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Understanding the Determinants of the
Reputation of Information Systems Departments

Abstract

How well information systems are governed in an organization depends critically on the relationship between
the IS department and other business units. Infrequent communication and a lack of shared knowledge between
these groups have shown, for example, to lead to failed and abandoned projects. While 1S-business relationships
have been extensively studied at the individual level of analysis, little work has been done on group-level
relationships. This is a significant issue, because relationships between individuals are influenced by the quality
of the interaction between and within the organizational units they belong to. In addition, most studies have
examined how these relationships affect the performance of the IS unit, but not the reputation of this unit in the
organization. The reputation of the IS unit in an organization is worth studying because reputation is an
indicator of its success in executing and supporting the organization’s strategy. Cognitive judgments of the IS
unit’s influence also determine to some extent the level of resources provided to it for its operations. This study
uses the concepts of leader-member exchange and team-member exchange to examine how relationships
between IS and business units, and within IS units, can affect the performance and reputation of the IS unit. We
develop a theoretical multi-level model and propose hypotheses which will be tested in the future.
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Introduction

The information systems (IS) department in an organization consists of 1S professionals who develop, support
and oversee the information technology (IT)-related aspects of business processes (Kettinger, Zhang, & Chang,
2013; Pitt, Watson, & Kavan, 1995; Storck & Hill, 2000). IS departments assist business units in a variety of
service roles, such as business analysts, project managers, customer service lines, and top managers. More
specifically, IS units regularly interact with business units in organizations to analyse unstructured data, manage
projects, and plan whether and when new developments can be applied in hardware and software (Brown, 1999).
Consequently, the quality of service that individual IS staff and the IS unit overall provide to business units
determines the effectiveness of the IS department (Pitt et al., 1995). For example, 1S departments are seen as
effective if they develop or deploy easy-to-use and useful information systems for business units, as well as
provide training and advice on equipment purchases. Therefore, the extent of IS-related knowledge IS
professionals share with non-1S peers is a determinant of both 1S and business outcomes, such as performance
(Ray, Muhanna, & Barney, 2005).

Equally important as the extent of shared knowledge between units is the frequency of communications. Nelson
and Cooprider (1996) describe how frequent communications and shared knowledge built up mutual trust
between IS and business units, enhancing the performance of the IS unit. Frequent communications ensures that
business users provide IS professionals with feedback, which enhances the effectiveness of IS units (Storck &
Hill, 2000). Moreover, frequent communications and the sharing of knowledge between IS and business units,
where IT professionals share their knowledge in regular meetings, lead to a closer relationship and mutual trust,
making the units more effective. Too few meetings, not understanding each other’s capabilities, incompatible
goals because of poor communications, and little shared knowledge between the IS department and business
units leads to members struggling to achieve their goals (Storck & Hill, 2000). These deficiencies can lead to
aborted IS services, failed projects, and cancelled or abandoned IS group projects (Crowston & Kammerer,
1998; Roberts et al., 2004; Robey & Newman, 1996).

The success or failure of IS projects also depends to some extent on differences within groups, which are a
determinant of the quality of communications and sharing of knowledge between IS departments and business
units (Ewusi-Mensah, 1997). Differences in the characteristics of IS professionals also influence the quality of
interaction and exchanges that occur within an IS group, and consequently IS group-level outcomes, such as
group cohesiveness, group decision-making and the exchange of IT helping behaviours (Powell & Yager, 2004;
Wei, Crowston, Li, & Heckman, 2014). In the next section, we review the literature on 1S-business unit
relationships, differences across groups, such as knowledge diversity, and individual-level differences, such as
leaders’ personalities. This provides us with the setting to develop a model to explain the impact of the IS-
business unit relationship on the performance and the reputation of the IS unit by drawing from the literature on
group dynamics. We then put forward hypotheses based on the model, and describe our proposed methodology.
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The paper’s contribution lies in providing a fuller explanation of the impact of the IS unit on 1S-business
alignment, following on the calls for detailed investigations of IS within-group relationships and 1S-business unit
interactions (Ewusi-Mensah, 1997; Robey & Newman, 1996).

