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m m 
Openin gg up horizon s 
Summaryy and conclusions 

Ourr research project on the use of electronic information services has come to an end, for now. We 

havee been shooting on a moving target that has changed rapidly especially concerning the 

technologicall characteristics of electronic information services, and the emergence and the very 

fastt and widespread adoption of internet. Nowadays, the World Wide Web of the internet is widely 

usedd at home and at the office, the graphical interface and the distribution mechanisms have 

becomee the standard for providing online, electronic information services and publishers are 

steadilyy increasing their internet revenue shares. 

Thiss research project is however not predominantly a study on the possibilities of specific types of 

informationn and communication technologies. It is a study on the interaction between organizations 

andd their external environments, focused on the way in which people in organizations try to gather 

informationn about the outside world. In this concluding chapter, we will first summarize the most 

importantt results of our research project, focusing on the more structural dynamics and patterns 

thatt influence the role of electronic information services in environmental scanning. We will then 

highlightt some of the major changes that have occurred since we have finished the collection of our 

researchh data (in 1998) and discuss the impact it might have on our findings: if we would repeat our 

researchh today, would it yield completely different results? Finally, we will elaborate on the impact 

ourr results might have on theory building, empiric research and business practices. 

8.1.. Summar y of researc h result s 

Thee central question to our research is which role electronic information services can play in 

environmentall scanning processes and which factors affect the actual use of electronic information 

servicess within organizations. We have defined environmental scanning as the activity of gaining 

informationn about events and relationships in the organization's environment the knowledge of 

whichh would assist management in planning future courses of action (see chapter 2). Electronic 

informationn services can be a source of environmental scanning, because they provide acces s to 

informationn about the organization's external environment. Electronic information services can be 

distinguishedd from other sources of environmental scanning by two measures: (a) information and 

communicationn technologies are used throughout the entire process of the information value chain, 

andd (b) electronic information services have limitedd interactivity - they only allow consultation of 
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sourcess (but they can be integrated with more interactive information and communication 

technologies)) (see chapter three). 

Inn essence, the answer to our central question is that electronic information services can play an 

importantt role in environmental scanning but many organizational factors can hinder the use of 

electronicc information services. Our main conclusions are: 

 Environmental scanning contains both the acquisition, sharing and interpretation of 

information. . 

 Information and communication technologies increasingly enable these three functions of 

environmentall scanning, because of developments in integrating various services and 

applicationss and because many technological developments have the potential of making 

itt easier for individuals to use electronic information services, to make interactivity 

accessible. . 

 Previous research has focused on media characteristics {especially a lack of accessibility 

andd the necessity for intermediate usage) and user characteristics (especially 

unfamiliarity).. The organizational context has been underexposed. 

 Yet, we argue the organizational context is very important for usage, concerning both the 

organizationall context of suppliers and users. 

 The supply-side is still very fragmented and not transparent for the user, despite the 

possibilitiess that information and communication technologies offer to open up the 

informationn value chains. 

 Among the users, different organizational contexts have highlighted various factors that 

cann hinder the use of electronic information services. Organizations can lift barriers for use 

byy increasing awareness, accessibility, alternatives (especially intermediate usage for 

managers)) and availability (of especially marketing & sales information). 

Lett us shortly elaborate on our main conclusions by giving a short summary of our theoretical and 

empiricall findings. The first two chapters give a theoretical viewpoint on how electronic information 

servicess can be used. They can be used in the processes of environmental scanning because - by 

definitionn - electronic information services provide information on the external, organizational 

environment.. Potentially, electronic information services can therefore be of great value to 

organizations,, because - as we have argued in chapter two - the external environment is of vital 

importancee to the success and the survival of organizations. The external environment consists of 

alll elements that exist outside the boundaries of the organization and that have the potential to 

affectt all or part of the organization. To grasp the abstract concept of the external environment, we 

havee distinguished ten segments of the external environment (like suppliers, market/clients, 

competitors,, technology, regulation, financial markets, etc.). Most theories emphasize the strategic 

importancee of the external environment but as we have seen in our case studies for many the 

externall environment is also of great operational value. In especially knowledge-intensive 

organizations,organizations, a lot of employees need external information to perform their tasks. Environmental 
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scanningg is thus important from the operational to the strategic levels of an organization, although 

somee organizations and some individuals within these organizations will feel a greater need for 

environmentall scanning because they experience more environmental uncertainty. 

