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Organizations use strategic issue management (SIM) systems to en-
hance their capacity to adapt. Despite increasing prominence, very
hittle is known about the design and use of these systems. This paper
presents typologies of the forms SIM systems can take and the func-
tions SIM systems can serve. [t describes how pressures imposed
by different contexts affect both the form and function of SIM systems.
Implications for theory and practice are discussed.

Strategic 1ssues are developments or trends
that emerge from an organization's internal or
external environments; they are perceived to
have the potential to affect an organization’s per-
formarnce (Ansoff, 1980; King, 1982). Issues as dif-
ferent as a division's failing performance, a trend
towar deregulation, or a declining birth rate
may represent strategic issues to an organization.

Strategic Issue Management (SIM) systems are
one set of organizational procedures, routines,
personnel, and processes devoted to perceiving,
analyz:ng, and responding to strategic issues;
they enhance an organization’s capacity to adapt
and tc learn (Duncan & Weiss, 1979; Hedberg,
1981; Normann, 1985). Adapting implies that an
organization can achieve a better alignment with
its eviyonment (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967), and
learning implies the alignment is facilitated by
greater knowledge and understanding (Ficl &
Lyles, 1985).

SIM systems facilitate an organization’s adap-
tive capability in two distinctly different, yet com-
plementary ways. First, a SIM system can col-
lect, disseminate, and interpret information and
by domnmg so, identify issues that require manage-
nal interpretation (Daft & Weick, 1984). Thus, ad-
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aptation or better alignment between an organi-
zation and its environment is achieved through
a SIM system’s role in helping to solve the prob-
lem of managing equivocality (Weick, 1979) or
reducing uncertainty (Thompson, 1967).
However, a SIM system's contnbution to adap-
tation can be more than an informational one.
Alignment with its environment also requires that
an organization deal effectively with resource
dependencies (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) and pres-
sures for accountability (Tetlock, 1985).
Accountability pressures mean that “an orga-
nization must both be able to document how re-
sources have been used and to reconstruct the
sequence of organizational rules and actions that
produced particular outcomes” (Hannan & Free-
man, 1984, p. 153). According to one se* of
theorists, an organization’s ability to deal with
these pressures for accountability determine or-
ganizational survival (Hannan & Freeman, 1984).
SIM systems can bestow legitimacy on decisions
to ignore some issues and to take action on
others, enhancing the "probability that powertul
collective groups will endorse an organization’s
actions” (Stinchcomb cited in Hannan & Free-
man, 1984, p. 158) Thus, SIM systems foster
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adaptation by helping to solve an organization’s
problems of reducing equivocality and preserv-
ing accountability.

First, this paper describes the different forms
and functions of SIM systems in organizations.
The focus is intentionally descriptive, cuming at
developing a logic for predicting the emergence
of specific forms of SIM systems, something that
existing prescriptive models have not done ef-
fectively.

Second, this paper develops a set of proposi-
tions for predichng what form SIM systems will
take and what function they will serve based on
the organization’s need for information and the
pressures placed on the organization for ac-
countability. It is argued that orgamzations in
different environmental contexts and with differ-
ent internal structures, for example, will have
different forms of SIM systems serving different
functions because of varying informational (i.e.,
information richness) and political (1.e., account-
ability) problems. The propositions developed
serve as mvitations for future research.

Forms of
Strategic Issue Management Systems

SIM systems have taken a variety of forms. For
example, in some organizations they are very
large and formalized. Sperry Corporation and
Connecticut General Insurance Company have
large SIM systems, involving both staff and line
personnel in identifying and responding to stra-
tegic issues (Brown, 1981). In other crganizations
SIM systems involve no more than the informal
identification of 1ssues by senior level executives.

SIM systems can be distinguished one from
another in terms of the types of 1ssues most hkely
to be detected and legitimated, and in terms of
their level of active involvement 1n the strategic
adaptation process. Thus, the types of issues a
SIM system tracks and the scope of activities in-
volved form the basis for a typology of SIM
systems.