Literature Review

Mature 1S governance is reflected in a high degree of alignment between the structures, processes and relations
of an organization’s information systems (IS) and business units (Chan & Reich, 2007; De Haes & Van
Grembergen, 2009). Effective I1S-business alignment enables organizations to meet the demand for better
products and services, which improves customer satisfaction (Clark, Cavanaugh, Brown, & Sambamurthy, 1997;
Ross, Beath, & Goodhue, 1996; Tarafdar & Qrunfleh, 2009), strengthens their competitive advantage
(Bharadwaj, 2000; Clark et al., 1997; Piccoli & Ives, 2005; Ross et al., 1996), and improves their market
position (Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993). 1S-business alignment depends to a large extent on the quality of
communication and partnership between the various IS and business units in an organization (Sledgianowski &
Luftman, 2005). This social dimension of alignment (Campbell, Kay, & Avison, 2005; Chan & Reich, 2007;
Sledgianowski & Luftman, 2005) is valuable because it influences the level of shared knowledge between IS and
business executives or between IS and business units (Nelson & Cooprider, 1996; Rau, 2004; Reich & Benbasat,
2000), which has a significant impact on a range of IS-based services provided to the organization, from
helpdesk support to enterprise system project implementations (Ko, Kirsch, & King, 2005; Tarafdar & Qrunfleh,
2009).

IS-business relationships have been examined from various perspectives (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; De Haes
& Van Grembergen, 2009; Gasson, 2006; Henderson & Venkatraman, 1993), such as the relationships between:
CIOs and CEOs (Feeny, Edwards, & Simpson, 1992; Rau, 2004; Reich & Benbasat, 1996), IS professionals and
business managers (Bassellier, Reich, & Benbasat, 2001), and IS professionals and business clients (Bassellier &
Benbasat, 2004). Little work has focused on the interactions that occur within IS groups and between IS
departments and business units. IS professionals in IS groups interact with their IS and non-IS colleagues from
different departments to share information technology (IT) needs, new system specifications, IS-related
knowledge, and IS training. These interactions result in IS unit outcomes, such as performance and reputation
(Nelson & Cooprider, 1996; Powell & Yager, 2004).

Similar to exchanges within IS groups among members, IS leaders’ exchanges with their IS employees affect IS
unit outcomes (Moore & Love, 2005; Nahrgang & Morgeson, 2009). Indeed, the lack of attention to these
interactions within IS groups that resulted in poor communications between IS and business units causes
consequences such as project failure, project abandonment, and a lowering of performance and reputation of IS
units (Ewusi-Mensah, 1997; Powell & Yager, 2004; Roberts, Cheney, Sweeney, & Hightower, 2004). In
response to these gaps, this study’s research questions are: 1) How can quality relationships between IS and
business units be built? and 2) How do these relationships influence IS group outcomes, such as performance
and reputation?

Leaders affect their group members’ performance by exchanging social support or trust with them (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Yammarino, 1992), leveraging group members’ bargaining power on their working time
flexibility, work place flexibility, and conditional contracts, or by mentoring members to develop their
knowledge (Rousseau, Ho, & Greenberg, 2006). Paré et al. (2007) explains that when IS leaders recognise IS
professionals through nonmonetary rewards, employees respond with positive behaviours, such as engaging in
helping behaviour or sharing knowledge. IS professionals are motivated when their managers recognize them by
assigning them challenging tasks (Sharp, Baddoo, Beecham, Hall, and Robinson, 2009). Moore and Love
(2005), who studied why IT departments have a lower rate of constructive behaviours compared to other
functions, concluded that one way of improving this was for IT leaders to be in a closer relationship with their
staff and to provide them with feedback. Conversely, IS leaders who do not acknowledge the achievements of
their staff, by for example assigning responsibilities beyond their abilities or assigning tasks irrelevant to their
specialty, will be faced with poorer outcomes from IS professionals and the IS group, and a reduction in the level
of their willingness to exchange technical support with others (Ang & Slaughter, 2001; Moore & Love, 2005) in
the non-1S context.