Environmentall scanning involves not only acquiring external information by individuals but also the 

sharingg of this external information internally to aggregate it from individual intelligence to 

organizationall intelligence and applying this intelligence to increase organizational performance. 

Environmentall scanning is thus part of knowledge management practices that focus on integrating 

variouss forms of knowledge in an organization and enable this knowledge to be shared. 

Informationn and communication technologies increasingly enable the sharing and application of 

externall information, because of developments in integrating various services and in increasing 

accessibility.. We have seen in chapter three a great variety of electronic information services that 

facilitatee the acquisition of external information. We have distinguished source databases from 

referencee databases, retrospective and real-time services, current awareness and archival sources, 

offlinee and online, etc. etc. Internet has been a catalyst for many technological developments in the 

areaa of electronic information services. First by making interactivity more accessible. Technological 

developmentss make it easier for people to take an active role in the information value chain instead 

off just consuming pre-packaged units of information. Standardized distribution mechanisms and 

userr interfaces are an example of increased technological accessibility. Secondly, the internet has 

enabledd an integration of various services, such as the combination of consultation with allocution 

(alertingg technologies) and with conversation (communication technologies, such as e-mail and 

chat).. We also highlighted the integration of electronic information services with each other 

(portals),, the integration with internal networks (Intranet) and the integration with external networks 

(onlinee communities). All these developments are helping to make interactivity accessible and are 

helpingg electronic information services in meeting the demands of environmental scanning 

(especiallyy sharing and applying external information). 

Althoughh electronic information services can be used for environmental scanning, the chapters on 

thee actual use show that many barriers exist between need (for scanning) and use. Chapter 4 has 

focusedd on existing research, chapter 6 focused on provider's perspectives of use and chapter 7 on 

organizationss and industries in which electronic information services can be used. According to 

existingg research, the use of electronic information services is predominantly determined by media 

characteristics,, such as accessibility and quality. Existing research shows ambivalent results on the 

importancee of environmental uncertainty: there is a clear relationship between environmental 

uncertaintyy and environmental scanning, but a much less clear relationship between uncertainty 

andd the use of electronic information services. It seems these services are not suited for uncertain 

situations,, because they are not accessible enough for managers and small- and medium sized 

corporationss (who experience higher degrees of uncertainty) and they only allow for very 

systematicc searching (knowing what you want to know), which is very difficult in situations of high 

uncertainty.. Another very controversial topic has been the advantages and disadvantages of 
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intermediatee usage; some believe it is a necessity- you need to be a skilled user to be able to 

efficientlyy and effectively search these databases - others believe you end up with an unnecessary 

gatekeepergatekeeper who doesn't know enough about the business and who again mainly allows systematic 

searching.. A remarkable blind spot has been the organizational context: hardly any attention is 

givenn to organizational effects and ambivalent results exist about the relationship between 

organizationall characteristics (such as size) and the use of electronic information services. We do 

believee this organizational context is important in understanding the use of electronic information 

servicess and have looked at both the organizational context of suppliers (focusing on their 

informationn value chains) and of using organizations (focusing on factors that correlate with use of 

electronicc information services). We would expect that because of technological developments, 

suchh as the standardization of user interfaces and the growing experience of users with the 

internet,, the relative importance of technical accessibility might be decreasing. 

Ass we have seen in chapter 6, the supply side is organized in a fragmented and not transparent 

matterr which we believe severely limits the accessibility and usability of electronic information 

services.. Many electronic publishers are traditional paper tigers who are hesitant to aggressively 

promotee electronic information services, focus on existing information in a new package and not on 

neww opportunities like production on demand, interaction and transaction possibilities and 

application-basedd services. Many other electronic publishers started as an internal department who 

onlyy saw external clients as an attractive cash generator. The market of electronic information 

servicess is also very fragmented: most choose vertical integration of the information value chain 

withh hardly any integration of services (like portals) and hardly any convergence with other 

publisherss or other sectors like IT or consultancy. 

Representativess of the electronic publishers we interviewed, also had vague definitions of their 

targett customers and they mostly target intermediaries, of whom they themselves believe they are 

thee biggest obstacle for widespread use of their services. Electronic providers were also unwilling or 

unablee to lower the barriers of financial accessibility (e.g. high usage fees, complex fee structures), 

technicall accessibility (e.g. difficult search engines) and cognitive accessibility (e.g. limited personal 

contactt and/or helpdesks). Their focus has been on using the internet as a means of distribution 

andd on implementing proven, standardized technologies. Finally, they put little priority in 

emphasizingg the applicability or the usefulness of electronic information services; there is hardly 

anyy consultative selling, focus is on comprehensiveness (and amount of information) and the 

searchingg process and not on processing and applying this information in individual tasks. 

