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Abstract:
The Swedish social movement "Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel" (VB) has
undergone a strategic decision process from October 2000 to April 2001. VB is a
network of 22 World Shops with a chosen national board. I have studied which
functions the decision process has to fulfil and what this means for the information
distribution on the decision inside VB. For this I have carried out observations,
interviews and sent a questionnaire to all World Shops. Theoretically the information
network can be totally inclusive and democratic. In reality there has been much less
communication. According to Daft & Lengels (1984) theory of information richness,
strategic decision makers need rich media to deal with ambiguity and uncertainty. The
environment as well as the organisation of VB is ambiguous, but rich media are not
always possible because of a lack of time, money and energy of the participants in VB.
Because of ambiguity in the young network, World Shops do not trust VBs board to
have the same goals as they have. They demand control over the whole decision
process, which entails detailed information at each point, feedback possibilities and time
for discussion on a local level. A decision is legitimate only when it is taken in a
democratic process. This can contrast with the needs in a rational decision making
procedure. To solve the conflict, the socialising functions of the decision making
process need to be emphasised. They need rich information.

Nyckelord: nätverk, beslutsfattande, informationsflöde,
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1. Introduction
This case study project started because of my interest in information flows in inter-
organisational networks. Networking between otherwise independent organisations is a
form of communication and cooperation that has lately come to enjoy a huge popularity
in different circles. Therefore, I found it an interesting idea to study the diffusion of
information in this form of working depending so heavily on just communication ties.
One of the main activities in an organisation is the making of decisions. Indeed, some
students of organisation claim that the making of decisions is both the core and the
reason of existence of any organisation (Simon; quoted in Lewis 1987, p. 33). It made
sense to me, then, to concentrate my study on the diffusion of information in a decision
making process.

My choice of the organisation in which to conduct my study was influenced by several
considerations. I myself am a member of the national board of the Swedish movement
“Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel” (VB). This is an association consisting of 22
independent voluntary organisations that have their goal and their method in common:
selling “fairly traded” goods to support small-scale producers in the Third world. They
have formed a national network to further their interests though cooperation. While my
position as a board member gave me both prior knowledge and a certain insight in
possible problems of this organisation, it could also put me in an awkward position as a
researcher. This association had recently embarked on a strategic decision making
process, which I had had the opportunity of following from the start. The duration and
nature of this process fit in perfectly with my aim of studying problems and solutions in
the diffusion of information in a network of organisations. That the association was a
so-called social movement was another point in its favour. While social movements are
studied less often than commercial enterprises, I believe they hold the key for flatter and
more democratic organisational processes, that could be used successfully by both
commercial and public organisations. On account of all these reasons, I decided to
conduct a case study of a decision process in VB from the point of view of its
information diffusion, keeping in mind the possible dangers of my own involvement.

I believe my subject holds relevance both for the development of information studies
and for society in general, as well as for the studied association in particular. My case
study has among its objectives to identify strong and weak points in the process at hand,
and to suggest ameliorations for coming decision processes. While a case study never
can be generalised, it can offer interesting comparisons to readers in a similar position
as the studied organisation, which can help them to chart their own course. The low
degree of formalisation in many networking organisations can result in original
solutions when it comes to distributing information and using it for decision-making.
Other organisations could be helped by this example. The geographical distances
between the 22 groups in the studied association mean that new ways have to be found
to distribute information quickly and cheaply, while at the same time keeping the
contents both understandable and engaging. Since an organisational decision process
does not only function as a way to make rational decisions, but also has important
socialising and teaching functions, the distributed information has to be able to serve
several goals at once. If I could find out what media to use to balance these in some
ways contradictory demands, I could make a tiny contribution to the knowledge base of
information studies dealing with information in organisations.
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My problem formulation thus is the following:
A strategic decision process in an organisation needs to fulfil several functions at once,
of which the actual decision making is only one. The functions depend in part on the
structure and the culture of the organisation, and all functions put different demands on
which information is needed, and how it should be distributed. How can the
distribution of information in the network association “VB” be made to fit
optimally with these demands?

To be able to answer this comprehensive question, the following questions have to be
answered:

� How is the present decision process managed in VB?
� How is the information dealing with the decision acquired and distributed on the

different levels of this network?
� How do the members of the association evaluate the information distribution
� How can the information distribution and its evaluation be connected to the

culture of the association and to the goals and functions of the decision process?

In order to conduct my study, I will mainly use theories of decision making and theories
about information in organisations. My aim is not to give general causal explanations,
rather to understand the mechanisms behind a course of events and give advice on how
the process can be made more functional.

2. Method
I have found the classification by Kaj Sköldberg (1990) quite useful to find my
theoretical background and a range of possible methods and their consequences.
Sköldberg subdivides all organisational theories according to four literary tropes, or
styles of thinking: metaphor, metonym, synecdoche and irony. In his view, these four
styles of thinking, or world views, build discourses that follow each other in time. I feel
that my thesis subject as well as its methods will show most affinity with the
“synecdoche” discourse, which most characteristically sees the object of its study – the
in my case - as a system consisting of components, whose reasons of existence are to
serve the organisation’s goals. The methods used in this discourse Sköldberg calls
“functional”: their final goal is to make the system function. Among the “synecdoche”
theories are all systems theories, cybernetics, and contingence theory. Since I want to
explain the existing system of information flows in the organisation among others by
looking at organisation cultures, I also use a theory from what Sköldberg calls the
“ironic” discourse, namely a theory about organisational culture. This has as a
consequence that even my method becomes even more qualitative than would otherwise
be the case. Sköldberg believes that quantitative methods are less appropriate in a
synecdoche worldview, since these see their object of study as data that in themselves
are empty of content, whereas functional methods study functions that have a goal-
means relationship to the whole system (Sköldberg, 1990, p. 167). Case studies are
typically functional. Still, I believe that a case study can use different methods to reach
its goals.

A case study is a sociological method that is usually contrasted with two other kinds of
social research: the experiment and the social survey. In contrast with a survey, a case
study studies only a few cases, sometimes just one, and gives more detailed information
about each. In opposition to an experiment, a case study is conducted on naturally
occurring social situations There is a broad consensus that case studies are not fitting to



7

be generalised; rather, they try to capture the unique position of their specific case. Most
case studies are written in a narrative tone and use more qualitative data gathering and
analysis methods, but this is not completely necessary. A case study may be used both
to test or illustrate a theory, and to develop theory (Gomm & Hammersley, 2000).

I use a triangulation of several qualitative and quantitative methods in my study.
Triangulation means using more than one form of data collection or analysis to test the
same hypothesis (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996, p.204). Each specific method
for collecting data as well as for analysing them has its own advantages as well as
limitations, and therefore it has become a habitual practice in the social sciences to
triangulate methods (idem, p. 205). If the findings yielded by the different methods are
consistent, the results are accepted to be more reliable. The problem formulation of my
own case study involves both quantitative and qualitative aspects. The quantitative
aspects are the ones describing which parts of the network contribute most information,
to whom the information is distributed, how often, what carriers are used most often: in
a word, the information flow routines of the network. The qualitative aspects lie in the
valuing of the information distribution and its influence on decision processes, as well
as in the study of organisational culture. Some of these aspects are easier to study
through a quantitative (“closed answers”) questionnaire; some need qualitative
interviews or observation to gather relevant data.

In my data-gathering phase I combine qualitative observation of board meetings and
information meetings with four semi-structured focus group interviews with member
organisations, three semi-structured individual interviews with key persons and a close-
ended questionnaire to all member groups. My analysis is based mainly on a
hermeneutic comparison of combined theoretical approaches with results from the data-
gathering. Moreover, I use minutes, letters and other documents from different levels in
the organisation as a support for my analysis. I have also mapped the information flow
in the decision process graphically. The process of analysis has occurred more or less at
the same time as the gathering of data, which took place from the beginning of January
to the end of April 2001.

Below, I will develop each of the above-mentioned methods. I will take a closer look at
their advantages and disadvantages and discuss what problems each have led to and
how they have been solved. I will also explain the place of each method in the whole of
the case study.

2.1. Data gathering

2.1.1. Observation
I have observed three meetings of the national board of VB, one general information
meeting for all member groups, three board meetings of individual member
organisations, two information meetings organised by member groups and the final
annual meeting on which the decision making took place. Most of the observations of
local groups were followed directly by a focus group interview. Since the member
organisations are spread out over the country, I have not been able to travel to more
meetings of member groups. Most of these meetings were in some way connected to the
decision making process. However, two of the local board meetings did not focus on the
decision. Since I had chosen to interview these groups on the day of their meeting, I
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observed their meetings anyway and found that they gave me a useful background
understanding of their culture and their functioning in general. I have recorded some of
the observations and made notes on all of them.

I have chosen to conduct qualitative observations rather than quantitative ones. The
main difference between them is that qualitative observations do not have a preliminary
schedule, what to observe. In this way, anything I notice during the meetings can come
up, which makes the observation more versatile. Mainly my aim with the observations
was to observe what information was used for decision-making, what its sources were
and how it was used, i.e., what weight information from the different sources carried.
During the course of the observations I found that I acquired a lot of information about
the culture and the structure of the observed movements, which was important for my
understanding of the decision process and its functions.

An observer can be either participant in the group s/he is observing, assume the role of
observer without being part of the group, or conceal their presence entirely from the
observed (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996, p. 207). I have been present at some
meetings in the quality of participating observer, since I myself play an active part as
board member, and as a passive but obviously present observer in other meetings. This
role has posed some problems. Even in meetings of the single member groups, I was
known as member of the steering group. In one case, I played the double role of
providing extra information to the group as well as observing their discussion and
interaction. This can be interpreted as a “research effect” in that the group discussion
has evolved differently than it would have without my presence. However, I find that
even their need of a personal source of information has been an interesting fact to
observe. In the general meetings and board meetings, the problem is of a different kind:
since I am expected to play a role there, my presence has not disturbed the natural
discussion. On the other hand, my role may have demanded some action (speeches,
decisions, discussions…) that can have distracted me from observing all (see also
Repstad, 1993). More importantly, my involvement in these discussions might have
coloured my observations. I have paid special attention to try to avoid this.

