for future research. 

2 Methodological topics 

The methodological framework that supports my practice encompasses several topics. 

A short summary of these topics is described in the following, focusing on Process 

Analysis, Socio-technical Design and Ethnographic Approach. They have been pro-

gressively introduced in my methodological toolkit and applied in the described expe-

riences. 

2.1 Process Analysis 

From 2000, the Standard ISO 9001 introduced the process approach as a key require-

ment of the quality management system. Since then, in implementing management 

system, I have to develop Process Analysis for “understanding and managing interre-

lated processes as a system” [1]. This practice allowed me to refine a method, in par-

ticular for defining the conceptual coordinates that drives the analysis and to the phas-

es that drive the design. 

This long term experience moved my attention from the technicalities of the pro-

cess analysis to the social and behavioral characteristics that could influence the or-

ganizations. I realized that the process analysis is ‘a two-way interaction between 

processes and behaviors: practitioners need to take into account social behavior in 

developing the analysis while analysis and modeling can influence and modify social 

behavior’ [2]. 

Presently, in my practitioner activities, the process analysis, developed for obtain-

ing the compliance to the requirement of the standard ISO 9001, is considered as a 

useful way to understand and interact with the organizations and to support involve-

ment and participation. 

2.2 Socio-technical Design 

Recently, I found very interesting the approach of a Socio-technical Design described 

in [3], which suggested to my practice challenging topics. I think that this approach, 

conceived for information systems, could be applied to the design of any kind of 

management system. 
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In the Socio-technical approach I have identified several similarities with the con-

cerns of my practitioner activities: the idea that “technical structure and work roles are 

both part of an inclusive system”, the attention on the environment and on the adap-

tive systems, the social support designed to reinforce social behavior, the incomple-

tion of the design, conceived as an iterative process. 

For this reason, I proposed in [4] to merge Process Analysis and Socio-technical 

Design, suggesting a method where the Process Analysis could be useful to define 

criteria and phases and the Social approach could be useful to define principles and 

values. In [4] I suggested that this approach has to deal with several challenging top-

ics. Some of them are summarized in the following. 

• The objective of the design could be influenced by management models. For in-

stance, predefined management models enforce the role of their requirements in the 

description of the processes while lean and adaptive approaches propose less struc-

tured frameworks. 

• The criteria for exploring the environment and developing the process analysis 

could be influenced by the stakeholder’s point of view. For instance, for the share-

holder, the key characteristics of the process could be related to investment risk 

while, for workers, to health and safety concerns. 

• The concept of social could be wide. A clear definition of “who commits, who 

designs, who practices” is fundamental for identifying the objective, the scope, the 

interfaces, the internal and external subjects of the project team and hence the re-

quired competences and attitudes. 

• The relationship with incompletion and iteration could be crucial and it requires the 

assumption of a never-ending approach. Continuous monitoring, for instance, 

through process based audits and an in-depth check of several actual cases allows 

testing and verifying the effectiveness of the results.  

2.3 Ethnographic Approach 

Last but not least, the Ethnographic Approach described in [5] suggests interesting 

questions for the observation of social interaction. “The way the ethnographer is in-

troduced in the field, the way she talks and she behaves have significant effect on her 

relationship towards the people in the field and the data the ethnographer will be able 

to have access to.” 

The methods proposed by ethnography, in particular the reflexive position of the 

ethnographer, the observer/participant positions and the insider/outsider perception 

are applied in the requirements elicitation for information systems and I think that 

they could be applied to design management systems and to investigate the relation-

ship between a practitioner and the organization. 

These topics suggested an interesting analysis on my behavior and on the relation-

ships between me and my customers. These relationships, often, could determine the 

success or the failure of a project. 
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3 Experience_1. The influence of the management model and of 

its relationship with  the context  

With reference to the described methodological topics, the key features of this experi-

ence are related to the influence of a prescriptive model that has to be transferred to a 

context with a high level of complexity and a low level of adaptability. 

3.1 The project 

The context is a government-owned company where the top management responds to 

an area of the government structure. The company statutory rules and the internal 

code of conduct are constrained by the national and country laws of the Public Ad-

ministration. Furthermore, the governance is influenced by several political issues. 