Publisherss are not yet capable of offering electronic information services in such a way that they fit 

perfectlyy in the processes of environmental scanning; they make tons of information available for 

acquisition,, but don't help much in sharing and applying the information. 

Chapterr 7 has shown that the role of electronic information services in environmental scanning is 

stilll rather limited. Because, although many use to some extent electronic information services and 

althoughh environmental scanning is considered important across all cases, there is a very limited 
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relationshipp between the interest in information about the organization's external environment and 

thee use of electronic information services. We have emphasized that the organizational context 

matterss a lot in this sense, which is why we see so many differences between the various 

organizationss in the professional services industry, the media industry, the hotel & restaurant 

industryy (horeca) and the garment & clothing industry. Lef s see how the results of our case studies 

helpp us in making sense of the lack of relationship between interest in the external environment and 

thee use of electronic information services, taking our general model of analysis as a starting point 

(seee figure 8.1). 

Environmenta l l 
Uncertaint y y 

Usee of electroni c 
-- Informatio n 

service s s 

Task k 
characteristic s s 

Organizationa l l 
Characteristic s s 

&& policie s 

Accessibilit y y 

Intermediate e 
Usagee & 

Alternatives s 

Figur ee 8.1. General mode l of analysi s 

First,, we have to state that electronic information services are no longer obscure in most 

organizations.. These services used to be difficult to use and only used by a few. With the 

emergencee of the internet this is no longer the case; many are now at least slightly familiar with 

searchingg and retrieving electronic information. Most theories that focus on the influence of 

individuall characteristics on use are becoming less relevant. In fact, in our case studies, we hardly 

saww any relationship between individual characteristics and the use of electronic information 

services. . 

Second,, the organizational environment is omnipresent. For some in a strategic sense, for others in 

aa very day-to-day operational level (and for strategic managers, strategy is part of daily operations). 

Almostt everybody we surveyed experience high interest in the external environment or segments 
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off it. On an environmental level and organizational level, we don't see much difference between the 

organizationss in interest in the external environment - apparently the external environment is 

importantt to some extent for everybody- and we don't see much difference in the use of electronic 

informationn services across the different cases. 

Butt the organizational context does matter, because in each organization different circumstances 

existt that influence the use of electronic information services within these organization. We first 

investigatedd for whom in an organization, the organizational environment is relevant, who are the 

boundaryy spanners in the organization? This varies from a few percent of the employees in the 

garmentt & clothing industry (especially management) to almost everybody in the professional 

servicess industry. Furthermore, electronic information services are more useful in operational tasks 

thann in strategic tasks. That's probably why we didn't see any correlations between the general 

interestt in the external environment and usage, but we did see some correlations between the 

specificc interest in segments of the external environment and the use of electronic information, such 

ass the use of legislation databases for fiscal advisers or the use of internet for ICT-information for 

thee ICT-employees in the newspaper holding company. So, in order to understand the use of 

electronicc information services we probably first have to look for those boundary spanners that 

needd external information for their operational tasks. A close look at the primary process of an 

organizationn should give an indication on whether electronic information services are actually used. 

Furthermore,, the use of electronic information is strongly correlated with the availability of 

alternativee sources of environmental scanning, like colleagues or print media. Intermediate usage 

(especiallyy by colleagues in the same primary processes and in a few cases information 

professionalss like corporate librarians) can be such an alternative as well. In the larger and more 

knowledge-intensivee organizations, intermediate usage/colleagues are an alternative for especially 

thee higher management levels who can delegate information acquisition tasks to more junior 

employees.. In the less knowledge-intensive organizations, traditional print sources often suffice. 

Also,, the use of electronic information services is hampered by a lack of availability of the right 

electronicc information services or a lack of awareness what kind of services or information exist. We 

havee seen this to be the case in especially the professional services industry with market 

informationn (concerning clients, competitors and industries). Chapter six explains in part why this 

lackk of availability exists: the fragmented information industry is often not able to provide a coherent 

andd transparent market supply of electronic information to the crucial boundary spanners in an 

organization.. They traditionally focus on closed information value chains (which results in 

fragmentation)) and they traditionally target corporate librarians who are often not the best boundary 

spannerss in an organization. 