Types of Issues

Organizations face two types of strategic is-
sues originating inside or outside the organiza-
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fion's boundaries. Decline in employee satisfac-
tion or the development of a new technology by
an corganization’s research and development
(R&D) group represent internal strategic issues.
Such issues are classed as strategic because they
can alter the organization’s performance if left
unnoticed or unaddressed. They are distinctly
internal because the locus for their occurrence is
within the organization’s boundaries

Some forms of SIM systems are designed ex-
clusively to monitor and respond to internal
1ssues, Those who see SIM systems as part of the
budgeting process come closest to this internal
view. In this form of SIM system, internal issues
often are triggered by deviations in the organi-
zation’s or some subunit's performance from tar-
geted performance goals, For example, in one
study of a large diversified organization, where
the SIM system was aligned closely with the
organization's budgeting process, the majority
ol the issues detected were internal (Dutton,
1987). In this case, issues such as declining sub-
unit performance dominated the strategic issue
agenda.

In contrast, external strategic issues emanate
from sources outside the organization’s boun-
daries. For example, competiter actions, politi-
cal unrest near an organizational site, or changes
in regulatory rules represent potental external
strategic issues.

A SIM system that tracks external issues is con-
sistent with the views of those who see SIM sys-
tems as synonomous with environmental scan-
ning or as an activity affilated with the public
affairs function (Fleming, 1980). SIM systems,
when viewed as an activity of public affairs un-
its, identify significant public policy issues and
respond to them belfore they are crystallized into
legislative action (Arcelus & Schaeffer, 1982).

Scope of SIM Systems’ Activities

SIM systems also can be classified by the type
of activities they perform. On the one hand, SIM
systems may be passive, making little, if any,
direct effort to alter internal processes or exter-
nal forces. On the other hand, SIM systems may
be active, designed to aggressively shape strate-
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gic decision outcomes or environmental forces
(Ottensmeyer, 1982).

Passive SIM systems collect and transmat infor-
mation about events and developments that po-
tentially could affect an organization's strategy
or performance. In some cases this collection pro-
cess may be highly formalized. For example,
some organizations use elaborate polling pro-
cesses to collect information about top decision
makers' perceptions of strategic issues, so that
monitoring activities can be better focused
(Moore, 1979). In other cases, managers of SIM
systems' processes use informal discussions or
the "g it feel” of top managers to identify issues
requinng attentional investment.

Identifying issues 1s only one activity of the
passive SIM systern. Strategic 1ssues do not come
to the attention of top decision makers 1n pre-
packaged form (Dutton, Fahey, & Narayanan,
1983). Instead, participants in a SIM system filter
and evaluate issue-relevant information In the
process, the participants construct the meaning
of 1ssues by labeling them in particular ways.
For example, a technological development in an
industry may be interpreted as a threat by one
firm, while another may construe the same de-
velopment as an opportunity (Dutton & Jackson,
1987). Thus, those who manage the SIM systems’
process may act as interpreters and packagers
of strategic issues. They focus attention on par-
ticular aspects of an issue that, in turn, have
particular meanings for organizational members
(Daft & Weick, 1984). In this way, SIM systems
represent organizational structures and pro-
cesses for formulating organizational problems
and opporturities (Lyles & Mitroff, 1980).

The 1mterpretive roles of SIM systems can con-
fer power on SIM systems’ participants. These
participants may gain considerable internal
power because of their roles in attending to stra-
tegic ccntingencies of an organization (Hickson,
Hinings, Lee, Schneck, & Pennings, 1971), in es-
tablishing decision premises, controlling the al-
ternatives generated, or determining what infor-
matior. is available about those alternatives
(Plefter, 1981).
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SIM systems include activities far broader and
more intervening than those described thus far.
They may include overt attempts by organiza-
tional members to alter the course of an issue'’s
development. For example, some designers of
SIM systems argue that effective strategic issue
managers should use personal contact with pub-
lic officials or others to alter the speed and airec-
tion of the development of external strategic is-
sues (Arrington & Sawaya, 1984). A focus on
influencing an issue's life cycle or intervening at
a cntical point 1n an issue's development llus-
trates further the more active roles that SIM sys-
tems can incorporate (Molitor, 1980).