One of the functional areas of this company has a department that performs inspec-

tion services on the import/export of goods. The inspection process and its practicali-

ties, for instance the inspection methods, are established by national and international 

regulatory requirements.  

On the basis of a law of the European Community (in development), the functional 

area that performs inspections is required to become an inspection body compliant 

with the Standard ISO/IEC 17020 [6]. This objective was assumed by the manager of 

the functional area that performs inspection and it is the commitment of the project. 

To reach the conformity to the standard, the inspection area has to implement a 

management model in accordance with its requirements of the organizational struc-

ture, the operating procedures, the data recording, the employee competences, etc.  

One of the key requirements of the standard is the management of risk of impartial-

ity and independence and the analysis of the relationships that could influence the 

impartiality (parent organization, departments within the same organization, related 

companies, regulators, clients, personnel, etc.).  

In the project I was directly involved from the beginning, with the support of a col-

league. As practitioners, our responsibilities include: planning and leading the design 

process, explaining the standard requirements and transferring them into the organiza-

tion. The outcome of our activities has been documented in a Quality Manual that 

references organization chart, procedures, registration sheets, etc. This documentation 

has to be evaluated by the Accreditation Body and its implementation audited on the 

field.  

The first step of the project was a feasibility study (three months, a meeting every 

week). This activity was performed by a project team, composed of the two practi-

tioners (myself and my colleague), the manager of the functional area (‘who commits, 

who designs’), the manager of the inspection department and an internal coordinator 

(‘who designs, who practices’). The team developed a gap analysis through the com-

parison of the management models, in particular analyzing the rules of governance of 

a public administration structure and the ISO/IEC standard requirements. The gap 

analysis was exploited to measure the “distance” from the objective and hence to 

define the project planning and the required resources. 
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After the approval of the project and of its budget, the team started the activities. A 

great effort of the analysis was devoted to the internal relationships that have been re-

designed for managing the risk of independence. For this objective, a new organiza-

tional structure was discussed, defined and formally issued by the CEO of the compa-

ny. During this phase of the project (six months, a meeting every week) all the pro-

cesses were analyzed in the team and the inspection activities were observed on the 

field. The information systems, that assist the inspection activities, were evaluated 

too. They are outsourced, ‘not agile’ and centralized: a lot of time is required to up-

date/modify the applications. 

Following the accreditation rules, a detailed description of the whole functional ar-

ea, was produced, approved by the manager of the area and by the CEO. The docu-

mentation describes the responsibilities and the methods exploited by the manage-

ment system. At the end of this phase the documentation was submitted, for evalua-

tion, to the Accreditation Body.  

At the same time, ‘outside’ of the project boundaries, the organizational structure 

of the whole company was deeply revised by the CEO and a new organization chart 

was issued. This organization seems not to fully guarantee the impartiality required by 

the standard, in particular because the functional role of the manager of the inspection 

area seems not to guarantee  complete independence. 

Recently, the company received from the Accreditation Body the evaluation report: 

the main remark was on the impartiality and it will be deeply discussed during the 

next steps of the accreditation process. 

3.2 Methodological topics of the project 

Two aspects feature the environment of the government-owned organization: the 

influence of political parties and the presence of legal requirements that lead the gov-

ernance. This kind of system is not ‘agile’ and has a low level of adaptability. The 

ISO/IEC 17020 management standard, in turn, is very prescriptive. In this project the 

management models are predefined, strongly structured and influenced by external 

issues. Then the design process was strongly constrained by the compliance, with the 

aim to modify and to adapt the context to the new requirements.  

The Socio-technical approach was applied in the team: practitioners and internal 

members worked hard to understand environment, systems and objectives and to 

share methods. For instance the risk of independence, not considered in the internal 

risk management, was deeply analyzed and transferred in the new management mod-

el.  

During the feasibility study the practitioners focused on the observation and on the 

understanding of the context, while during the project development, their aim was to 

define the new procedures and to support the implementation of the system.   