The advantage of observation is its directness, one can find out the actual acts of people
rather than the acts they want to talk about (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996, p.
206). Moreover, one can observe their actions in the natural setting, which can reduce
the artificial effect of the research itself on the circumstances studied (ibidem). Any
serious observation should according to Repstad (1993) stretch over a period of at least
two months. In my case, the period has been approximately from January to April 2001,
but the observations have been made irregularly, when there have been appropriate
meetings. The observation has been open: I have announced my intention of writing a
thesis and asked for permission from each involved group.

A weakness may be that this method requires quite much inference from the researcher,
since the visible actions may be hiding deeper reasons, which the observer will have to
make a qualified guess at (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996, p. 207). Although I
can find some knowledge about the way information is given and treated on meetings,
and draw some tentative conclusions about the organisational cultures, there are other
facts that I cannot find out through observation. To find out more facts and to create a
background for the inferences, I have to use other methods.
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2.1.2. Questionnaires
To back up the trains of thought that might be visible through these irregular
observations with quantifiable data, I have sent out a close-ended questionnaire to all
World Shops asking them about the information flow during the decision making
process at stake (appendix 1). I have made two versions of the questionnaire, a longer
one addressed to one person in each of the 22 World Shops, and a shortened version to
all board members in four chosen groups, in which I also have conducted focus
interviews (appendix 2). This second version I have used to see whether there was
consensus in each of the groups about their goals and their evaluation of the decision
process. But for the statistical results used in my analysis I have only used the answers
to the general questionnaires, of which each World Shop has received one copy. By this
I wanted to avoid that the results would be weighted, in that some groups would have
more than one answer counted in the results. Whereas the answer frequency of the
general questionnaire has been high (19 of 22 possible answers), the answer frequency
of the questionnaire to the local board members has proved much lower. A probable
explanation is that most local board members do not have the time, the interest or the
background knowledge to answer the questionnaire. The focus interviews have given
certain support for this explanation.

Most of the questions in the questionnaire are closed-ended, with given alternatives,
since I have followed up the survey with a personal interview where I can probe deeper.
In this way, the questionnaire can be filled out quite quickly, which may facilitate
participation, and it is easier to analyse. As the whole of the population under
consideration is fairly small (22 World Shops are members of the network at the
moment), I do not have the problem of selection so often encountered in quantitative
analyses of larger populations (see f.i. Repstad, 1993). In analysing the results, I use the
statistics programme SPSS 1.0 for Windows to find correlations between the answers.

Written surveys are a good way of collecting data from a broader population and the
facts gained can be used to back up any hypothesis or other, more qualitative findings.
They take relatively little effort to fill out, and their results can be the starting point of a
deeper study. A weakness is that one cannot control who fills them out, or when, and
one cannot correct any misunderstandings. They can be too inflexible and leave out
important questions. One of the graver objections in this specific case is that the
questionnaire has been sent and answered before the whole decision process has been
finished. The decision process has come to a conclusion in the end of April 2001, and
the questionnaires have been answered from the end of February 2001 to the end of
March 2001. Therefore the answers do not include all information for the whole
process. This is a weakness, and one can only hope that the first part of the process
(which started around October 2000) is comparable to the last part. I have followed up
the questionnaires with some semi-structured focus group interviews.

2.1.3. Interviews
The main advantage of interviews is their flexibility; new important viewpoints can
come up in the conversation, that could not be found out through any other method. An
interview creates a feeling of intimacy that can make the interviewee tell the interviewer
more than s/he would on a written survey. Qualitative interviews are often the best way
of finding out feelings and opinions, because they are the most flexible of all methods
(Holme & Solvang, 1991, p. 110). On the other hand, too much flexibility might make
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the interview useless, since it could “drift” instead of giving answers to the research
questions.

Therefore I have made the interviews in my project semi-structured, with an interview
guide (appendix 3) detailing which subjects have to be broached, but without any
detailed questions or any ranking of questions. The interviews as well have been about
the information flow in the whole network and its use in the process of decision-
making, but here I have focused on the interviewees’ feelings and opinions, rather than
repeating the questions in the survey. Another topic was the tradition and the history of
the local group. I have chosen four World Shops as representative for the movement
with help from the project coordinator and from a national board member. One of them
is a bigger, long-established group, one is a smaller fairly long-established group and
two are smaller and fairly new. They all have their roots in different traditions. In this
way, my hope was that the interview phase would be both cheaper and take less time
than interviewing all 22 groups, and I might still find examples for a wide range of
cultures and opinions. In three of the World Shops I have interviewed the local board,
and in the fourth I have interviewed a group of volunteers on a general meeting. The
sizes of the groups ranged from 4 to 15 individuals. The board of a World Shop does
not always express the opinions of all volunteers in the World Shop, but one of their
tasks is to communicate the opinions of the group to the outside world.

My choice of interview method is closest to so-called focus groups. Focus groups can
be defined as a research method where data are gathered through group interaction
about a subject given by the researcher (Morgan 1996, quoted in Wibeck 2000). This
means that the discussion at least in part is structured by the researcher. Whether the
questions are more structured or more open will depend on the activity of the group. I
judged focus groups to be the best interview method for my study, since I wanted to
study the organisational culture as well as the group's opinion about information in the
association. A group discussion would give the members the opportunity to give
different opinions, and to build an opinion together on questions that they had not
thought about before. In the groups I have met, there is no difference in formal
authority. Otherwise this is an aspect that might make group members hold back their
own views, so as not to oppose the formal leader.

The focus group interviews have taken between 30 minutes and an hour and have
usually followed after a meeting of the group. This had the advantage that I could
observe a meeting at the same time, thus saving time and travel money, and that the
group was gathered on their own premises. A problem with focus groups is otherwise to
find a time to gather all members. Since I have conducted most interviews directly after
an observation of their meeting, I found that some topics had already been touched upon
during the meeting, which could shorten the time of the interview. This was fortunate
since it proved to be quite hard to take a long time for interviews. In a voluntary
organisation, the members often do not have much time to spare, and their own meeting
already took most of their time and energy. The interviews have been recorded on tape-
recorder and I have also taken notes during the interviews. I have permission to use the
names of the interviewed World Shops in my reference list, but I do not name them in
my analysis.

Apart from these four focus group interviews, I have also conducted three interviews
with key persons in the national board of VB. I have interviewed the chairman for the
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whole association, one of the negotiators and contact persons for VB in this decision
process, and the coordinator for a “network project” that has been run during the last
four years. Each of these interviews took between 30 minutes and an hour and gave
special insights in the nature of the decision process, the acquiring of information and
the distribution of information.

The same objection as with the questionnaires may be raised here: since the interviews
have taken place before the decision process was ended, they express opinions and
evaluations of information distribution that can have changed in a later part of the
process. On the other hand, if the interviews had been conducted at the end of the
process, feelings and opinions during the process would have been hard to recall, and
irritation might have been concealed. I believe that it is important to record the process
of decision making, and not only the results.

2.2. Analysis
The analysis in a case study is often based on so-called “analytic induction”. The
researcher formulates hypotheses based on his findings during the project, and nuances
or falsifies these hypotheses with newer findings, until s/he comes to a “grounded
theory” that arises directly from the field work (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996,
p. 294). I have tried to work both inductively and deductively, in a more hermeneutic
manner, in that I keep some possible existing theories in the back of my head while
collecting facts and formulating new hypotheses.

In hermeneutics, the subjectivity of the researcher is taken for granted. This is an
important assumption for my topic, since I, as member of the studied organisation,
could hardly claim to remain totally objective. The solution to this can be found in the
hermeneutic tradition by bringing one’s own prejudices, brought on by one’s personal
as well as one’s theoretical background, out in the open. By remaining aware of the
pitfalls of one’s subjective worldviews, one can paradoxically be more neutral to one’s
subject than a positivistic researcher who never realises his own subjectivity.

My own background in this case should therefore be declared from the start: as a
member of the board of the organisation under study, I of course sympathise with its
goals. More importantly for this study, I may be responsible for some of the information
distribution during the decision process. I have to be careful, then, not to defend my
own viewpoints instead of neutrally looking at the structures. It may be that I have
analysed the actions of my "own" group, the national board of VB, more benignly than
the motives and actions of the World Shops. As a researcher, I do not take a positivistic
stance; being educated first as a literature scientist, I bring with me qualitative and
hermeneutic methods and a belief in the contingency of reality. The last years of
education in (information) management theories have left me with a sense of the
importance of structuring the environment, which is not necessarily always applicable.

The hermeneutic circle spirals from the part to the whole and from the whole to the part
again, searching for understanding. Since it originates from literature study, where I too
have my research roots, I am well familiar with this method. In a case study, this
spiralling motion will go from the detailed findings in the particular case to broader
theory, found through literature studies, and back again, hopefully bringing some more
understanding with each move. I make use of a range of theories in the fields of
decision making theory and theory about information in organisations.
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3. Theory
In this chapter, I start with a short orientation in the earlier research on information in
organisations as well as the earlier research on networks as a form of cooperation
between organisations. This section is in no way exhaustive, rather it should serve to
place my own paper in a tradition of research. I then continue to give a definition of
some core concepts in my study. The next section is taken up by a closer look at some
theories on decision making and how information for decisions can be acquired,
distributed and used. These are the theories that will be used in my analysis.

3.1. Earlier research
According to Choo and Auster (1996), organisation theory has explicitly or implicitly
treated organisations as information-processing systems. The importance of information
for organisations has become recognised as an economic resource with the growth of
detailed information needed and used in an organisation as well as with the
development of information technologies. In organisation theory, the use of information
is examined in the context of some other organisational activity rather than by itself.
One of the most popular contexts has been the making of decisions (Choo 1996). Choo
divides the field of organisation theories dealing with information in two main themes:
the study of individuals in organisations and how they acquire and use information, and
the study of systems and structures in the organisation that contribute to information
processing. The second field is more popular nowadays, possibly because of the
increasing importance of IT. My study deals with the study of structures, not
individuals.