Chapterr seven also shows that accessibility can severely be limited by a passive attitude of 

organizations.. Many respondents believe external information is very relevant and almost 

everybodyy is very positive about the possible effects electronic information services (can) have on 

theirr own performance as well as on the performance of the organization as a whole. Yet, 
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managementt has been very reluctant to take an active position in the adoption processes of 

electronicc information services. Users and non-users perceive the accessibility of these services to 

bee sufficient (it doesn't take too much effort to (learn to) use them), but they criticize the limited 

wayss in which these services are made of use within the organization. 

So,, the use of electronic information services doesn't correlate much with the general interest in the 

externall environment but does correlate significantly with specific interests in environmental 

segments.. Environmental scanning and the use of electronic information services is not only a 

strategicc matter, but foremost an operational one. Although the use of electronic information 

servicess doesn't correlate much with individual characteristics, task characteristics are very 

importantt (the role of external information in the primary processes). The user-friendliness of ICT's 

iss not a big issue (anymore?), but accessibility still is. This accessibility does not so much depend 

uponn the technical characteristics of the electronic information services but mostly upon the extent 

too which providers are willing to open up their information value chains to allow more interactivity 

andd more transparency and upon the extent to which using organizations are willing and capable of 

buildingg an internal information value chain upon these external electronic information services in 

orderr to allow the internal sharing and application of external information. Organizational 

characteristicss such as size and age do not really matter but IT maturity, knowledge management 

policiess and the availability of colleagues and other alternative sources do correlate nicely. 

8.2.. Time s are changin g 

Muchh has changed in our research area since we finished our data collection (in 1998). Especially 

inn the availability and use of information and communication technologies, we have seen many 

developments.. Not so long ago, internet was just a difficult to use UNIX-based computer network 

forr the academic community. Videotex was heavily promoted in France (Minitel) but failed to attract 

largee groups of customers in the rest of the world. Many electronic information services were at 

bestt exotic - or worse: obscure - with low accessibility and high prices. Many argued that you 

neededd information professionals to skilfully use electronic information services. This actually 

means,, you had to go through fourr years of college to be able to use the different command 

languages. . 

Nowadays,, the internet (and the World Wide Web) are widely used at home and at the office. 

Recentt figures (NielserVNetratings, 2003) show that over 9 million persons over 16 years of age 

havee access to the internet, representing 72.4% of the Dutch population. Six million of them are 

activee during a particular month (e.g. in April 2003). At the end of 2001,76% of all companies (in 

absolutee numbers: 465.000) in the Netherlands had access to the internet. Almost every company 

withh a PC, also has access to the internet. Just about 10% of the companies have their own 

Intranett and this figure has been relatively stable over the last three years (Nipo Interactive, 2002). 

Internett is clearly becoming omnipresent, both at home and at work. Also, mobile technologies are 

providingg new distribution mechanisms to provide information anywhere and anytime. Devices like 
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handheldss or personal digital assistants (PDA's) will be used, especially to alert users for important 

eventss and developments. 

Muchh has also changed with the publishers. Elsevier has heavily invested in Science Direct putting 

alll academic magazines online. VNU has sold their consumer magazine division which enabled 

themm to buy Nielsen. VNU is now solely focusing on providing marketing and media information to 

thee business community. Wolters Kluwer has invested in internet portals and software companies 

too create smart information tools, integrating content into intranet plaza's and workflow 

managementt systems. All claim that by now at least 30% of their revenues are from electronic 

services,, such as cd-rom and the internet. 

Inn theory, the organizational context has gained importance. The discipline of knowledge 

managementt has emerged which focuses on how to manage both tacit as well as explicit forms of 

knowledgee in the organization and especially on how to guarantee that knowledge is shared within 

thee organization. Another important emerging theme has been Customer Relationship 

Managementt (CRM). CRM focuses on managing all of the ways that a firm deals with its existing 

andd potential new customers. CRM is both a business and a technology discipline that uses 

informationn systems to coordinate all of the business processes surrounding the firm's interactions 

withh its customers in sales, marketing and service (Laudon & Laudon, 2002). CRM is an example 

off the focused and structured way in which an organization can deal with one of the most important 

segmentss of the organization's external environment - the customer. 