Included in the most active SIM systems are
the designing and implementing of issue re-
sponses. Issue responses may vary from inter-
nally airculated status reports that develop and
document organizational positions on strategic
issues, to lobbying efforts designed to alter the
force and complexion of an issue.

Considering simultaneously the scope of SIM
systems’ activittes and the types of issues that
SIM systems are designed to address resuls in
the 1dentification of four distinct forms of SIM
systems, as shown in Figure 1.

Collectors are designed to detect internal stra-
tegic issues and adopt a passive set of activities
for SIM systems’ participants. Antennae perform
passive roles, but focus on external issues. Ac-
tive SIM systems designed to monitor and act on
internal issues are termed Activators. Finally,
systems that perform active roles in the external
realm are called [nterveners.

The four forms of SIM systems summarize the
alternative views of this activity that have been
identified in the literature. As alternative forms
of SIM systems they also previde a means for
identifying when SIM systems approximate other
actvities designed to facilitate organizaticnal
adaptation.

Collector and Activator forms of SIM systems
most closely resemble information systems, bud-
geting systems or planning systems that focus
on the identification of internal business-level
issues, often as a means of corporate control
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Figure 1. Forms of strategic issue management
systems.

(e.g., Lorange & Vancil, 1977; Rhyne, 1985). An-
tennae systems approximate traditional environ-
mental scanning activities, involving the identi-
fication of external threats and opportunities
(Fahey & King, 1977). When the identification of
external issues also involves active attempts to
alter the issues themselves, then the SIM system
becomes an instrument for an organization's use
in seeking greater control of its environment (Pfef-
fer & Salancik, 1978)—an Intervener Finally,
when the SIM system involves the full spectrum
of issues and activities possible in the identifica-
tion, interpretation, and response to issues, it
most closely resembles what Ansoff (1980) has
called strategic issue management.

As this typology reveals, SIM systems may
emerge in a variety of forms. The probability
that any one form of SIM systems will emerge
depends, in part, on the function that SIM sys-
tem serves in an organization. Some alterna-
tives are considered below.

Instrumental and Symbolic
Functions of SIM Systems

SIM systems can perform two distinct func-
tions in an organization. One function is cap-
tured by viewing SIM from an instrumental
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perspective. This view is based on the assump-
tion that decision makers can, will, and must
monitor their internal and external environments
to more effectively align organizational capabili-
ties and resources with threats and opportunities
(Christensen, Andrews, Bower, Hamermesh, &
Porter, 1982). From this view, SIM systems are
seen as auding the organization in adaptng to
environmental trends and stakeholder shifts
(Chaffee, 1985). By design, SIM systems act as
critical scanners or sensors and transmitters of
information, and in some cases, active design-
ers of issue responses.

In contrast, SIM systems may be construed as
serving a symbolic function. From this view,
decision makers create and communicate
shared meanings for organizational members
through the structures and processes they de-
sign (Chaftee, 1985; Ranson, Hinings, & Green-
wood, 1980; Smircich & Morgan, 1982). When
viewed in this way, SIM systems are active inter-
preters that sort and extract meaning within the
organizational context (Daft & Weick, 1984). They
act as processes that produce, manage, and re-
solve meanings for sirategic issues, serving to
preserve an image of legitimacy, control, and
effectiveness (Feldman & March, 1981; Meyer,
1984) Detecting, interpreting, or responding to
strategic issues has symbolic value because it
can convey an image of rational and effective
organizational decision making to important or-
ganizational constituencies (Feldman & March,
1981).