In this field, Choo (1996) distinguishes two streams: a first that deals with organisations
as rational decision-making systems, with Herbert Simon, James March and Richard
Cyert as leading figures, and a second that views organisations as loosely coupled
systems, which process information to resolve ambiguity on different levels. Decision-
making is studied both from a rational and from a more “irrational” point of view. In a
rational tradition, Galbraith (1973, 1977, in Choo 1996) proposes that the goal of
information processing is to reduce task uncertainty in an organisation. Task uncertainty
exists when not all information necessary to perform a task is present in the
organisation. The organisation sets its goals first, then searches for alternatives and
selects the right course of action to fulfil the goals. Karl Weick (1969, 1979, in Choo
1996) on the other hand states that the purpose of information processing in an
organisation is not in the first instance decision making or problem solving. Rather, its
aim is to reduce the equivocality of the environment, that is to say, to develop a shared
interpretation of a chaotic flow of events by choosing which events to regard as
meaningful information.

These opposing viewpoints have been welded together by the information richness
theory of Daft and Lengel (1984), which takes into account both the development of a
shared interpretation and the solving of problems as information processing tasks. They
mean that both conditions are necessary in an organisation, because the departments of
an organisation are both differentiated and interdependent. I will build on their theory,
but adapt it to the different demands a network and a democratic organisation have on
information processing.

Choos (1996) review of the organisational literature on information processing suggests
that most of the influential research has been accomplished in the sixties, the seventies
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and the eighties. After that, it seems to have lost some of its popularity. Apart from
information processing in a decision making context, research has taken up the nature of
information in organisations, its use, and the information behaviour of specific groups,
f.i. managers. Moreover, the role of information technology has more recently been
studied. Choo (1996) means that the emphasis of organisation theory is on managerial
decision making, and that there is rather less analysis of the nature and role of
information sustaining organisational activity.

My thesis proposes to study the role of information processing in a decision making
context, and thus follows in a tradition of organisation theory. However, my focus is on
the information process rather than on the decision making context, and the decision I
study is not taken on a managerial level. The kind of organisation I have chosen for my
case study – a social movement consisting of networking groups with a grassroots
democracy – is fairly untypical for the kind of case studies carried out in most
management literature, as well as in information management literature. Therefore, I
believe that, while many of the above mentioned theories are fruitful for my reasoning,
still my study will be more than an exercise in applying ready-made theories. It can be
(and has been) argued that the study of information processing in organisations is a
positivist theory that tends towards reductionism. It does not include either the contents
of the information or its social and political characteristics. This does not seem to fit
with the especially (ideological) social and political focus of a social movement. I am
aware of this inconsequence, yet propose that even this reducing theory may give
valuable knowledge about the functioning of social movements. Since I connect a
theory of information processing with theories about the influence of organisational
culture, and with an awareness of the importance of social frames for the culture and
structure of any organisation, I hope to overcome the problems posed by my major
theoretical framework.

When one looks for literature on networks, thousands of recent titles appear. Most of
them, however, deal with computers and technology. Documents about networks
between organisations are fewer, but on the other hand, they are often of recent dates
and come both from more practical projects – how to build up a functional inter-
organisational network and from more theoretical, sociological backgrounds. Since
cooperation in networks has become more and more popular in recent years, this is
understandable.

The term "network" can be defined in many ways, and often, it is used in relation to
information technology. Another meaning that has lately become popular are social,
interpersonal networks. Transport systems like for instance railways have also often
been treated as networks. Basically, a network is nothing else than a number of
elements in a relationship to each other (Gustavsen & Hofmaier 1997). The term
“network” builds upon a mathematical basic theory about nodes connected by links. For
sociological theories, this basic view is too sterile to be used without nuancing it. A link
can be seen as a flow, f. i. an information flow.

Most of the literature I have found on inter-organisational networks is in Swedish. This
is in contrast to all literature on decision making and information in organisations,
where there are many works in English. The networks discussed were most often
formed by smaller commercial enterprises, sometimes by public organisations. Many of
these networks were formed to make the individual enterprise stronger, through learning
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or by creating more effective ways of doing business. Also many social movements
function through networking, so a study of a networking social movement, with its own
more democratic decision structure, can be a useful addition to this literature.

Some works dealing with networks in or between organisations are Borell & Johanssons
(1996) Samhället som nätverk. Om nätverksanalys och samhällsteori, Gustavsen &
Hofmaiers (1997) Nätverk som utvecklingsstrategi, and the anthology by Karlqvist (ed.)
(1990), Nätverk. Teorier och begrepp i samhällsvetenskapen. The first of these works
deals mostly with social, interpersonal networks and treats ”network” as a tool for
sociological analysis. According to Borell & Johansson (1996), sociological research
about “networks” has more than doubled in the 90ies. The study of networks is an
interdisciplinary study like few others, involving sociology, anthropology, ethnology,
economy, social politics and other sciences (p.9). To a sociologist, networks in network
analyses are empty of contents, the researcher is only interested in their structure. Any
kind of social relations can be seen as a network by the researcher, like f.i. transactions,
friendship, communication, etc. (p. 27). Even an organisation can be studied as a
network, but then one will have to take into account specific organisational
characteristics that other networks do not have. Borell & Johansson claim that it is a
non-scientific point of view to treat organisational networks as an alternative to
formalised organisations, or to the capitalist market principle (p. 51). This meaning of
“network” is another than “network as a tool for analysis” (p. 52). I do not find the
definition of networks as empty structures particularly useful for my thesis; rather, I
want to define networks as democratic structures of information and power flows.

Gustavsen & Hofmaier (1997) have written a practical guide about networks between
organisations in Scandinavia, how they started and developed, and which learning
strategies they use. The monograph is a collection of case studies about both
commercial and public organisations in Scandinavia. There are no social movements or
NGOs (non-governmental organisations) included. They claim that networks as such
have existed for a long time, but have not been recognised as important for development
until the nineties. Today’s discussion about networks is a product of different
developmental and discussion threads; economic theory sees co-operation between
companies as central for innovation, productivity and competition, and networks have
also an important place in theories of organisation development. Gustavsen and
Hofmaiers work is closer to the use of "network" as an organisational structure for
communication or power flows. This is the definition I will be using (see above).

I have not found any research that deals precisely with the information distribution
within a network of cooperating organisations, or what happens when these
organisations have to come to a decision. There are theories using so-called
"information networks" or "communication networks", but these focus only on the
flows of communication or information in any organisation.

3.2 Information use for decision making in a network
organisation

3.2.1. The role of information
The making of decisions is sometimes seen as the most central of all human activities.
Especially in Western cultures, where the free choice of man and his basic rationality
are articles of faith, life seems to be defined by the making of choices, or of decisions.
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The renowned researcher in organisation theory Herbert Simon claimed that decision
making is the most appropriate analytical unit for studying organisations, and that
decision making and communication are inseparable: decision making is simply the
triggering mechanism of communication (in: Lewis 1987, p. 33). Which characteristics
and functions a decision process has depends on the environment and the culture and
structure of the organisation in which the decision is made. The information needs of
each decision process again are different dependent on their characteristics. Information,
communication and decision making in organisations are tied closely together.

3.2.2. Definitions of core concepts
Both information and communication are concepts that have been defined in many
different ways. In the literature about information flows in organisations that I have
read, the borderline between the two terms is often very vague. Lewis (1987) gives as a
working definition for communication: “Communication is the exchange of messages
resulting in a degree of shared meaning between a sender and a receiver.
Organizational communication is the sharing of these messages, ideas, or attitudes in
an organizational structure...” (p. 8 - original italics). Strid (1999) defines
communication as the flow of information between two or more people, whereas
information is the message that is being distributed (p. 11). This is also the line I will
take. This means also that I will use “communication flows” and “information flows” as
synonyms. The main difference between communication in Lewis' definition and
information in mine is that for Lewis, communication exists only if the transferred
message leads to an understanding of the receiver as the sender has meant it. My
definition of information does not necessarily include understanding; all messages that
are transmitted in an organisation may be information. This definition is close to the one
used by Höglund and Persson (1985). They define information as "potentially relevant
data" and state that in their definition, information does not have to reduce uncertainty.
They give as a reason that it is often hard to foresee the effects of the use of documents
or data (Höglund & Persson 1985, p. 43).

Another important concept in my thesis is that of a decision process. March & Olsen
(1976) claim that, although the making of a decision is always an aspect of a decision
process in some way, a decision process is an organisational activity that may include
many other activities as well. March & Olsen name interpreting the organisational
position, allocating praise and blame, and changing the contents of relationships as
examples. A decision process is thus more complex than the simple outcome of a
decision would suggest. The decision process in an organisation starts when some
participants notice a discrepancy between what they think the world ought to be and
what the world actually is. They react with individual behaviour, which affects the
organisation into making a collective choice. After this, the environment should respond
in such a way that the discrepancy disappears. In my definition, the decision process is
the cycle of activities that starts with the first noticing of the opportunity for action by
several members, and that continues until an alternative for action is chosen by all
participants.

3.2.3. Decision making processes
There are two important watersheds dividing theories of decision making. The first
dividing line deals with the ontological issue of how coherent the world is. Most
researchers take the commonsensical stand that the world is ordered in a coherent way,
that there are causal links between actions and their consequences, and that decision
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makers decide according to reasonably consistent personal preferences. Decision
makers can take in and understand, if not all possible information, at least enough to
make rational choices. Rationality here is defined as a particular class of procedures for
making choices based on a logic of consequence. A rational decision maker chooses
according to the answers to four basic questions: What actions are possible? What are
the consequences of each action, and how likely are they? Which of these consequences
are the most valuable? In what way (and by whom) is a choice to be made? (March
1994, p.2-3). Most researchers agree on at least a bounded rationality, that is to say, a
view of the world where some, but not all alternatives are known by decision makers,
where some consequences are considered, but not all of them, and where not all
preferences are evoked at the same time (March 1994, p. 8). Ideas of bounded
rationality have come to dominate most theories of decision making, among them
theories about the use of information in organisations. In these ideas, uncertainty is the
major obstacle to purely intelligent decisions. Uncertainty in this commonsensical
worldview is defined as a situation where the organisational members do not know the
answers to their questions. When relatively few experts or authorities make decisions,
their worldview may be quite unambiguous and when the decisions are not too
complex, the “rational model” can be used. This style is seen as most legitimate in
organisations with strong norms towards “rationality” and effectiveness. Other
researchers, with March and Olsen in the lead, conclude from the observation of many
seemingly irrational decision processes that the environment as well as the internal self
of decision makers is frequently less than coherent; it is ambiguous. Then it is almost
impossible to know which information one needs to make decisions, and why.