So,, much has changed and there are many developments that may expand the role electronic 

informationn services can play in environmental scanning. But, without denying the profoundness of 

thesee changes, we also should not exaggerate. Technology has changed a lot, but technology isn't 

thee most important factor of the limited role of electronic information services. Internet has become 

aa commodity and a mass product, but it is unclear how much it is used for professional purposes -

thee majority of users have access for private reasons. For example, Only 21% of all internet users, 

usee the internet at work (Nipo interactive, 2002). The importance of the organizational context in 

theoryy has increased but still one seems to concentrate on the internal organization instead of the 

interactionn with the outside world. Publishers are using the internet as a new distribution 

mechanismm but products and services are still supplied in a fragmented manner. 

Iff we would repeat our case studies in 2003, we would probably see much higher penetration rates 

forr the internet and maybe also for other electronic information services, but still 27% of all notaries 

inn the Netherlands never use the internet to search for legal information (and 35% of them never 

usee a cd-rom). For lawyers it is still 9% who never use the internet and 11% who never use a cd-

romm (Discript, 2003). Our cases were the frontrunners in the use of electronic information services: 

100%% of the lawyers in our case studies in 1997 already used electronic information services. 
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Intranet,, knowledge management and Customer Relationship management have emerged as 

importantt business themes, but we do see that in practice, these disciplines focus on managing the 

internall organization. Knowledge management focuses on ensuring internal knowledgee to be 

spreadd around the organization. A principal use of the intranets has been to create online, always 

up-to-datee repositories of internal information that can be made more widely and universally 

availablee within the organization. CRM focuses on the customers, but many firms are occupied with 

consolidatingg customer information from multiple communication channels - the call center, e-mail, 

thee Web, mass media, retail and other distribution channels - therefore focusing on an integration 

off what is already known within the company (not outside the company). 

Publisherss have changed, many of them now also provide online products and services, but it has 

provenn to be very difficult to optimally profit from the flexibility that ICTs enable in the information 

valuee chains. Many have used the internet as a new distribution channel to sell their content or as a 

neww package format for existing content (see also: Wildvank, 2003). Most publishers struggle to 

ge n e r a tee new revenue streams with online information: most provide information for free in the 

hopee it creates an appetite for more (chargeable) content (see also Discript, 2003). They have not 

fundamentallyy changed the way they do business: there are still few alliances with organizations 

fromm other industries (like software, consultancy, etc.) and there's still more conglomeration, 

publisherss are still cautious in really altering the information value chains, and allowing customers to 

makee their own selections, to download and to integrate bits and pieces within their internal 

networks. . 

Thee point made is that technological developments and the penetration of these technologies have 

beenn impressive. But it takes time before new technological opportunities ae grasped. And it takes 

timee before technologies are mature enough to meet the demands of the using organizations. It 

takess even more time before the impact of these opportunities on the way we work and live 

becomess visible. The impact of the use of electronic information services on organizational 

intelligencee and the interaction between organizations and their environments is probably still 

limitedd and may only become visible in the years to come. 

Thee structural dynamics that are the basis for the limited role that electronic information services 

playy in environmental scanning have not disappeared or dramatically changed because of 

technologicall improvements. This research project points to some of these structural dynamics, 

like: : 

 Knowledge about the outside world is at least as important as internal knowledge and 

ICT'ss can help to acquire and share this outside knowledge, yet technologies are mostly 

usedd to structure the internal information flows. 

 Publishers are moving towards internet and other electronic information services and try to 

playy a role in the knowledge management practices of their clients. But they clearly face 

difficultiess in their transaction from a paper tiger to an electronic service provider, because 
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thee market is still fragmented in closed information value chains (no one-stop shopping 

portalss with various publishers participating) and there is still hardly any consultative 

selling. . 

 Users have difficulties in defining their external information needs and organizations have 

difficultiess in organizing their internal information chains to satisfy these needs and to make 

thiss information truly accessible. Knowledge management, CRM and the development of 

intranetss still focus mainly on internal information sources. 

Thesee structural dynamics have to be taken into account to enable the recent technological 

developmentss to fulfil their promises and to increase the role of electronic information services in 

environmentalenvironmental scanning. 

8.3.. Theoret ica l implication s of researc h result s 

Thee results of our case studies do help us to get a better understanding on the use of electronic 

informationn services and what it's role in environmental scanning can be and actually is. In theory 

electronicc information services can facilitate environmental scanning processes but in practice the 

organizationall context interferes. Because of this, the use of electronic information services is not 

ass high as could be expected from the (high) interest in segments of the organization's external 

environment.. The organizational context refers both to the information value chain of the suppliers 

off electronic information services (the electronic publishers) as well as how this information value 

chainn can have an internal continuation and adaptation in the organizations that use electronic 

informationn services. 