Interaction between IS leaders and their IS staff influences the IS departments’ outcomes. For example, CIOs
discuss leadership training, mentoring, social skills and effective interpersonal communication, IS requirements
and non-IS issues (e.g., flexibility in IS professionals’ contracts) with their staff to improve the IS department’s
efficiency and effectiveness (Reid, Allen, Riemenschneider, & Armstrong, 2008; Tzy-Yuan, James, Gary, &
Seng-Cho, 2011). Indeed, exchanges between leaders and members, along with interactions among group
members, enhance group and organizational outcomes as the result of creative-related behaviours across group
members or positive behaviours (e.g., sharing knowledge) across the organization (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009;
Lavelle, Rupp, & Brockner, 2007; Martinaityte & Sacramento, 2012; Paré, Tremblay, & Montréal, 2007).
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At the between-group level, in-groups tend to make out-groups dependent on their exchanges so as to enhance
their reputation or to obtain more resources (Nadler, 2002). In the IS context, IS departments may be motivated
to share their knowledge and provide IT-related assistance and IT expertise to non-IS business units so as to
enhance their department’s reputation (Constant, Kiesler, & Sproull, 1994; Powell & Yager, 2004) and
performance (Guillemette & Paré, 2012; Nelson & Cooprider, 1996). Non-IS units will appreciate such actions
(Ramakrishna & Lin, 2004) by providing, for example, additional IS resources or IT requirements from top
management (Porra, Hirschheim, & Parks, 2005, 2006).

As IT becomes more pervasive in organisational processes, IS staff are increasingly crucial for organisations to
function effectively. This section showed that interaction between IS and business units at the individual level
has been extensively studied in the IS literature (e.g. Bassellier & Benbasat, 2004; Reich & Benbasat, 1996,
2000). However, the IS literature is silent on group-level interaction between IS and business units, what affects
it, and its impact on outcomes relevant to the IS unit, such as reputation. The next section presents a model for
addressing these issues.

Conceptual Development

Differences in group members’ personality attributes (e.g., extraversion or conscientiousness) and level of
knowledge are closely correlated with, and may even have a curvilinear relationship with group outcomes, such
as performance (Barrick, Stewart, Neubert, & Mount, 1998; Barry & Stewart, 1997; llgen, Hollenbeck, Johnson,
& Jundt, 2005; Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). Likewise, leaders’ attributes affect the quality of interactions
and their sharing of knowledge with group members. For example, personality traits such as extraversion and
agreeableness are positively associated with members’ perception of their leaders, because high-extraversion
leaders are most likely to initiate social-economic interactions with their members (llies, Nahrgang, &
Morgeson, 2007; Nahrgang & Morgeson, 2009).

We draw on the concept of leader-member exchange (LMX) from the management literature to understand how
the relationships within IS groups affects the quality of their interaction with their non-IS peers. Leaders and
members in groups mutually exchange respect, loyalty, understanding, trust, expertise, technical skills, and
support to improve group performance (Scandura, Graen, & Novak, 1986; Uhl-Bien & Graen, 1992). LMX
differs from economic exchanges, which are limited to agreements on employment contracts, and is akin to
social exchanges characterized by a high degree of mutual trust, respect, and understanding (Carter, Armenakis,
Feild, & Mossholder, 2013; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). High-quality LMX occurs when there is frequent
communication between members and their leader to support each other’s actions (Sin, Nahrgang, & Morgeson,
2009). Attributes of leaders and members, such as conscientiousness (llies et al., 2007), affect the quality of
LMX as well. Nahrgang and Morgeson (2009) report that agreeable and extroverted leaders initiate social
relationships with members who, in turn, respond to leaders with the same behaviours.