A second dividing line goes between those theorists who believe that human beings
make decisions on the basis of a rational judgement of their personal interests and how
they best can be served, and those who state that decisions are made in a frame of rules
and procedures. In the latter case, a decision maker acts according to an internalised
understanding of how a person in his position is supposed to act. He asks himself the
following questions: What kind of situation is this? What kind of role do I play here?
What does a person in this role do in such a situation as this? (March 1994, p. 58).
Sometimes, the role played will demand a rational procedure to be followed, as in the
case of a person playing a role as a decision maker in a Western culture. But on other
times, rule-theories argue, other procedures will be necessary. Any person plays a
variety of roles, which at times can be conflicting, but which most of the times are
clearly defined by the situation. For instance, inside an organisation, a person plays a
role shaped by the structure and rules of the organisation, and may have other
preferences than when inside the frame of his family. Generally the whole of
organisational decision making, if the organisation’s goals are put before individual
goals, can best be understood as rule-based decisions. Individuals are socialised in
organisations and their identities – their cultures. The identities of organisations are
defined by the way the organisation is structured and by the way it acts. A social
movement for instance is recognised as a “new” social movement only if it has specific
goals and specific structures. In this way, the procedures a specific “new” social
movement can engage in to make decisions can be framed by demands for f.i. grassroots
democracy, which stem from the tradition precisely this social movement has been born
in.

The simplest way to study multi-person decision making is to treat all individuals
involved as having consistent preferences and identities, in other words, as being a team
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(March 1994, p.104). Such situations are rare in reality, but sometimes they come close.
One can simplify reality by treating multiple groups as teams to highlight the
differences between the groups in a decision process where different groups are
represented, instead of the internal differences within each group. This is the line I will
be following in my case study. The most important difference between understanding
decision making of teams and individual decision making centres around the problem of
communication, in other words, the information flow (March 1994, p.105).

Often groups of people involved in decisions do not have exactly the same preferences
or identities, and would choose different outcomes, even if they agree more or less on
the issues involved. In that case, rational procedures do not suffice and negotiation and
consensus building of some kind is needed to come to a decision. March and Olsen
(1976) call this style of decision making “conflict resolution” or “coalition –
bargaining” models. This does not diminish the value of the final decision; in some
organisations, this model is seen as the most legitimate one. Organisations with strong
norms of “equality” can accept a democratic coalition model, but not one that exposes
power and status differences.

3.2.4. Structures of participation and of information flows
Who is allowed or obliged to participate in a decision is often formally defined by the
rules of the organisation. An organisation that allows many members to be part of a
decision process March & Olsen (1976) call "unsegmented". Also information diffusion
in an organisation is often formally structured. Lewis (1987) describes communication
flows in an organisation as taking place in a system of interconnecting communication
channels: a communication network. Communication networks form the frame of all
kinds of communication, both formal and informal, internal and external. Depending on
the power structure and on the goals of the organisation, communication networks or
information networks can be structured in different ways. Lewis (1987) sees three
possible ways for formal information to flow: downwards, upwards and horizontally.
Note that networks in this definition can be hierarchically structured! Top-down
communication is used when one can talk about a management and subordinates; it
transfers orders, directives, goals, policies... down the line. Downward communication
without upward communication (i.e., one-way) is dangerous and might isolate
management from what is happening in the organisation. Then they can't know whether
the messages have been received and understood, or whether to adapt the information
channels (p. 42-43). Upward communication channels are channels for feedback, they
should be open continually; only in this way can the employee believe that his feedback
is listened to and all positive and negative feedback can be gathered. Horizontal
communication is the strongest of all flows; it happens usually between people or units
at roughly the same “power level”.

Lewis suggests different ways to view communication networks. We can see all
organisational communications together as a managed network of information flows.
We can also picture them as models of information flows or consider their effects on
group performance. For different activities, there usually exist different communication
networks; for a decision process, the structure of the information network will depend
on the participation in the decision. One way of looking at networks is to study who
needs information, what kinds, in what way, and how the effectiveness of the
information can be evaluated. In order to view the communication one can draw
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network diagrams. If the system is visible and managed, one can identify possible
problems, like bottlenecks, gaps or overloads.

Different communication networks have different impacts on the performance in an
organisation. There are networks that emphasise centrality – one person making
decisions and receiving and distributing information, and others that emphasise
interconnectedness. Communication networks are closely linked to the nature of the
task to be performed and the leadership style. According to Lewis, most research on
characteristics of different networks has shown the following outcomes:

Characteristic Circle Chain Wheel                Star

                           .

Speed Slow Fast Very fast Slow/fast
Accuracy Poor Good Good Poor/excellent
Morale High Low Very low Very high
Leadership stability None Marked Very None

pronounced
Organisation Unstable Emerging Very stable unstable
 stability
Flexibility High Low Low High

Figure 1, Communication networks.  Lewis, 1987, Exhibit 3-4, Communication and organizational
structure, p. 53.

According to Stinchcombe (1990), the structures inside an organisation vary according
to the sorts of uncertainties they are confronted with. Uncertainties of a strategic nature
will demand a different approach as to which sources of information are most
important, and how they should be distributed in the organisation, than uncertainties
about day-to-day problems. Which uncertainties belong in which category is of course
dependent on the goals and priorities of the organisation and will differ in each subunit
of the organisation. This is a functional explanation of how the different communication
networks mentioned above have been formed.

Organisations can have high or low load autonomy. Organisations with high load
autonomy can command the time and energy of its participants to a predetermined level;
an example is a work organisation which all employees have to engage in eight hours a
day. Organisations with low load autonomy cannot control how much time and energy
their participants lay down, and can therefore suffer from a loss of attention when
external problems take up the attention of their members (March & Olsen 1976, p. 92-
93). It is important to note that the less the experience with the situation and the higher
the load on the participants, the less the decision process and the outcome will be
affected by the importance ascribed to the choice. Instead, it will depend more on other
problems, solutions and choice opportunities presented in the same period and on the
energy of the participants. Mostly it depends on other demands on their time. Those
participants who are present at one decision process are disproportionally those who
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have nothing better to do (March & Olsen, p. 47). The more people in an organisation
are allowed, or expected, to partake in a decision process, the more this is true. This
explains why objectively important choice processes still can attract quite little attention
and why the attention of participants can fluctuate over time. Then, decision processes
may have to be prolonged or postponed (March & Olsen 1976).

Those partaking in a decision process will not necessarily concentrate on the making of
a decision; there are other features of any decision process that may be more attractive
to individuals or groups. Some of the processes are: fulfilling duties, interpreting and /
or justifying an organisation’s actions, distributing glory and blame, socialising,
recruiting to interest groups, enjoying oneself… (March & Olsen 1976, p. 11-12).  An
important aspect of decision processes in organisations is that the newer participants are
taught the culture of the organisation by imitating the experienced members. Another
issue is the symbolic importance of being allowed to partake in decision making. The
right bestowed upon a person to be in on decision making can be more important to
him/her than the actual outcome of any decision. An example of this is the right to vote
in democracies, states as well as democratically structured organisations. This may offer
an explanation of why some decisions that are taken are never implemented, or why
some people argue hard for the right of participation, but then neglect to participate
(March & Olsen 1976).

3.2.5. Information richness
Whereas Lewis' (1987) communication networks deal with the structure of the
information flows, Daft & Lengels (1984) theory about information richness tries to
decide the media that should be used in each part of an information network. They
propose that information needs differ according to the structure and the culture of the
organisation, as well as to the functions the information has to fulfil. Daft and Lengel
(1984) have attempted to combine two schools of thought about information in
organisations into the following hypothesis. An organisation has to deal both with
uncertainty and with equivocality. Uncertainty appears when the organisational
members do not know the answers to their questions. For instance, they have defined a
problem and some alternatives, but they do not (yet) know the consequences of the
different alternatives. Another kind of uncertainty occurs when different subunits in an
organisation do not know what the other ones are doing. Equivocality arises when the
organisational members experience ambiguity and have to interpret their environment.
Either ambiguous information, which the members do not know how to interpret, comes
into the organisation from the environment outside, or different groups inside the
organisation have different frames of reference and cannot understand each other’s
preferences.

The selection of an information network reflects the organisational information
processing needs. The best way of diminishing uncertainty is by increasing the amount
of information to the groups concerned. This can be done either by increasing the
number of information units, or by increasing the richness of the information. The best
way of diminishing equivocality is by increasing the richness of the information.
Information richness is defined as “the potential information-carrying capacity of data.
If the communication of an item of data, such as a wink, provides substantial new
understanding, it would be considered rich. If the datum provides little understanding, it
would be low in richness” (Daft & Lengel 1984, p. 196). The implied definition of
information is close to Lewis definition of communication in that it seems to be
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connected to understanding. Information richness is determined by the communication
media used in the organisation. Information is richer when it is distributed through
media with more feedback opportunities and with more different signals. For instance,
face-to-face information is the richest information imaginable, since it offers both visual
and audio signals to the receiver, it is personally adapted to the receiver and moreover it
has very fast feedback opportunities. Written letters carry only visual signals, they are
quite slow in sending and have only slow feedback opportunities; therefore, they are
classed as an information poor medium. The characteristics deciding on information
richness are the following:

Information Medium Feedback Channel Source Language
Richness
High Face-to-face immediate visual, audio personal body, natural

Telephone Fast Audio Personal Natural

Written, slow limited visual impersonal natural
personal

Written, very slow limited visual impersonal natural
formal

Low Numeric, very slow limited visual impersonal numeric
formal

Figure 2: Characteristics of media that determine richness of information processed. Daft & Lengel
(1984), p. 197.