Inn chapter two on environmental scanning, several concepts were introduced that could be of 

influencee on the extent of environmental scanning and the process of environmental scanning. The 

resultss of our case studies and interviews with electronic publishers give indications that we need to 

redefinee some of the central concepts of our theoretical framework and re-assess the relevance of 

somee of these concepts for the use of electronic information services. First, a redefinition of 

environmentall scanning is needed. In chapter two we quoted Choo & Auster (1993) who defined 

environmentall scanning as the "activity of gaining information about events and relationships in the 

organization'ss environment, the knowledge of which would assist management in planning future 

coursess of action". Although this definition can be interpreted as including both gathering, sharing 

andd interpreting information, especially the part of sharing is underexposed in this definition. The 

mostt important adaptation of the definition is required in its focus on management. The definition 

seemss to imply that environmental scanning is foremost a strategic activity that is relevant for 

managers.. Our case studies show that this is not the case. It is true that managers report high 

interestt in the organization's external environment and a high amount of usage (especially if this 

includess intermediate usage). But this is not only true for managers. For many employees in the 

organizationss - especially those of the professional services industry and the media industry -

environmentall scanning and the use of electronic information services is very relevant for their daily 
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operationall work. The outside information flows in the organization at all levels and positions. The 

organization'ss external environment is no longer - if it ever were - of solely strategic relevance 

exclusivelyy for managers. Environmental scanning should therefore be defined as the process of 

gathering,, sharing and interpreting information about the organization's external environment in an 

organization,, the knowledge of which would assist employees to take action upon it. 

Partlyy as a consequence of this updated concept of environmental scanning, we also need to 

redefinee the main underlying dimension of another general concept of our dissertation: 

environmentall uncertainty. Environmental uncertainty is said to be mainly caused by environmental 

complexityy and environmental dynamics. Environmental complexity relates to the amount of 

environmentall factors that need to be taken into consideration and the degree to which these 

factorss are dissimilar to one another (Duncan, 1972). Environmental dynamics concerns the degree 

too which these factors change over time. The underlying assumption of especially environmental 

complexityy is that the more factors one needs to consid er, the more uncertain one will perceive the 

organization'ss external environment. This is probably true if environmental uncertainty is only a 

relevantt concept for managers dealing with strategic issues, but most employees have specialized 

inn a few segments of the organization's external environment and can still experience a very high 

degreee of environmental uncertainty concerning their tasks. Uncertainty concerning the overall 

externall environment is probably only relevant for managers. For most other employees segmental 

uncertaintyy (related to only those segments that are directly relevant for their operational tasks) is 

muchh more relevant in explaining their environmental scanning behaviour. In our case studies we 

measuredd the interest in the organization's external environment (as an outcome of environmental 

uncertainty)) as the average interest in all segments (or a few dimensions of it). This proved not be 

helpfull in explaining the use of electronic information services. High interest in specific segments 

oftenn correlated much better with usage. Because of the increasing importance of the 

organization'ss external environment for an increasing number of organizational members, we need 

too redefine the concept of environmental uncertainty to be able to take into account these 

specializedd forms of uncertainty. 

Anotherr problem with perceived environmental uncertainty as a concept may be that it is no longer 

discriminativee enough. Because the external environment is increasingly becoming relevant for 

manyy employees in the organization, more and more people will experience high levels of 

environmentall uncertainty. In our case studies, we measured high levels of uncertainty throughout 

alll cases and we could not find many differences between the organizations and industries (even 

managerss in supposedly simple and stable environments as the hotel and restaurant industry 

reportedd high levels of interest in the organization's external environment). If the external 

environmentt is relevant for many organizations and many employees within these organizations, 

manyy will express a high degree of environmental uncertainty which will cause too little variation to 

explainn differences in environmental scanning and the use of information sources (including 

electronicc information services). 
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Inn chapter two, the relevance of environmental scanning was not only explained by the concept of 

environmentall uncertainty, but also by strategic focus and performance goals (such as 

effectiveness,, efficiency and innovation), organizational characteristics such as size and age and 

thee position of the boundary spanners in primary processes and organizational structures . Many of 

thesee concepts were difficult to investigate, because they were hard to operationalize. Many large 

organizationss state different performance goals and experience different growth rates for different 

departmentss or business units and employees find it difficult to prioritise the different performance 

goalss and to differentiate between goals of their own work, their own department and/or the 

organizationorganization as a whole. 