The awareness and the knowledge in the team changed during the project and the 

members shared common points of view: the initial distance of the conceptual coordi-

nates of the team members was reduced. The system developed inside the boundaries 

of the inspection area was consistent and compliant.  
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Outside the boundaries of the inspection area, the project encountered several prob-

lems. For instance, it was very difficult to involve the IT department and no commu-

nication was established with the other functional area and with the top management. 

3.3 Results and Lesson learned 

With reference to the methodological topics some points of discussion are posed in 

the following. 

The criteria followed for the analysis were strongly influenced by the standard re-

quirements on the management model, and then the analysis method was driven and 

constrained by the prescriptions and by the context. The effort to match the impartiali-

ty and independence requirements with company relationships and hence with the 

organizational structure seemed fruitful but the changes in the organization and in the 

internal responsibilities, determined by the executive board, nullified the result. A less 

structured system could better adapt to the changes, but the context and the commit-

ment do not allow this choice. 

The Socio-technical Design was applied in the boundaries of the project, involving 

the team and, partially, the employees that perform the inspection activities. But the 

method was not extended to the other functional areas and the team had insufficient 

attention of the changes running in the other organizational areas and in the board.  

The commitment influenced my relationship with the team: even during the feasi-

bility study. From an ethnographic point of view I was not a ‘pure observer’ because 

the context was observed with the aim to modify it in accordance to a defined model. 

The way I introduced in the field was effective, I was considered insider in the project 

team and at the end of the development of the model I shared with the team member a 

common design approach. But, as seen before, the field was influenced by external 

issues that have not been considered and I had no opportunity to establish relationship 

with the other people. 

The strength of the commitment of a manager could become a weakness, if the in-

ternal responsibilities change because often an organization is a set of “ethnic 

groups”. 

4 Experience 2. The role of process analysis and of the socio-

technical design 

The experience described in the following is an example of how a Socio-technical 

approach could be positively applied to perform Process Analysis and to improve the 

management system and the information system as well. 

In this case the design choices were not constrained by a model and hence a less 

prescriptive commitment allows me and the team to freely develop the project. 
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4.1 The project 

The context is a co-operative organization that provides caring services for young 

people in need, for people suffering from physical and mental disability and for elder-

ly people. The co-operative has a broad distribution and rootedness in the local terri-

tory, with relationship with several interested parties: care receivers, families, com-

munities and public structures. The co-operative is managed by a board of directors. 

The activities are widespread on several territorial areas and hence the working places 

are distributed on the territory. The employees are also “associates” of the co-

operative and the organization shares social values with the employees.  

As practitioner, I understood the complexity of this structure during a previous pro-

ject for the development of the quality management system, in compliance with ISO 

9001 standard. The management system is running with good results, actually im-

proving the processes of caring services.  

A weak point of the systems is the functional area that manages the supporting 

processes, such as financial and purchasing processes. The responsible retired and the 

area suffers a lack of defined responsibilities. In particular the management of data 

and information is ineffective: the co-operative had a previous negative experience 

with the implementation of an information system that was not tailored on the internal 

processes. Presently, most of the information are recorded on paper and copied in 

several spreadsheets.  

The commitment of the board of directors is to update the organizational structure 

and its responsibilities and to re-engineer the processes, including processes for in-

formation management.  

The project group is composed by the director and by all the employee of the func-

tional area and by me. The project has been conceived with a Socio-technical ap-

proach and based on the Process Analysis: the meeting has been held with the partici-

pation of the director and all the employees.  

In this experience I act as a facilitator and my responsibility is relaxed. I attended 

the meeting, tracking the discussion and the proposals and suggesting possible solu-

tions. The meetings developed through an initial brainstorming on all the activities, 

listed and sketched on a board, without predefined model. The sketches has been 

modelled in IDEF0 diagrams by myself and shared with all the team members for a 

better understanding (see Fig.1). The discussion was worth to fix the critical points 

and to discover the cross functional activities. As described in [2] the main result of 

the orienteering has been “Getting people together”, also catching feelings and rela-

tionships among employees.  