Daft and Lengel imagine a continuum in which face-to-face is the richest form of
information processing and numeric texts, like statistics, the lowest. It is therefore
possible to add more media, like e-mails and information given in gatherings, to their
list. Their definition of “media” is not the usual one: personal letters and formal letters
would normally not be see as two different kinds of media. Daft and Lengel state that
for them, each medium “is not just a source, but represents a difference in the act of
information processing. Each medium utilizes differences in feedback, cues and
language variety” (1984, p. 198). I feel that their definition may confuse rather than
enlighten but since their hypothesis at least in part seems useful to me, I will continue
using the term “media” as they have defined it.

Their main these is that each situation in an organisation has its specific level of
uncertainty and of equivocality and demands specific information richness and a
specific amount of information. Daft and Lengel (1984) assume that top levels in an
organisation will be the ones who have to deal most with both uncertainty and
equivocality, since they are the ones making the strategic decisions. Therefore,
Mintzbergs (1973) observation that managers are drawn towards personal, face-to-face
information even when there seems to be better quality information in other forms
available may be a rational act after all (Daft & Lengel 1984, p. 201). The face-to-face
medium is the richest one and the one that best reduces both uncertainty and
equivocality. Also O’Reilly (1983) finds that information is more likely to be used by
decision makers when it is readily accessible, summarised, presented orally and from a
source deemed as trustworthy. Most decision makers seem to use statistical or “dry”
information more as a symbol than as an actual help in decision making. The human
mind seems to rely more on concrete, vivid examples and ignore statistical facts, even
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when these objectively have more bearing on the problem or are more accurate and
representative (p.119). This can be a consequence of the lack of time strategic decision
makers usually experience (March & Olsen 1976), or it may be a psychological
cognitive fact that most people cannot attend to statistical facts. Since organisational
reality is not objective, statistical data pretend to report an objective reality which does
not exist in the mental model of the decision makers (Daft & Lengel 1984, p. 203).

To avoid that the organisation is swamped by ambiguity, the richness of information
will have to be reduced progressively as it travels down the line. Otherwise, there would
arise both information overload and doubts about the decisions that are taken at the
upper level. By funnelling the information about the environment and about decisions in
this way, the top level increases the certainty it radiates and diminishes differences in
reference frames. As Daft and Lengel (1984) put it, “ Media selection enables the
organization to learn about an uncertain environment, yet provide a sense of certainty
and direction for participants within” (p. 224).

ENVIRONMENT

Figure 3: A. Vertical Information Processing in Organizations: Purpose is to interpret the environment
and reduce equivocality. Daft & Lengel (1984), p. 208.

This is the case in top-down communicating. When communication happens
horizontally, between two units at the same level, the necessary amount of information
and its richness depends on the degree in which the units have the same frames of
reference, the same “cultures”, and upon the degree in which they co-operate. The more
they co-operate, the more information is necessary. With a tight co-operation the need
for special information structures arises in order to avoid information overload. The less
their frames of reference coincide, the richer the information will have to be. I interpret
the meaning of “frames of reference” to be close to what O’Reilly (1983) calls groups
who use different vocabularies, are sensitive to different goals and constituencies, or are
using different criteria for determining what is important. They will need discussions
and feedback to be able to understand each other’s vocabulary and each other’s
preferences.
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ENVIRONMENT

Figure 4. B. Horizontal Information Processing: Purpose is to coordinate internal elements. Daft &
Lengel (1984), p. 208.

A conclusion is that the more ambiguous the decision that is to be made, and the more
organisational politics are involved, the more media of high richness are needed to reach
agreement. In a rational decision model, media of low richness are more adequate.

One can note that their theory does not say anything about the inherent quality of the
information itself. Information can be distributed through a very rich channel, yet be
totally irrelevant. As I have explained above, in this thesis I will not focus on the
contents of the information. I have chosen to limit myself in this way in order to be able
to dig deeper in one function of the information distribution process. In reality, a
distinction between the quality of the media and the contents is much harder to make.

3.2.6. Information in ambiguous decision processes
As mentioned above, not all researchers believe that decisions can be made in a
bounded rational way. According to March & Olsen (1976), situations are often so
ambiguous that rational behaviour is not possible. One definition of ambiguity is a
situation where the decision is complex, involving many values and variables, so that
the situation is difficult to analyse and it is difficult to see and compare the
consequences of existing alternatives (March & Olsen 1976). In an ambiguous
environment, decisions are less concerned with creating actions and consequences, and
more with constructing meaning in a fundamentally confusing world. Both preference-
based, individual decision processes and rule-based decision processes can occur in a
more or less ambiguous situation. Roles and identities are often hard to specify; they are
created through imitation, hearsay of what constitutes an identity, for instance as an
organisational member, and rules. They are rarely defined unambiguously, and it is up
to the individual to decide just how the role should be performed. It is by no means
certain what specific role any given situation calls for, and roles can be in conflict with
each other. For instance, in VBs decision process, the members have to choose between
the role of members of the whole movement with its broader goals, or the role of
representative for their own World Shop, with local and sometimes conflicting
demands.

March and Olsen (1976) see four kinds of ambiguity involved in decision making in
organisations. The first is the ambiguity of intention: many organisations, especially
new ones or those with changing environments, have ill-defined and inconsistent
objectives. The second is the ambiguity of understanding: both the technology inside the
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organisation (what makes the organisation survive) and the environment outside are
hard to interpret and it is difficult to see causal connections between actions of the
organisation and possible consequences. A third ambiguity is that of history: it can be
very hard to interpret the organisational past and give it meaning, and there may be
many different versions. The fourth ambiguity is the ambiguity of organisation: the
pattern of participation in any decision process in the organisation may be very
uncertain and change all the time. Ambiguity is most common in public and educational
organisations as well as in young organisations or in organisations with a changing
environment. It is not only an individual sense of confusion that is seen as ambiguous,
even when individuals in an organisation have clear but conflicting understandings of
the organisational goals and its environment, one can talk of ambiguity (March & Olsen
1976, p. 68).

The ambiguity present in the decision process, O'Reilly (1983) states, will influence the
way information is searched for and distributed. He proposes that “in an organizational
context, unlike what is implied in the traditional rational model, goals are often ill-
specified or lack consensus, information may be incomplete or ambiguous, decision
makers may be pursuing multiple or competing objectives and lacking the time and
computational abilities necessary to adequately utilize the available information.” (p.
110). In this case, decision makers tend to look for information that will confirm their
preferences rather than look for all information about all possible alternatives and their
consequences first, and then see which one is to be preferred. There is a tendency to
avoid information that can lead to undesirable consequences or oppose preferred
outcomes (p.119).

Another problem in multi-person decision making is that the political process of
negotiating and bargaining may make the information from different sources less
trustworthy. Individuals and subunits in organisations typically have vested interests
and try to influence the outcome of any decision to their advantage instead of trusting to
“objective” information about the different alternatives. Information in this context may
become a political resource. O’Reilly (1983) proposes that information “is a commodity
used for a variety of purposes. Under some circumstances it may be used as a basis for
decision making, in others as a corroborative for decisions already made, and in still
others for symbolic reasons. Information, in this milieu, is not a fixed substance, but one
which may be selectively perceived and processed” (p. 108). Due to the potential for
disagreement among participants, the decision process may be characterised by
negotiating in a political process. In such a process, information is not seen as objective,
but as possibly threatening or useful.

March & Olsen (1976) claim that, since we believe more what we like than what we
dislike, and since most of our knowledge of the world is mediated, we most often end
up confirming our prejudices rather than experiencing new ideas. Environmental events
are frequently ambiguous in that their impact is hard to understand by itself or because
it is hard to observe them oneself, one has to rely on the interpretations offered by
others. The degree of ambiguity will strongly depend upon the efficiency of the
channels through which interpretations are transmitted (p. 18). And the reports that are
solicited are influenced by our trust in the interpreters (p. 19). This, too, will depend on
how politicised the decision process has become. If there is too much coalition-forming
involved, the parties liking each other end up talking mostly to each other and only
trusting the information they get and like (March & Olsen, 1976).
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Communication of the acquired information in organisations may be withheld or
distorted. For instance, the people passing the information may bias their transmission
to make the information sound more favourable to their public. Such filtering and
distortion comes most often from individuals or groups who are attempting to gain
desired outcomes or to avoid losses. If inferences are drawn from a body of evidence
and these inferences are then communicated instead of the evidence itself, these subtle
distortions can become magnified. Not all distortion is necessarily intentional. During
transmission from one individual to another there is always some degradation of the
message due to differences in cognitive tuning. This unintentional distortion may be
increased when the communication occurs between groups who use different
vocabularies, are sensitive to different goals and constituencies, or are using different
criteria for determining what is important. When coupled with other biases such as
reliance on accessible and credible information sources, it may be that relevant
information will not have the impact expected by a rational observer (O’Reilly 1983).
Therefore, O’Reilly proposes that information is less likely to be used for decision
making when it is transmitted through several intermediate links in a communication
network rather than delivered directly to the relevant decision makers, or when senders
and receivers do not trust each other.

To make the process less ambiguous, and the decision more legitimate, organisations
have often developed procedures that ought to be followed when making any decision.
These are the rules that should be followed in rule-based decision making. However,
these procedures may prove to be of more importance symbolically than practically if a
decision maker behaves in a “contextually rational” way (O’Reilly 1983). March (1994)
points to the importance of information as a social reassurance to decision makers that
they have acted in a legitimate (rational) way. The gathering of information can be a
symbolic activity to strengthen the identity of a decision maker: “gathering information
is what decision makers do – I gather information – I am a decision maker” (p.226).
O’Reilly (1983) argues that decision makers have a tendency to require more
information than can actually be used; in this way, it may be that they “arrive at poorer
decisions, but are more confident in their choices” (p. 127). Once a commitment has
been made, the decision makers will be more likely to use information that can support
their commitment.