Butt the organizational context is important because in every o rganization different factors caused a 

limitedd use of electronic information services despite high levels of environmental uncertainty. From 

ourr surveys it was especially clear that knowledge management policies to increase awareness 

about,, and accessibility and availability of electronic information services, correlate heavily with the 

usee of electronic information services. In one organization, accessibility was a problem, in another 

thee IT infrastructure, in another the many alternatives for using electronic information services and 

inn again another organization a mismatch between demand and supply (of especially market 

information).. Also, we expect that the concept of boundary spanning will become more relevant. 

Boundaryy spanners have to be central in the organization's processes and structure to truly be able 

too get the outside information in and distribute it within; professional information intermediaries like 

librarianss are often not in that position, direct colleagues are. 

Inn chapter three and four we focused on the concept of accessibility and rightly so as the results of 

ourr case studies show (although electronic publishers downplay the relevance of it). But 

accessibilityy should not be limited to technological features and how easy it is to use these 

technologicall features. Accessibility does not equal user friendliness. Accessibility can be improved 

throughh all stages of the information value chain of the electronic providers, but also by the efforts 

off the using organizations to integrate electronic information services within internal primary 

processes.. Organizations need to create an internal value chain to increase the use of electronic 

informationn and its possible effects on organizational performance. 

Wee found many results that contradict with existing research as we have studied them in the meta 

analysiss (see chapter 4). The meta analysis placed much emphasis on individual characteristics, 

wee didn't see any evidence of this relationship (except the importance of task characteristics). The 

metaa analysis placed much emphasis on technical accessibility, wrongly so. It is not so much the 

technicall features that matters. It is not the atomised human-computer interaction that is relevant, it 

iss the organizational context in which this happens that matters. The meta-analysis showed 

ambivalentt results on the impact of intermediate usage by especially professional intermediaries 

suchh as corporate librarians. Our case studies show that professional intermediaries only play a 

limitedd role in the use of electronic information services but intermediate usage by colleagues can 

bee important. The meta analysis showed a strong relationship between environmental uncertainty 
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andd environmental scanning and an ambivalent one between environmental uncertainty and the 

usee of electronic information services. We saw the same thing. Where measured, environmental 

scanningg correlates nicely with the interest in the organizational environment. But, we have to 

realizee that almost everybody feels some form of environmental uncertainty and even very specific 

andd limited forms of uncertainty can be a strong motive to use electronic information services. The 

metaa analysis showed that the organizational context was often disregarded, wrongly so. Our case 

studiess show that organizational context makes all the difference. 

8.4.. Whafs next? 

Electronicc information services play a limited role in environmental scanning, because they are not 

alwayss fully suited for the demands of the environmental scanning process and users experience 

manyy barriers for use. The limited role of electronic information services might become problematic 

inn the near future. As organizations are getting more porous and boundaryless, are getting more 

openn to the organizational environment throughout all layers, they hardly have the right tools to 

structuree the information flows with the organization's external environment. We have learned to 

analysee thoroughly the internal information flows and how they can be canalised with information 

andd communication technologies. Organizations are far less skilled and experienced in absorbing 

thee external information that flows from the outside in. This is a remarkable situation, because the 

outsidee world is of vital importance for the success of an organization. 

Inn order for organizations to be able to deal with external information, organizations need to open 

upp their worlds. At present, information value chains are very strictly organized and seem to stop at 

thee boundaries of the using organization. Electronic publishers have created rather traditional - and 

thuss linear - information value chains that produce pre-packaged units of information products. 

Organizationss let the information products be picked up by traditional gatekeepers such as 

corporatee librarians and experience many difficulties in disseminating the information internally to 

createe organizational intelligence about the organization's external environment. 

Too increase the role of electronic publishers and thus to help organizations deal with the increasing 

pressuress from the organizational, external environment, suppliers have to put their information 

servicess in an organizational context. They have to allow information chains to converge and 

divergee and enable users to combine acquisition with sharing and application tools. They need to 

alloww clients to incorporate electronic information services with their internal information 

infrastructures.. Also, electronic publishers need to open up their information chains by forming 

alliancess with other publishers, service organizations, ICT facilitators and user organizations to 

createe a coherent, comprehensive and transparent supply of information. Electronic publishers can 

helpp users not so much with using the technologies but foremost with structuring their information 

needss concerning the organization's external environment. They can advise clients on how 

electronicc information services fit with the client's knowledge management policies, practices and 
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ambitionss and how these service help in canalising the interaction between organizations and their 

externall environments. 