The quality of LMX within groups is positively related to the level of group cohesiveness and work group
cooperation. Group members and leaders who work together and cooperate on tasks influence group
performance and effectiveness positively (Cogliser & Schriesheim, 2000; Uhl-Bien & Graen, 1992). Cogliser
and Schriesheim (2000) conclude that leaders use their power to affect between-group relationships because of
resource scarcity, so that leaders can assign resources to groups and categorize groups into in-groups and out-
groups. Exchanges between a leader and in-group members are characterized by a high level of mutual trust,
respect and frequent communication, while exchanges with out-group members have a low level of trust, respect,
and communication (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). The consequences and antecedents of the effect of leader-
member relationship include job satisfaction, commitment (Cogliser, Schriesheim, Scandura, & Gardner, 2009;
Yammarino, 1992), and organizational citizenship behaviour (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009; D. J. Henderson,
Wayne, Shore, Bommer, & Tetrick, 2008).

Since leaders may not be able to lead every employee in terms of expertise and technical supervision, this lack of
support is offset by within-group interaction (Uhl-Bien & Graen, 1992). Because of a group-oriented system,
group members are more autonomously managed by their group work in which the quality of interaction within
groups is more than the traditional approach between members and leaders. The quality of within-group
interaction is based on the level of cooperation, group work, and coordination among co-workers within a group,
and affects the level of productivity and effectiveness of the group (Seers, 1989). This interaction is referred to
as team-member exchange (TMX). High-quality TMX occurs when group members assist their co-workers with
ideas, feedback and trust, and in turn, their colleagues return favours to them in the form of information,
assistance and recognition (Seers, 1989; Seers, Petty, & Cashman, 1995). High-quality TMX is found among in-
group members, while low-quality TMX is found among members of out-groups (Seers et al., 1995). High-
quality TMX has been found to have a significant impact on individual and group level outcomes, such as job
satisfaction, the manifestation of organizational citizenship behaviours, and performance (Banks et al., 2013;
Love & Dustin, 2013; Seers, 1989; Wech, 2003).
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Figure 1 depicts the research model. Integrating prior research on the determinants and consequences of LMX
and TMX, along with the literature on interaction between IS and business units, this study argues that the level
of communications and shared knowledge between IS and business units is affected by the attributes of IS
leaders and IS staff. For example, IS units with a high level of extraversion, expertise diversity and
conscientiousness will be more likely to interact with their peer business units and share knowledge with them.
Similarly, 1S units with managers who are extroverted, conscientious and recognise the diversity of their staff’s
expertise are better able to develop good relationships and rapport with their peer business units.

In turn, the frequency and extent of communications and the level of shared knowledge affects the performance
and reputation of the IS department. Business units appreciate receiving technical support and guidance from the
IS department. The more frequently an IS department communicates and shares knowledge with its peer
business units, the better the reputation of the IS department will be. Similarly, IS departments which
communicate and share knowledge often with their peers from other business units will perform better because
they would have acquired the trust of their peers and have better insight into their IT requirements, making them
better able to fulfil their responsibilities to meet the needs of their users.

Individual Level

IS Group Leaders’
Recognition of IS
Professionals’
Expertise Diversity

H1

IS Group Leaders’

Different H3 The Frequent
Personality: Communications HI13 IS Group
Conscientiousness between IS and Performance

Business Units
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Group Leve Between IS and

Business Units

16 Reputation

IS Group
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IS Group
Personality
Extraversion

12

Figure 1: Research Model

Methodology

A questionnaire survey will be used to collect data from IS professionals and managers, along with business
employees. The measures for the survey will be taken from the prior literature (Table 1). Large and medium-
sized New Zealand organizations will be targeted, as they will have frequent and intensive interaction between
their IS and business departments, unlike small firms. Since some of the constructs of the instrument have not

been used in the IS context, the instrument will be pre-tested by IS academics and professionals to establish
content validity.