In any given decision process, the procedures used to come to a conclusion will depend
partly on the culture of the organisation, which procedures are seen as legitimate, and on
the ambiguity of its goals, its identity and its environment. A decision process that
stretches over a longer period can demonstrate different ways of decision making in
different periods, for instance starting out with a rational time plan of searching for
information about alternatives and consequences, but as time runs out resorting to a
quick irrational pairing of any solution with any problem. This will have consequences
for the kinds of information and information distribution needed.

4. Background of the association "Världsbutikerna för Rättvis
Handel".

4.1. History
A World Shop is an association of volunteers selling products from developing
countries, with the guarantee that the producers have been paid a fair price for them.
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Their goal is to develop the sale of such products as well as to work for changes in the
structure of world-wide trade to insure that all trade will be fair in the future. At the
same time, the World Shops want to give small producers in the Third World already
today a chance to live in dignity, to influence their own production processes and to
develop their production and raise their standard of living. A number of criteria have to
insure that the products they buy from so-called “fair trade importers” actually do live
up to “fair trade” demands (Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel, 1999). Hereafter, I will
use the terms "local groups", "local organisations", "member groups" and "member
organisations" as synonyms for "World Shops". This I do mainly for stylistic reasons, to
vary my text.

 The first World Shop in Sweden was opened 1967 and more shops came up
independently of this one during the seventies, eighties and nineties. Many of them had
their roots in development assistance projects started in a Christian ideology. A church
corner selling goods from a Christian mission in Africa could develop into a World
Shop selling other “fair trade products” as well. Others grew out of a left-wing
ideology. An example of this is the first World Shop, Alternativ Handel in Gothenburg,
which started by selling Cuban sugar and books and brochures about left ideology. All
these selling points remained totally independent of each other until 1986, when some
of them founded USAM, “co-operation of Third World groups", a national network
meant to strengthen the voice of all such Third World Groups in broader society
through cooperation. The main goal of USAM, later Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
(VB), was to co-operate to further public awareness about unjust structures on the
global market and to encourage a conscious consumption pattern. The network helped
realise international campaign days in Sweden and wanted to heighten communication
among the World Shops. From the start, it was a national network in which independent
World Shops could become members.

Until 1996, its activity was low due to a lack of resources. The one constant was an
annual meeting where a national board was chosen and reports were made on the
activity of the network. In 1996, the European Union and SIDA, the Swedish
development institution granted resources for a four-year project aiming to knit the
world shops in the network closer together and to heighten the public awareness about
them. To reach its goal, VB wants both to establish many more World Shops (the
association has a vision aiming at a total of 100 World Shops by 2004) and to raise the
public awareness about world trade issues (Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel, 1999).

Today, there are 22 World Shops in the network VB spread over the whole of Sweden.
All members have as their main activity a shop open to the public where at least 80 %
of the wares are imported “fairly”. All shops have endorsed the European criteria as to
what constitutes “fair trade” on an annual meeting. Most shops are driven totally by
volunteers, although a minority has paid staff. Most of the shops buy their products
from “fair trade importers”, who in their turn guarantee that their procedures follow the
fair trade criteria for import. Some of the shops still are part of or have strong ties to
other organisations, like development assistance organisations or church associations;
others are “their own organisation”. All members have the right to vote at the yearly
meeting of the network and to use the logotype of VB. All members pay a membership
fee the size of which depends on their yearly sales. Decisions about new members are
taken by the national annual meeting. New associations that want to become a member
have to agree to using the name “Världsbutik” (World Shop) and the logotype; the
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existing members do not need to do this. The aim is to integrate the groups into a more
uniform association.

4.2. Structure
Each member has one vote on the annual meeting where the network’s activities as well
as its budget are accounted for. This meeting is the highest decision-making level of the
whole network. On the annual meeting a national board is chosen among the members
of the World Shops. Since the members of the national board for the most part are
active in a member group as well, the distance between the World Shops and their
network board ought not to be large.

The national board meets once every month or every other month and is responsible for
the work of the network in between annual meetings. It decides on most issues that
concern the whole network except for the most strategic ones, which are decided on the
annual meeting. The national board is the employer of VBs staff and it is also from their
ranks that VBs representatives in other organisations usually are chosen. Furthermore,
the national board prepares the strategy for the network and brings forward propositions
on the annual meeting. They also write new projects and try to find funding for them
from different sources. The chairman and the treasurer of the national board form the
executive committee together with the employed coordinator, as long as there is one.
This committee is responsible for the daily work in the network and takes urgent
decisions in between board meetings. The national board sometimes forms smaller work
groups with a specific task. They can meet by themselves and report on their activities
at board meetings. On these board meetings it is decided how much decisive power the
smaller groups have.

VB is represented in other organisations that are judged to be an important part of their
environment. They are a member in the European network for World Shops called
NEWS!. The board has a representative in their general meeting that takes place twice a
year and the coordinator of VB is at the moment a member of NEWS!’ executive
committee. Moreover, VB cooperates with all other European World Shop associations
in a yearly campaign. The national network is also a member of other organisations
concerned with Fair Trade in Sweden, like the association “Föreningen för
Rättvisemärkt” (association for fair trade labelling), and it owns some shares (3,3 %) in
the biggest Fair Trade importer in Sweden, Sackeus AB.

4.3. A networking organisation
Already the name of the association VB points to the plurality of member groups – the
World Shops (Världsbutikerna). It is therefore not far-fetched to treat VB as mainly a
network of organisations. Since the World Shops were started independent of each other
they do not have the characteristics of subunits in the organisation.

VB calls itself for a network in its 1998 application for additional funding from the
European Union and SIDA. The title of the application is “Regional Networks for Fair
Trade – Rättvis handel." One of the aims of this project, which ran from 1996 to 2000,
was to “initiate regional networks to broaden the communication to the public”
(Regional Networks 1998, p. 2). The networks would be founded and strengthened
through a combination of educational and informative seminars, co-ordination by
regional field workers and new media like internet, to reach the public as well as help
the volunteers to educate themselves (idem, p. 3). A general aim of this large project
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was to improve the quality and impact of the information work by the local groups
through the initiation and development of local networks (p. 6). The strategy proposed
for the local groups to inform the public is drawn in the following model:

Figure 5: Communication model for local groups. Based on figure in Regional Networks for Fair Trade
(1998), p.7

In this model, the networks are the regional networks between World Shops which the
project aims at building up. These networks are here seen as a channel for passing
information; it can be concluded that the network of World Shops is a communicative
structure first and foremost. The most important feature is “cooperation and exchange of
experience” to give the local groups “inspiration and motivation to develop” (p. 9). The
definition of networks as communicative structures has support in theories of networks.

For the single organisation, networking is a way of reaching goals by co-operation,
agreements or alliances that could not be reached otherwise. The aim of co-operation
can vary, for instance to have access to products or more sales outputs,… Another aim
can be the development of the own organisation (Gustavsen & Hofmaier 1997, p. 21).
Nowadays, all kinds of organisations are forced to find ways to learn and to develop,
and often this results in some kind of co-operation or network structure; the borderline
between these two is rather vague.

During the four years of the network project, from 1996 until March 2001, a national
secretariat has been installed in Uppsala and VB has employed three people. One has
worked part-time as a coordinator of the project and part-time as a field worker and the
other two have worked part-time as field workers. A major task of the field workers has
been to serve the world shops and to organise activities to bring them closer together.
Each of them has worked in another part of Sweden: the southern region, the western
region and the middle and northern region. Twice a year, they have organised regional
seminars in all regions about themes of importance to all World Shops. These occasions
lasted a day and gave the opportunity both of learning and of discussing to members of
the different groups. The attendance of the group members has varied, but usually one
or more volunteers from most groups have been present. The field workers have also
organised larger national happenings twice a year with a mixture of lectures and
discussion. Moreover, they have produced information material to be distributed by the
World Shops to their customers and supported the groups through regular visits. In this
way, they have been able to carry knowledge and tips from one World Shop to another.
Other information has been produced for internal use, like a handbook in how to
campaign or a binder with information about the producers of the fair trade products.
Another information channel that the employees have produced with help from
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group)

Formal channels to pass on
message (media)

Informal channels to
pass on the message
(the network)
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volunteers is an organisation magazine that is distributed to all members as well as to
sympathising subscribers four times a year. The national secretariat with a coordinator
present all days has done much for the communication inside the network, which now
could be channelled through the secretariat. These last four years have done much to
improve the connections between the world shops both quantitatively and qualitatively.
Now that the project is coming to an end, it remains to be seen whether this tighter
networking can be continued.

As Gustavsen and Hofmaier (1997) state, this is often a problem with networks that
have to rely on external support. They mean that it can take about 8 –10 years to form
and consolidate a meaningful network, and often it is hard to keep up the activity of the
network after (state) support has dwindled (p. 108). While it nowadays is quite easy to
form new networks, since the initial enthusiasm is great, it is much harder to keep them
alive and growing (p. 109). Then the “critical mass” that is not engaged in the network
but part of the original single organisations seems to slow down the development more
and more. A network that has been very intensely active under a period often shows
signs of exhaustion after such a phase; ideas stop coming and individuals burn
themselves out. Then it is essential that there are new people waiting to take over, and
therefore the network should be large enough to have these resources.

As well as being a horizontal communication flow, the national network of World
Shops forms a decision structure or a power structure. In the mathematical world, the
term “network” can be used for all kinds of linked structures, even hierarchical
structures  or tree structures. But organisational theories often see hierarchies as
separate from networks, in that networks are seen as links between units on the same
level, whereas hierarchies are structures between units on different (power…) levels.
Behind this view lies the hypothesis that contacts happening vertically in an
organisation have different characteristics from contacts between units on the same
level. The first are about control and the giving of orders “down” and giving accounts
“up”. Networks focus on mutual dependence. Therefore, the study of networks is
especially interesting for fields dealing with decision processes, democracy, influence
and power questions (Karlqvist 1990, p. 19 – 20).