The project has been developed with the aim to share the practices: the changes 

discussed during the meeting have been applied and tested during the everyday activi-

ties. The process mapping facilitates the definition of a new functional organization 

and the understanding of information requirements (see Fig.2). For instance the data 

structure and the recording of job time were transferred in a spreadsheet template, 

exploited by employees to record their hours and to define the communication rules 

among the functional areas. The continuous monitoring allows testing and verifying 

the effectiveness of the analysis results. 
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Fig. 1. From blackboard to process mapping 

 

Fig. 2. From process mapping to responsibilities and information management 
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The design phase of Process Analysis has been closed and presently the group is 

testing the responsibilities and the processes also to define the requirements for the 

new information system. The deadline of the project is fixed for the end of this year. 

The confirmation of the result is mainly based on a good definition of responsibili-

ties and method that could be verified through internal audit and through the imple-

mentation of the new information system. 

4.2 Method and topics 

The collective behavior of the co-operative organization is characterized by social 

values that are shared inside the structure with the involvement of the associates and 

outside with the attention to the caring needs in the local communities. The quality 

management model is tailored on the co-operative identity and it has been designed 

by means of a deep process analysis that allowed practitioner and responsible to share 

knowledge and experience. For these reasons this context was still orientated to social 

approach and to process management and it was quite easy to apply a Socio-technical 

Design exploited by means of Process Analysis. 

I proposed a project team composed by all the employees because, in this way, the 

group can capture and modify behavior. Most of team member are employed for a 

long time and they have a great experience. Their practice is tailored on their habits 

and this could cause resistance to change and suspicion to new tools and methods. 

Then a shared approach can mitigate this resistance.  

I was not constrained by predefined management models. Then I can observe the 

team and maintain equidistance between the director (‘who commits, who designs’) 

and the employees (‘who designs, who practices’) and among the team members. The 

participation of all the employees reduced the bias in gathering information, because 

the information was controlled in real time. From an ethnographic point of view, be-

cause of my previous experience in the organization, I was considered as an ‘insider’ 

in the project team and, in some sense, in the whole organization. For instance I am 

aware of the relationship between front-office and back office and of their interrelated 

processes. 

4.3 Results and lesson learned 

The project achieved positive results because the Socio-technical Design and the Pro-

cess Analysis improved the common vision of the activities and of their interaction, as 

well as effectively re-engineering the organizational structure and related processes. 

In particular the Process Analysis increased the knowledge of the group on the log-

ical structure of information and data flows and improved the effectiveness in data 

recording and analysis. This knowledge is now exploited for a preliminary elicitation 

of the information system requirements that will support in choosing the IT supplier. 

The requirements could include the same social approach. 

As weak point of this project could be the lack of a simultaneous involvement of 

all the required competences, in particular the practitioners with competence in the 

management system and the practitioner with competence in the information system. 
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5 Outlook 

The methodological framework described in the previous sections will continue to 

support my practitioner activities. The described experiences are still running and 

hence the results and lessons learned require completion and updating.  

Using the described approach I am developing new projects with the aim to im-

plement and integrate management system where the requirement of quality, of envi-

ronment and of occupational health and safety could be supported by a common in-

formation system.  

I think that this method could require changes in the management approach of the 

organizations. For instance the management of data and information is often projected 

as an outsourced activity and the relationship of information systems with social be-

havior and processes neglected and underestimated.  

This approach could require changes in practitioners and consultant companies as 

well. For instance the practitioner’s point of view is strongly influenced by their mod-

els and by specialized skills. For these reasons, an Ethnographic Approach could help 

them to understand their role in the customer environment and to make more flexible 

their conceptual frames. 

6 Conclusions 

In this paper I describe two working experiences where I am applying a methodologi-

cal framework that merge Process Analysis and Socio-technical Design. The experi-

ences have been useful to evaluate the effectiveness of this method and to reflect on 

some topics related to the analysis criteria and to the design process. In these experi-

ences I considered some suggestion of an Ethnographic Approach as well. 

I think that the proposed method could be a useful way for overcoming the separa-

tion of functional areas and hence for supporting communication and integration of 

management systems and information systems. This positive result has been reached 

in one of the described experience. 

Some weak points have been presented as well. In particular the commitment could 

negatively influence the effectiveness of the Socio-technical approach if the manage-

ment model is too prescriptive and the scope of the project is too strict. 
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