Considering the processes and outputs of a
SIM systern when viewed from each theoretical
light aids in further distinguishing these two func-
tions of SIM systems. "Processes” are the se-
quence of activities incorporated in a particular
SIM system’s form while “outputs” are the prod-
ucts generated by a SIM system. The four differ-
ent views of SIM systems produced by the differ-
ent functions (symbolic and instrumental) and
aspects {processes and outputs) of SIM systems
are surnmarized in Figure 2. Each view implies
a different set of criteria for judging the effective-
ness of the SIM system. These criteria also are
summarnzed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The functions of SIM systems.

Instrumental Functions

Focus on Qutput. This view implies that SIM 1s
a system that generates accurate, complete, and
efficient identification of strategic issues. Effec-
tive identification is followed by the timely and
accurate transmission of appropriate information
about response strategies to decision makers.

This perspective—dominated by an instrumen-
tal view of strategy and a focus on SIM systems’
outputs—typifies prescriptive treatments of SIM
systems. For example, SIM systems’ units can be
judged by their ability to detect a strategic issue
early in 1its life cycle (Foresight Task Force, 1983)
and tc produce information perceived as rele-
vant and tunely to decision makers (Lenz &
Engledow, 1986) so that CEOs are neither blinded
nor surprised by the consequences of issues
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(Ansoff, 1980). The focus on outputs as cpposed
to the process of SIM systemns is illustrated by a
concern with an accurate definition of issues and
the soundness or suitability of organizational re-
sponses (Arrington & Sawaya, 1984; Brcwn,
1981).

Focus on Process. Understanding SIM systems
from an instrumental view can be expanded by
considering 1ts process implications Activities
taking place as part of a SIM system may gener-
ate an awareness of i1ssues among decision
makers that is often underestimated Because
certain strategic 1ssues become designatec as
“issues’ means that they will have currency in
the vocabulary of SIM systems’ participants and
to persons with whom SIM systems' participants
communicate. For example, the Port Autherity
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of New York and New Jersey (PA) adopted a SIM
system and implemented it in conjunction with
its strategic planning process. Through a series
of several group meetings, five 1ssues were
identified and agreed upon as consensual strate-
gic issues. Subsequently, the phrases describ-
ing these issues became common rationales for
granting certain resource allocations, and deny-
ing others, within the Port Authonty. In this case,
the simple process of identifying and agreeing
on a set of strategic issues provided a basis
for communication and established a common
ground for justifying investrnents and divestments
in other PA projects.

The process of SIM systems also establishes
norms that make 1t legitimate and valued to
articulate emerging threats and opportunities.
An active SIM system’s process can build an or-
ganizational climate recephve to whistle-blow-
ing, where members are comfortable with ex-
pressing fears about product deficiencies or po-
tential legal liabilities that formerly might have
gone unnoticed or intentionally ignored. From
this perspective, a SIM system's process is valu-
able for transforming an organizational climate
into one that supports issue raising—an effect
that is independent of its ability to identify, in a
timely and efficient manner, the “correct” strate-
gic issues or to generate the "correct” issue
responses.

Symbolic Functions

Focus on Qutputs. The symbolic function of
SIM systems emphasizes its critical role in pro-
ducing interpretations and symbols that preserve
the image of decision makers’ organizational
control, From this view, the most important out-
puts of SIM systems are the labels given to strate-
gic issues, not the actions taken to resolve them
(Dutton et al., 1983). According to Weick and Daft
(1983), interpretive systemns help overcome the
limits on understanding that result from the
bounded rationality of individuals and promote
variety in interpretations by preserving alterna-
tive views of the world.

In the Port Authonity example cited above, suc-
cess of the SIM system's process was evidenced
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by its role 1n facilitating communication and a
general awareness of the importance of issue
raising Consistent with 1its symbolic function and
focusing on outputs, SIM helped to encourage
causal analysis of the 1ssues and their relation-
ship to one another, as well as explicit consider-
ation of the different consequences 1mplied by
considering issues at different levels of abstrac-
tion These multiple interpretations of the issue
helped convince the participants of their height-
ened understanding of the issue—an effect that
was independent of whether or not any single
1ssue was more effectively resolved.