Networks work in the direction of decentralising processes and this makes them less
dependent on common models or standardised programs. Therefore, one cannot create a
general model of how networks should develop (Gustavsen & Hofmaier, 1997, p.107).
It seems proven though that any network building has to take at least 2,5 years to start
making a change for the individual participating organisation. It takes time to create the
broad base of support for change in each organisation. According to Gustavsen &
Hofmaier (1997), a functioning network should consist of at least a couple of thousand
individuals in heterogeneous organisations (p. 111). The world shops are more or less
homogeneous groups in that all have more or less the same goals and more or less the
same structure of volunteers. Still, they are fairly heterogeneous when it comes to their
history and traditions.

Another point that Gustavsen and Hofmaier (1997) take up as characteristic for
networks is that however big they are, they are always built from the grassroots and up,
so that the smallest organisation can become a part of a larger one, and that network
again a part of a larger network without losing the connecting threads “downwards”.
This is more or less the structure for VB, which as a network is part in a larger
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European network (NEWS!) without loosing much of its grassroots’ independence. A
disadvantage of this may be that the distance between the grassroots and the European
board level is quite large, with the grassroots not really caring about the activities on
that level.

To sum up, the association functions as a network when it comes to communication
structures and to decision structures. Basically, this means that the different World
Shops stand on equitable footing in any decision and that information is spread to all
groups in the same way. The national board is made up of chosen representatives of the
member groups and it does not have the power of deciding upon major changes in the
association’s strategy. Therefore, a decision process involving strategic choices has to
involve all member groups. The national board has different obligations from the other
members and has first access to some of the information. The theoretical equality of all
groups is not always really true; larger World Shops or World Shops with a stronger
economy may have more actual power than others. Groups of which one of the
members is on the national board may have more direct contact with the board and
easier access to its information. It remains to be seen to which degree this has any
influence on the distribution of information and its use for decision making.

4.4. The association as a social movement
As all social phenomena, social movements elude any simple definition. The great
sociologists Marx and Weber first studied them as forms of spontaneous collective
behaviour. The first social movements to be studied were fascism and communism, and
the way individuals in crowds behave differently than they would if they were alone.
Whereas Weber and the sociologists following in his tradition conceptualise social
movements as potentially dangerous forms of noninstitutionalised collective political
behaviour, Marx saw social movements as hopeful signs of societal change. Drawing on
Weber, the “structural-functional” perspective explained the emergence of social
movements in terms of tensions in society affecting various social groups (Eyerman &
Jamison 1991, p. 12). For Marxists, movements were collective expressions of
discontent by a “self-activating class” (idem, p. 16). Social movements in different
societies were very different both in structure and in contents: in Sweden, where social
democracy was strongest, the very term “movement” (rörelse) came to be identified
with labour and the working class (idem, p. 17). The labour movement in Sweden was
both centralised and hierarchically organised and came to play an important role in
national politics. Thus, the definition of social movement as a noninstutionalised
spontaneous crowd did not apply in Sweden. Instead, all “progressive” change was said
only to occur through the institutionalised “movement” (idem, p. 18).

The sixties brought a wave of new and unexpected social movements to the fore in the
western world. The student revolts could hardly be understood as caused by societal
tensions on the weak, nor as self-activating aspirations for power. Instead, students were
said to represent a new generation with “higher” needs, to seek “postmaterial” values
and to create a wider social change often based on a left-wing self-understanding. In this
wave, the idea of grassroot democracy and networks as democratic alternatives to
hierarchies was founded (Karlqvist, 1990). A wave of extraparliamentary political
activities, like the women’s movement, the peace movements and the environmentalist
movements were called “new social movements” to distinguish them from the “old”,
institutionalised movements of the working class (Eyerman & Jamison 1991, p. 23). A
mixture of national culture and societal needs influences exactly how a social movement
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is structured and what issues it takes up. In Sweden, a formal grassroots democracy
seems to be important in most of the social movements that were founded in this period.
The movements are usually more structured than in most other countries.

Definitions of what constitutes a social movement abound, but they are usually rather
vague. For some sociologists, any organisation that calls itself a social movement is
one. For others, a social movement is an organisation that has particular mechanisms for
recruiting and mobilising its members. Others again define social movements as
organisations that have a political meaning, that attempt to change society. In the wake
of sociologists Touraine and Habermas, European sociology looks upon social
movements as the dominant social forces of postindustrial society (idem p. 26). For
Touraine a social movement is different from a protest organisation or a mobilisation
campaign in that it is characterised by its self-conscious awareness that the very
foundations of society are at stake (p. 27). For my ends, I will define a “social
movement” as any organisation answering to a combination of the definitions
mentioned above.

With its roots in the sixties, VB can be seen as a “new social movement”, one of the
peace and solidarity movements that were started at that time. The goals of VB include
a fundamental change in consumption patterns as well as in global trade. Even though
VB is a relatively small organisation in Sweden, it is part of a broader Fair Trade
movement in Sweden and in the world. Its sister organisations in Belgium and the
Netherlands have been called their countries’ strongest new social movements. It is VBs
tradition as a social movement that ensures its fundamentally grassroots democracy. To
uphold this direct democracy even when the independent groups were gathered in a
national association, the network structure was a necessary condition.

5. Analysis
To be able to answer my problem formulation, how the information distribution in VB
can fit optimally with the needs for information that different functions of the decision
process entail, I will need to answer the more detailed questions named in the
introduction. These were:

� How is the present decision process managed in Världsbutikerna för
Rättvis Handel?

� How is the information dealing with the decision acquired and distributed
on the different levels of this network?

� How do the members of the association evaluate the information
distribution

� How can the information distribution and its evaluation be connected to the
culture of the association and to the goals and functions of the decision
process?

The answer to the question, how the present decision process is managed, can be found
in the first section of this chapter (5.1). For this section I have collected the information
through interviews with national board members, the coordinator of the network project
and with four World Shops, as well as from the questionnaires to all World Shops. The
participation and the attention span of the participants is explored using primarily data
from the questionnaires.
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A second section (5.2.) deals with the acquiring and distribution of the information in
this decision process. Here I design a model of the information network for VB and
look at the richness of the used media, both on inter-organisational level and on the
level of the local World Shops. I focus on the information acquirement and distribution
within the network. I make use of all gathered data: interviews with national board
members and the coordinator of VB, focus group interviews with 4 World Shops, the
answers of 19 World Shops to my questionnaires and observations of local and national
board and information meetings.

In section 5.3., I study how the World Shops have evaluated the information in this
decision process. The results are based on 19 questionnaires to World Shops and 7
additional questionnaires to members of the 4 interviewed World Shops. I also use the 4
focus group interviews, an observation of a general information meeting and the written
feedback sent by 12 World Shops to the national board.

In order to see how the distribution of information and its evaluation is connected to the
culture of the organisation and the goals and functions of the decision process, I first
look into both the organisational culture (5.4.) and the goals and functions in this
particular decision process (5.5.). The culture of an organisation is an elusive matter. I
attempt to conclude something about the frames of reference of the World Shops on the
basis of findings about the traditions of the World Shops, their goals, the organisations
they mostly cooperate with and the importance they attach to the network VB.
Furthermore, I probe into the role division of decision makers in the network, and the
most visible values in VB. I have used the data from 4 interviews with World Shops, 5
observations of World Shops meetings, as well as observations from national board
meetings and interviews with national board members and with the employed
coordinator. I also use the responses of representatives of 19 World Shops on my
questionnaire and some documents. Some of the theories mentioned in chapter 3 are
used to connect my findings with the role of information in the decision process. My
findings in section 5.4. support some ideas about the goals and functions of the decision
process in the following section 5.5. My assumptions in this last section are also
supported to some degree by data from interviews with a national board member as well
as by documents from meetings and letters.

5.1. How is the present decision process managed?
This section consists of a description of the motive to start a decision process, and of the
process itself, seen from different points of view. A discussion of the roles of the
decision makers in the process is embarked upon, which will be continued in a later
discussion of the organisational cultures in VB.

5.1.1. The motive
The chairman of VB relates in an interview that he has long been aware of the existence
of problems with the import of fair trade products. Some of the problems he sees are
that there are not enough fair trade products in Sweden to satisfy the need of the World
Shops, and that the different importers of fair trade products in Sweden have been
unable to cooperate. This has created a situation where the power of the importers vis-à-
vis commercial importers is weak, and all existing import organisations of fair trade in
Sweden have long done badly economically. There are mainly three full-time import
organisations that follow the European criteria for fair trade in Sweden. The biggest of
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these, Sackeus, is a joint-stock company (Ltd.) that until the autumn of 2000 has been
owned mostly by the Swedish Church. Their focus has been on food products, of which
coffee is the most important, and their major target groups have been commercial
supermarket chains on the one hand, and church congregations on the other hand. They
have not seen the World Shops as a target group and not catered to their special needs.
On several occasions, the World Shops have complained about this situation, which has
caused relatively high prices and few products that can be sold in World Shops
(Minutes of Norrköping seminar, 2000-10-22; Minutes of national board meeting, §
33.2, § 66.3). The other import organisations are both small; one of them, Alternativ
Handel, is driven by a group of volunteers as an incorporated association, and employs
one full-time person. This organisation has some financial difficulties and is unable to
give as much service to the World Shops and the exporting producers as they would
like. Since this organisation, apart from being an import organisation, also is a World
Shop and belongs to the association VB, it is more sensitive to the needs of the World
Shops and sees them as a special target group. During the time of the decision process,
one member of Alternativ Handel as well as the person employed there are also
members of the national board. The other import organisation is a family-owned
business with a special focus on very small producer groups in the South. Although
most World Shops are satisfied with the service given by this organisation, it is too
small to satisfy their need for more and different products. He believes that the question
of more and newer products can make or break the success of the World Shops; this is a
thought echoed in seminar discussions (personal interview, 2001-03-02; Norrköping
seminar 2000).

The first time the chairman tried to make the import organisations co-operate was in
1995, when the organisation “Rättvisemärkt” was founded in Sweden. He looked at the
situation in other European countries (benchmarked) and found that organisations for
fair trade were more successful in those cases where there was more co-operation
between the different partners. Therefore he tried to interest the import organisations in
a co-operation among themselves, but that did not work. Afterwards, he has tried
several times to better the situation but has not been successful.