Inn our view, the organizations that want to use electronic information services need to open up as 

well.. The environment is no longer - if it ever were - only of strategic concern and no longer only a 

manageriall concern. Information about the organization's external environment is important for 

manyy in the organization and in daily operations. Organizations need to take an active position and 

needd to increase the accessibility of electronic information services. It will mean that electronic 

informationn services need to be available for many in the organization, preferably directly or 

otherwisee through intermediate usage. Organizations need to be able to create their own, internal 

informationn value chains on top of the information products and services that are delivered by 

electronicc publishers. This means that electronic information services need to be integrated with 

otherr sources of acquisition and - more important - with internal networks to enable sharing of 

informationn and integration with the primary processes and applications for this information to be 

fullyy taken into account in daily decision making and operations. Organizations have to actively 

makee employees aware of the availability of information about the organization's external 

environmentt and the possibilities of electronic information services to improve their knowledge. 

Theyy have to educate and stimulate people how to actively search, share and interpret information 

aboutt the organization's external environment. 

Futuree research can help to increase the role of electronic information services in the interaction 

betweenn organizations and their external environments and help organizations with canalising their 

informationn needs concerning the external environment. We can mention a few interesting research 

areass in this field. 

First,, it needs to be clear if it's worth the effort. Information and communication technologies as the 

internett have become a commodity and are widely used. But do they now also help in increasing 

organizationall intelligence about the outside world? By now, the effects of use must be more visible 

-- how does it improve the efficiency and effectiveness of information behaviour and foremost how 

doess it increase individual work performance. Also, it would be very interesting to incorporate recent 

organizationall and technological developments in these studies of effect. Since we finished our 

casecase studies, knowledge management has become a popular and influential discipline and it is 

interestingg to see how electronic information services have created a position in it and to what 

effect. . 

Second,, one of the problems we have discovered in the supply of information has been the lack of 

availablee market information, concerning clients, other companies and industry information. The 

emergencee of especially customer relations management (CRM) has created a burst of client 

information.. The emergence of CRM is very interesting, because it deals with one of the most 

importantt segments of the organization's external environment - clients. Also, one of the central 

aspectss of CRM is to create a meaningful and reciprocal interaction between organizations and its 

clients.. Organizations want to be able to adjust to the habits, preferences and peculiarities of 
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individuall clients or groups of clients to optimally serve its customer base and create a competitive 

advantage.. And they want to give special attention to the most loyal and profitable customers. This 

impliess that a strong CRM policy requires a powerful information infrastructure from which 

organizationss can create knowledge about who are the most loyal and profitable customers and 

whatt preferences they have. Because of the popularity of CRM, many companies have created 

dataa warehouses with important customer information. The pitfall of CRM and database marketing 

howeverr may be that companies are too much focusing on internal data, on what is already known 

aboutt the customers they already have. CRM does have the potential of integrating both internal 

dataa (transactions per customer, contact preferences, etc.) and external data (for example zip code 

informationn of customers or market research information). It is interesting to see to what extent 

electronicc publishers are capable of providing meaningful input to the CRM activities of companies 

andd to what extent companies use also external data to inform themselves about the most 

importantt segment of the organization's external environment - the client. 

Third,, from the supply-side we have put much emphasis on making the information value chains 

moree flexible. Future research could focus on the impact of this flexibility; do providers really allow 

andd users really demand any form of convergence or divergence of the information value chains? 

Doo publishers really build a central platform for acquisition and storage and do they build multiple 

valuee chains with different services for different groups and do they really allow users to create their 

ownn value chains based upon the services electronic publishers provide? It is also interesting to 

investigatee how strategic partnerships can help to create more flexibility in the information value 

chains.. One could especially focus on partnerships with other electronic publishers, with ICT 

facilitators,, with knowledge management or marketing consultants and - also - with clients. Do 

publisherss already cooperate with users and how do they help each other in profiting from this 

information?? Finally, how do organizations cope with building their own information value chains 

withinn general knowledge management practices. How can this be done and how should it be 

organized?? Does it help in the interaction between organizations and its environments? 

Inn the end, this dissertation is not meant to promote the use of electronic information services. If 

theyy are not suited for the job, we do not recommend using them in organizations. But if they can 

helpp in structuring and improving the interaction between organizations and their environments, 

theyy can have an enormous impact in the business environment. Because the only organizations 

whoo will survive or who will have a competitive edge over others, are the ones who are best in 

satisfyingg the needs of the organization's external environment. 
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