When applied to SIM systems as examples of
interpretation systems, these cnteria imply that
SIM systems that store more information and
preserve dissensus about issues and relevant
courses of action are more effective ones. Weick
and Daft (1983) suggested that a more effective
SIM system is one in which: (a) the knowledge
about issues 1s very detailed; (b) strategic issues
are analyzed at multiple levels of abstraction;
(¢) issue understandings are built on dense
causal linkages; and (d) dissensus about the
meaning and significance of 1ssues is rewarded
rather than punished.

Focus on Process. From this vantage point,
the crnitical activity of the SIM systemn is the legit-
macy the process bestows upon organizational
decisions (Feldman & March, 1981). SIM systems
help to resolve the dilemma of accountability that
faces decision makers by furnishing routines and
documentation that allay fears about the legiti-
macy of organizational action. Thus, the imple-
mentation of a SIM system may reflect decision
makers’ desire to give off the “right” symbols to
external observers, as well as presenting sym-
bolic messages to insiders, especially those rep-
resenting powerful interests or sectional clain's
(Ranson et al., 1980; Pleffer, 1981).

This function of SIM systems became very clear
to the authors as they interviewed participants
in SIM systenis in a variety of organizations. With-
out fail, participants would cite a vivid success
story where detection and action on an issue
through the SIM system'’s process saved the firm
substantial costs or permitted them to capitalize
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on a newly emerging opportunity. Such stories
were effective transmitters of the value the parti-
cipants and their organization placed on being
"1n control.”

SIM systems, thus, may serve as rituals for
preserving the illusion of effectiveness and con-
trol in an organization to important internal and
external constituencies. The simple presence of
a formal SIM system may convey a sense of or
ganizational potency or potential mastery over
its environment. Thus, larger and more formal-
1zed SIM systems’ units may be more successful
than smaller, less formalized ones, not because
their processes and outputs contribute to more
effective issue identification and resclution, but
because of the image of responsiveness and con-
trol this type of SIM system creates.

Forms, Functions, and Contexts
of SIM Systems

The typologies of forms and functions of SIM
systems provide a basis for describing how these
processes and structures vary across organiza-
tions. For example, why has the Port Authority
ot New York and New Jersey adopted a Collector
form of SIM while ALCOA Corporation imple-
mented an Intervener form? Do these forms fulfill
an instrumental function in some organizations,
and symbolic role in others?

To aniswer these questions, one must first rec-
ognize that organizations must deal with two ma-
jor problems in their efforts to adapt: reducing
the eguivocality of information and satisfying
neeas for accountability. Different organizational
contexts impose different demands on organiza-
tions in terms of the level and type of equivocal-
ity and accountability problems. These problems,
in turn, create pressures that can be resolved by
implementing different forms of SIM systems that
serve different functions. The major proposition
developed by this logic is that an organization's
context affects pressures for accountability and
information richness demands that determine the
form and function of SIM systems. Specitic propo-
sittons and the theoretical logic that underpins
them are elaborated below.
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Equivocality, Information Richness,
and the Form of SIM Systems

Organizational decision makers are bombar-
ded by a vast array of emerging develcpments
and trends that may or may not have implica-
tions for an organization's ability to survive and
prosper (Dutton et al., 1983). Informatior. about
these 1ssues 1s equivocal, that is it is subject to
various conflicting interpretations. The variety
of interpretations of the 1973 o1l crisis by decision
makers in the automotive industry is one exam-
ple of the equivocality of external environmental
events (Dutton & Duncan, in press).

