The Next Big Revolution in IT: User Responsibility
A relatively unheralded prophet for the Baby Boom generation is Sir Charles Percy Snow (1959), whose important lecture at Cambridge University was later put into a monograph entitled “The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution”.  Snow’s points were, at the time, very clear.  The first was that there was a large gap between the “culture” of science and engineering, which had developed the atomic bomb only fifteen years before, and the culture of the governing and “cultured” classes (especially in Britain), which had deployed the bomb.  Many moral and practical lessons, too many to review here, are provided in the lecture.  A furious storm of controversy arose following the lecture; one of the results was an enormous increase in emphasis on science and technology education in the US.  It is arguable that artifacts such as COBOL and FORTRAN, and the entire vocation of modern IT professionals stem from the positive response that American educational, industrial and governmental leaders gave to Snow’s ideas.
The hubbub died down.  Snow’s speech would today be only a historical curiosity except that information technology has spurred another “Two Cultures” debate, which I once referred to as “The Two Cultures and the Microcomputer Revolution” (Licker, 1987), now updated to “The Two Cultures and the Internet Revolution”.  Enough has been written so far on the profound effects of ubiquitous computing and networking for me safely to avoid expounding on the effects of that revolution.  But we need to spend some time with Snow’s tantalizing, provocative and perhaps correct supposition, half a century updated.  Might it not be the case that a significant divide has appeared again (quite apart from the useful economic “Digital Divide” debate)?  And this time the cut might not be between the scientists and the regulators, as it seemed in the 1950s, but between the creators and the users (Mann, 2004), a gap almost Biblical in its implications.  What I am proposing here is that the networked economy, based as it is on information technology, is creating a gap, a gradient (Schneider and Sagan, 2005), if you will, between those who understand and can capitalize on the new technology and its powers and those by and for whom this technology is to be deployed.  My thesis is not merely that such a gap exists, but that this gap is actually healthy (unlike Snow’s gap, which pointed towards nuclear disaster), driving a dynamic engine of employment and deployment that can only improve society.
This essay thus makes three assertions.  First, there is a useful gap between users and developers, a gradient that is driving innovation at hitherto unimaginable speeds.  Second, approaches to this gap have been conceived of as contentious, without recognizing the positive aspects that drive innovation.  And third, in a Hegelian manner, the thesis (of the power of computing) and antithesis (the power of users) have combined into a synthesis of responsible use that will be the dominant paradigm in IT during the coming decades.

The user-developer gap, well documented and forever burned into collective IT consciousness as “user resistance”, is no artifact of the networked economy.  The politicization of this gap, however, was not manifested until the 1980s when, concomitant with the development of microcomputers and cheap (not then yet networked) desktop computing attracted attention to users’ abilities to devise their own software solutions, primarily through the vehicle of spreadsheets.  Unbundling software and hardware in the 1960s made software marketplaces possible, but the microcomputer made them likely and desirable fifteen years later even among users.  As ever, this created opportunities for skilled people and headaches for the IT professionals who had to service them.  
Naturally the development of significant “end user computing” led to political confrontations that persist to this day (Applegate, Austin and McFarlan, 2007).  But this political clash brought about (and was to some extent engendered) by the marvelous increase in creativity that the end-user computing opportunity motivated.  For the first time, users could, with little effort, create software artifacts to do their own work.  It is probable that what we see as the explosion of Internet-enabled applications would never have happened had end-users been denied access to the relatively primitive software tools they have.  After all, software is simply a manifestation of pure process.  These processes do not reside mainly in the software shop. They appear in activities and systems that the users “own”.  Users develop, evaluate, and improve these processes; the software simply reflects this creativity.

The second two-cultures-drive effect is the move from automating to informating.  This term is often used to describe organizational initiatives; organizations that informate are considered more sophisticated than those that merely automate.  It’s easy to see informating as IT-driven, making applications more sophisticated and information-rich.  But, in fact, it’s a natural effect of allowing creative users to think about the sources of their processes, how they are rooted in information-rich activities they engage in, in other words, an increasing sophistication on the part of users about information’s role in their own work.  The implementation is perhaps IT enabled, but the concept is not; it’s mostly user driven.  Yes, networks are important, but even more important has been organizations’ learning about their own functioning.  Yes, IT has provided the platforms, but the original thinking is not our own province; that belongs to the new generation of business leaders who understand how information runs organizations.
Now, the synthesis.  First, there is ability brought about through IT enablement of users.  Second, there is opportunity brought about through the ubiquitous network for informating.  When IT was the domain of the IT professional, nobody really cared about the motives of users; most of their behavior was either dictated by the system or by what we referred to as “user error”, the failure of users to learn to use systems correctly – we thought.  That day has passed and now we have motivated, “responsible” users.  Today’s users understand computers; a typical white collar worker will use computers eight hours a day or more; the fear has disappeared.  And responsible users understand the information basis of their work; after thirty years of education most users understand that without the right information at the right time nothing can profitably be done.  What remains is to instill a culture of responsibility. 

What do I mean by “a culture of responsibility”?  While textbooks are full of legalistic parceling of responsibilities among users, managers and IT professionals, this is just a mechanistic approach to user responsibility.  The “user revolution” in IT roughly approximates the time since Snow’s lecture and because now we in IT can think of users as “responsible”, our role can change.  But responsibility does not mean “fault”, it means “response”, as in “response to opportunity.”  A responsible user will 

1. Understand how information fits into the job to be done,
2. Be sophisticated enough to be able to demand the right tool for the job,
3. See IT tools as advantageous to achieving personal and professional goals, and

4. Have completely integrated IT into a set of necessary professional skills.

The work of responsible users must still be managed.  When responsible users employ IT-enabled applications, I term those to whom responsibility is directed as “application stewards.”  Application stewardship relates to the four characteristics above.  The application steward, often a departmental manager, 

1. Understands how information fits into a job and its associated tasks and has often participated in designing these tasks,
2. Is sophisticated enough about information and technology, probably through years of use, to demand the appropriate and useful tools,
3. Sees IT-enabled tools as valuable means of accomplishing organizationally-sanctioned tasks whose value is determined, known and enforceable, and

4. Is able to evaluate the use of these tools by the users in terms of task and job performance and skill and career development.
As we move from the era of application provision to application stewardship, it’s worthwhile to remember that Snow was really talking about stewardship.  He said, speaking of science, that deployment of science was too important to be left in the hands of scientists, however well suited they might be to create the artifacts of science; that ultimately responsibility for the tools (he meant, of course, the atomic bomb and atomic power) lay in the hands of the users and that creating responsible stewards was a general societal goal not one to be laid solely at the feet of the technical creators.  Read “IT” for “science”, “IT professionals” for “scientists” and you have the situation facing today’s responsible users. Is there not something Biblical here that new prophets can point to?  The responsible users, the stewards, aren’t they the true future of IT?  
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