Table 1: Source of Constructs for Survey
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1 Leader Recognition (Paré et al., 2007)
2 Leader Personality (Nahrgang & Morgeson, 2009)
3 Within-Group Knowledge Diversity (Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005; VVan Der

Vegt, Van De Vliert, & Oosterhof, 2003)

4 Within-Group Personality Differences (Barrick et al., 1998; Barry & Stewart, 1997)
5 Frequent Communication (Nelson & Cooprider, 1996)

6 Shared Knowledge (Nahrgang & Morgeson, 2009)

7 IS Performance (Chang and King, 2005)

8

IS Reputation

A key feature of this study is its multi-level nature. While some constructs are measured at the individual level
of analysis, such as IS managers’ personality attributes and IS professionals’ knowledge diversity, others, such
as the extent to which IS professionals have similar personality attributes and knowledge levels, are assessed at
the group level. Group-level concepts that are aggregations of individual-level constructs can be measured in
different ways, such as means, distributions, and modes, depending on the definition of the construct (Klein &
Kozlowski, 2000a, 2000b). For example, “group language” could be measured as the language used most
frequently (mode), while “group knowledge of programming languages” could be measured as the number of
different languages group members know (summation). In this study, the knowledge diversity of IS
professionals, referring to IS professionals’ experience, education, and functional specialties (Van Der Vegt et
al., 2003), will be calculated by using Tsui, Egan, and O'Reilly’s (1992) formula. Another issue relevant here is
time, as it may complicate the relationships in the model (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000a, 2000b). For example, after
how long do the frequent communications and the sharing knowledge between business users and IS
professionals affect the performance and reputation of an 1S department? When do higher-level constructs, such
as group knowledge diversity, affect individual interactions between units? Or after how long do IS leaders’
different personalities in leading IS professionals within IS groups impact on an IS department performance and
reputation? Finally, group size will affect the extent of information exchange and communication within a group.
Larger groups will be more unwilling to share IT-related knowledge or IS expertise with peers (Lee & Lee,
2010). Since the size of the IS department will affect how frequently IS employees communicate and share 1S-
related knowledge with their business peers, this measure will be scaled to take into account the size of the IS
and business units involved. This study uses Chang and King’s (2005) questionnaire to assess the performance
of the IS function. Chang and King (2005) define the IS function to include all IS professionals, IS groups, IS
units, or IS departments within an organization. Thus, an assessment of the quality of the IS function’s outcomes
will require evaluating the entire range of IS services, I1S-related information, and IS systems that are being used
in the organization. Schnake and Dumler (2003) discuss why using aggregated measures cannot meet within-
group variances of analysis. The homogeneity and heterogeneity within 1S groups must be taken into account
because the extent of reliability varies with average random individual-level errors and biases (Bliese,
Halverson, & Rothberg, 1994). Multilevel structural equation modelling (MSEM) is suggested as the appropriate
technique to model the constructs, reduce the impacts of measurement error, and enable researchers to assess the
fit of the model to data (Preacher, 2011).

Contribution

This study offers a new perspective to the IS literature on relationships between 1S and business units, and their
impact on the performance and reputation of the IS department. Since the studies of Curtis and his colleagues
(1990) on groups of software professionals and their differences in technical skills, there has been a need for
research on the differences among IS professionals within IS groups and the effect these differences have on IS
group outcomes. Also, at the individual level, there is a need for research on the recognition of IS professionals
by IS managers.

This study is proposed to contribute significantly to the literature on IS groups as little work has examined
group-level interaction and relationships between the IS departments and business units. Although there have
been some studies of communications and shared knowledge between IS and business units through individual
or interpersonal relationships, the IS literature is largely silent on how group-level differences affect the
occurrence of interactions between IS and business departments. Besides, there will be a contribution to the 1S
literature as two aspects (IT expertise and personality) differences are considered to affect 1S-business
interactions.
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This study further develops our understanding of the reputation of the IS department and its determinants. As IS-
related knowledge can be shared within various modes of information system exchanges (e.g. blogs and message
boards), the reputation of the IS department could be improved or worsened by the interactions IS professionals
have with business departments. The IS department’s reputation could also be a valuable resource it could
deploy to counteract any reduction in resources provided by top management. Thus, this research will enable an
understanding of how communications and knowledge-sharing affect the IS department’ reputation. Future
research will consider the relationship between the reputation of the IS department and the trust that its users
have in it, based on their prior interactions. Finally, this study will engender useful discussions of the effect
social aspect of IS and business alignment has on an effective IS governance in which IS departments’ IS
outputs match business units’ requirements.
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