As the equivocality of information increases in
an organization, the demands for using informa-
tion media that preserve information richness in-
crease (Daft & Lengel, 1984). Information rich-
ness is defined as the potential information-car-
rying capacity of a particular communication me-
dium (Daft & Lengel, 1984, p. 196). Information
media such as face-to-face communication trans-
mit richer information than more formal media
such as computer output or formal documents
(Datt & Lengel, 1984). Also, the level of informa-
tion richness 1s determined by the complexity of
organizational phenomena. Where organizations
tace complex problems and tasks are unanalyz-
able, richer media are needed to process infor-
mation (Daft & Lengel, 1984),

When applied to SIM systems, this logic sug-
gests that as information equivocality increases
in an organization, demands for informaticn rich-
ness also increase. As demands for information
richness increase, the form of the SIM system is
expected to become more active. More active
SIM systems embody a range of activities that
include the use of face-to-face communication to
try to alter the underlying forces behind issues.
Thus, hinancial service organmzations involved in
active lobbying efforts to atfect the direction and
speed of deregulation illustrate active forms of
SIM systems, devised to deal with higher de-
mands for information richness than are present
in other environmental contexts.

What organizational contexts create greater
information equivocality problems and greater
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demands for information richness? Environmen-
tal conditions such as greater environmental
uncertainty, and organizational structures that
embody greater levels of differentiation (Law-
rence & Lorsch, 1967) confront decision makers
with greater information equivecality. Thus, 1t1s
proposed that

Pl [n environments with greater uncertainty and

1in organizations with greater internal differ-
entiation, more active forms of SIM systems
will evolve

Pressures for Accountability
and the Function of SIM Systems

Pressures tor accountability are more severe
in certaun organizational contexts than in othere.,
For example, organizations in the chemical or
airline industnies have been intensely scrutinized
by internal and external constituencies because
of recent large-scale disasters. The loss of life in
these disasters has put pressure on decision mak-
ers to justity and legitimate previous and future
decisions. When pressures for accountability cic
intense, individuals engage i more mtensive
informaton search and vigilant information pro-
cessing (Tetlock, 1985). Further, where account-
ability pressures are great, 1t is expected that the
symbolic use of language and other devices 1o
legihimate and ratonalize current and futurs
courses of action will be greater (Edelman, 1964;
Pteffer, 1981).

Pressures for accountability translate into more
achve SIM forms, where there 1s greater and
more extensive information collection and analy
sis. More pressure for accountability also makes
the symbolic roles of the SIM systemn more prom-
inent. In these contexts, because a SIM system
exists, 1s large, and is formalized may symbol-
1ze that the orgamzation is responsive to its
environment.

A number of conditions increase pressures for
accountability and enhance the probability thar
a SIM system will function symbolically as op-
posed to instrumentally When an organization:
produces information-loaded outputs (e.q., edu-
cation), undertakes substantal nsk in carrying
out 1ts tission (e g., chemical producers, nuclear
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power enterprises), has long-term relationships
with its employees or chents, or exists for politi-
cal purposes, then pressures for accountability
are more mtense (Hannan & Fieeman, 1984,
p. 153) and 1t is likely that the symbolhic functions of
SIM systerns will predominate. In addition, as
Edelman (1964) has argued, the symbolic use of
language, or in this case SIM systemns, 1s more
likely to flourish when problems are poorly de-
fined or understood Thus, some of the same con-
texts that create demand for the information
rnichness, as described above, foster the symbolic
use of SIM systemns. Based cn this logic, 1t 1s pro-
posed that.
P2A. The greater the environmental uncertamnty,

the more active the form and the more sym-
bolic the function of the SIM system

P2B- The greater the pressures for accountability,
the more active the form and more symbolic
the function of the SIM system

Discussion and Implications

Increasingly, formal SIM systerns are being im-
plemented in organizations today (Chase, 1984)
While the seeds for current SIM appicaches were
planted in the early 1960s (“Issue Management,”
1981), these systems were legitmated and publi-
cized through the emergence of a strong propo-
nent for SIM (Ehhng & Hesse, 1982). Howard
Chase gave the functon its name m 1975 (Mc-
Namee, 1983), pubhished articles in prominent
yournalsin 1977 (e g., 'Public Issue Management:
A New Science’), and was insirumental in form-
ing a professional association, the Issues Man-
agernent Association, mn 1982, which has at-
tracted over 400 members by 1988. Further re-
cognition of the importance of SIM systems are
shifts in the structural locaton of SIM units, ex-
emplitied by movement from “"small statfs of low-
level public affairs and public relations depart-
ments to board-level locations” ("lssues Man-
agement,” 1981). This trend toward greater power
and legitimacy is consistent with the heightened
awdareness and perceived legitmacy of both en-
vironmentai scanning units (Diffenbach, 1982,
Stubbart, 198%2) aiwd public atfairs umits (Post,
Murray, Dickie, & Mahon, 1982).
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This paper has provided a rationale for the
growing popularity of formal SIM systems, judged
in terms of the extensiveness of their use and
internal power. SIM systems house a set of pro-
cesses and routines that help to deal with two
fundamental organizational problems: informa-
tion equivocality and accountability pressures.
Solving both of these problems helps to assure
organizational adaptation and survival.

However, the paper also suggests that these
prob.ems do not confront all organizations equal-
ly Rather, different environmental contexts
(e.g . uncertainty) and structural configurations
(e.g differentiation) pose different levels of equi-
voccity and accountability pressures. The form
and functions of SIM systems are expected to
vary across organizations in accord with these
different pressures. Propositions were developed
to encourage empirical research on this impor-
tant jJuestion.

Tre descrniption of the range of activities em-
bedded in different forms of SIM suggests that
these systems have the potential to play critical
roles in an organization’s problem (or issue)
sensing, problem (or issue) formulation, and is-
sue 1esponse activities. Thus, SIM systems repre-
sent a set of structures and processes that organi-
zaticns adopt to manage cntical activities. By
studying the forms and functions of SIM systems,
researchers in organization theory and strategic
manzgement can gain a better understanding
of the processes of sensing (Kiesler & Sproull,
1982, formulating (Lyles & Matroff, 1980), and in-
terpreting (Daft & Weick, 1984) 1ssues and their
relationship to organizational adaptation and
stabii.ty.

At a practical level, the discussion of the differ-
ent forms or functions of SIM systems expands
users’ understanding of the range of activities
SIM systems can incorporate, and the spectrum
of roies such systermns can serve. Current treat-
ments have depicted the forms of the SIM system
in a restricted way, focusing on 1its instrumental
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function and on, what the present authors term,
an Antennae design. From a practitioner’s per-
spective, this paper encourages considerction of
the full range of activities that SIM systems can
incorporate and urges designers of formal SIM
systems to consider the constraints imposed on
design options by the pressures in its particular
organizational context.

Notably absent from the content of this analy-
s1s are prescriptions for how SIM systems should
be designed. Given the wide range of patential
functions of SIM systemns, any prescriptions should
be tailored to the function (symbolic or nstru-
mental) and aspect (processes or outputs) of par-
ticular interest to the designer of SIM systems.
For example, whether a SIM system should be
designed 1o monitor internal or external 1ssues,
or to include active or passive roles depends
upon whether an organization’s effectiveniess 1s
more closely tied to its instrumental or sy nbolic
performance.

The ditficulty in making universal prescriptions
about appropriate SIM system design was re-
vealed 1n a recent study of the environmental
scanning practices of "leading-edge” firms (En-
gledow & Lenz, 1985) This study revealer] that:
(a) organizations experiment with their different
forms of environmental scanning activities; and
(b) forms that evolve serve a variety of purposes.
Results from this study as well as more general
discussions of 1ssues management (Zentner 1984)
call for greater development of the theoretical
rationale for what SIM systems’ forms anc func-
tions are likely to evolve, as a necessary precur-
sor to prescriptions about how SIM systems
should be designed.

The understanding of SIM systems is at a be-
ginning point. Scholars and managers operate
from a hmited base of systematic knowliedge;
they have more questions than answers. How-
ever, the multiple and crnitical functions served
by these systems provide a compelling rat.onale
for research that fills this empirical void.

Copyright © 2001. All rights reserved.
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