The problem was also on several occasions brought up on seminars, meetings, national
board meetings etc. by the World Shops themselves, who found that the lack of new
products and the lack of information about the products they received was costing them
customers. For a World Shop, the information about the producers of any product is
very important, since this can prove to the public in what ways fair trade is better than
commercial trade. Some of the World Shops were frustrated that the communication
with the main importers was not functioning, their phone calls were not always
answered and they did not always get answers to their questions. In other words, there
was a consciousness of the problem that was aired on different occasions, but there did
not seem to be any solution for a longer time. One way of alleviating the problems
experienced was the production of  leaflets and a folder with producer information in
the so-called network project (1997-2001).

The national board, which started the process, was the body that saw a problem most
strongly. In a decision process, there are usually some individuals that experience a
problem who start the process. From the questionnaires, it seems as if the World Shops
do not all experience problems with the cooperation with importers which the chairman
relates: 42 % of them (8 of 19) are satisfied or very satisfied with their cooperation,
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while only 16% (3 of 19) are dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. Individual World Shops
can cooperate with other, more small-scale importers, or with importers who have not
endorsed the fair trade criteria, and be less dependent on the main importers, or they can
experience better service than the members of the national board did.

In the spring of 2000, a rumour came to the ears of the coordinator of VBs project and
the chairman that the Swedish Church wanted to sell its shares in Sackeus. Through the
coordinator the rumour spread to other members of the national board (among them
myself), and national board members started discussing among themselves how exciting
it would be to have one’s own import organisation.

5.1.2. The process
 The representative of VB in the board of Sackeus announced the information formally
in the national board meeting of 2-3 September 2000. It was then discussed that “we
ought maybe to inquire into the possibilities of VB taking over parts or the whole of
Sackeus Ltd"(Minutes of meeting 2000-09-02- 2000-09-03, § 72.1). The national board
decided to find more information mainly in two ways. On the one hand, VBs
representative in Sackeus’ board as well as VBs coordinator would open discussions
with Sackeus’ chairman. On the other hand, all members of the board with exception of
the chairman would travel to World Shop organisations in Belgium and the Netherlands
to benchmark (ibidem). The board travelled thus to Europe during the 20-24th of
September 2000 and met three World Shop organisations and one import organisation.
World Shop associations in Belgium and the Netherlands were chosen because of their
long and successful history and because they had their own import organisation. The
trip strengthened the board members in their conviction that it was a logical step for the
World Shops to own an import organisation, and that there was a distinct possibility for
the association VB to grow.

The national board arranged a meeting after the trip (2000-10-08) to discuss their
impressions and make up a plan for the future. During this meeting, the main plan, to
either take over Sackeus or start one’s own import organisation, ripened, but the board
could not come to a consensus in how the organisation would be organised and who
would own it. Also the next meeting, on the 11-12th of November 2000, was dedicated
mostly to the decision process.

In the meantime, news of the decision process came to the member groups over
different channels. On the one hand, a member of the board wrote an editorial in the
association’s newsletter that comes out four times a year. This issue was sent to the
groups in October 2000. On the other hand, the co-ordinator of the association’s project
announced the decision process as something the board was discussing, on a national
seminar for all World Shops about product development (Norrköping, 2000-10-22).
One of the main questions there was the possibility for the World Shops to partake in
the development of products sold in the shops. Two producer representatives from India
and Kenya stressed the importance of professional World Shops for their producers.
Some of the problems the World Shops had experienced with the import organisations
were aired and there was a “we” (World Shops) versus “them” (importers) mood
addressed by one of the importer representatives. The information about the ongoing
decision process at the national board level was the last point on the seminar, upon
which came some positive, but also some alarmed reactions. Looking back, the
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chairman believes that information came out too soon, when the situation was still too
vague, and caused more alarm than enthusiasm (personal interview 2001-03-02).

A tangible reaction came in the form of a letter from a member group to the board
member who had written the editorial. The group was worried by the news of the
decision process and wanted more influence from the World Shops in the process.
During the national board meeting on the 11-12th of November 2000, a plan for the rest
of the process was made. This was a shorter plan with less steps than the letter had
asked for; still, the World Shops were let in on the process. The time plan was as
follows:

Dec – Jan 2000 Negotiations with Sackeus and Alternativ Handel
1-10/1 2001 A first proposition to the World Shops by the national

board based on the results of the negotiations
13/1 National board meeting
14/1 Information meeting for World Shops
before 15/2 World Shops give feedback (written)
deadline 15/3 final proposition is sent to World Shops
28-29/4 World Shops make decision on annual meeting
1/8 If the decision is positive: start of an import organisation

On the same meeting, the national board decided on the import organisation's main
focus, its owners and its customers. This decision was not a final one; rather, the
national board decided what it wanted to propose to the member groups. The board
voted on the decisions after they had discussed presentations of summarised facts. At
times, the discussions were stormy and quite some emotional and ideological
standpoints were defended. But since one of the board members with definite
viewpoints had left the board for personal reasons, some of the discussion points were
now easier to decide. The board then chose two of its members to be negotiators and to
find more information in contacts with the two involved import organisations – Sackeus
and Alternativ Handel. Two other members were chosen to prepare the proposition that
would be sent to the member groups for feedback. They could have discussions with a
lawyer to clarify some points.

The next step decided at the meeting was to send an invitation to the member groups to
an “information and discussion meeting” on the 14th of January 2001. The invitation
was to be sent soon after the board meeting, but it was delayed and was sent in the end
of December 2000. A first proposition that the World Shops could discuss was sent by
post and by mail. Almost none of the member groups had answered the invitation before
the given deadline. When a board member contacted all groups by telephone, most
groups decided to come to the meeting. Before this information meeting, there was
another board meeting in order to discuss what would be said at the information
meeting. As the negotiators reported on their work, it became clear that Sackeus’
position was changing all the time and new contact persons from Sackeus’ side had
taken over. Still, all agreed that at the information meeting at least the national board
had to appear convinced and positive about their own proposal. It was also urged that
the board should give neutral information, not defend its own proposition (observation
board meeting 2001-01-13).

Many World Shops asked questions at the information meeting and there was much
discussion, both in plenary meeting and in smaller groups. Quite a few of the questions
were about which advantages this decision would bring the local World Shop of the
representatives. Many questions were also of a practical nature and some could not be
answered properly because the decision process still was in an early stage. According to
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the chairman, the aim of this information meeting was exactly to present an unfinished
proposition, which the groups still could change and which the board members would
not feel the urge to defend. However, some of the partaking representatives were
frustrated because of the lack of clear and final information, for instance on financial
matters (observation information meeting 2001-01-14).

At the meeting, the national board presented  the time plan for the member
representatives and asked them to come with written feedback on the proposition before
the 15th of February 2001. Around this deadline, feedback started to come in and finally
there was feedback from 12 out of 22 possible World Shops. This was discussed on the
next board meeting on the 3rd of March 2001. The negotiators in the meantime
continued to have contact with different persons from the import organisation Sackeus,
and the information they received from Sackeus continued to change for each contact.
The contacts were partly through meetings and partly through mail, fax and telephone
(personal interviews 2001-02-03 and 2001-03-07). Other members contacted lawyers
and banks to gather information about the financial and the legal side of the decision.
New financial data about the situation of the World Shops led the chairman to revise his
budget proposition. The data came from the coordinator’s office, who gathers these data
as a part of her work.

On the board meeting on the 3rd of March 2001, much time was spent on going over the
feedback from the member shops. Although a member of the board had summarised
these notes and sent them to all board members before the meeting, the chairperson
insisted on reading through the original documents to treat each group’s questions and
suggestions more exhaustively. Most responses were either questions or
misunderstandings, the board felt, but one or two suggestions led to more investigations.
The reports from the negotiators took up another portion of time. A decision about the
legal status of the import organisation was made through voting, after the members
realised that most of them knew too little of what the consequences of the choice would
be. Another decision, about the name of the organisation, the board members decided to
leave to the member groups. Again, all decisions made by the board were not final
decisions, but parts of the proposition the board would put to the member groups at the
annual meeting (observation board meeting 2001-03-03).

The board then sent out its final proposition to the member groups on the 16th of March
2001, one day after the deadline. The member groups were asked to discuss the new
proposal and give one representative the mandate to vote either for or against the whole
proposition at the 27-28th of April 2001, on the annual meeting. 40 representatives from
19 World Shops (19 with authorisation to vote) were present at the annual meeting and
two more had authorised someone to vote for them. The participants spent some hours
discussing the proposition in groups led by members of the national board. They then
voted that the proposition should be implemented. Furthermore on this meeting, the
members have elected a new national board and they have approved the activities and
economy of the national association during the last year (observation of annual meeting,
Arild 2001-04-27 – 2001-04-28).

5.1.3. The participation
Since each of the World Shops has one vote at the annual meeting where the decision is
made, all World Shops partake in the decision process. Of the 19 World Shops (out of a
possible 22) that have answered the questionnaire, only one is not driven like a
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voluntary organisation, but like a "normal" shop, with a shopkeeper and voluntary help.
The others have members who choose their board on an annual meeting, like in VB.
The core group is often fairly small: in 8 of the World Shops, the active members count
15 people or less. None of the groups have more than 35 active members. The number
of "passive members", who may pay a member fee and/or be interested in the work of
the organisation, but who do not take active part in its activities, ranges from
approximately 10 to 250. Often these members are informed of the activities of the shop
through newsletters, e-mail lists or the like. Not all groups let all their members partake
in the decision process: 47%( 9 of 19) of the groups will take the decision about how to
vote on the annual meeting about the import organisation on their board. Only 32% (6
of 19) of the respondents will make a decision on a general meeting for all members.
16% (3 of 19) answered that they decide both on board level and on a general meeting.
This means that for almost half of the groups, only the board members participate in the
decision process.

A large majority of the shops (16 of 19, or 84%) state that all shops should play the
largest part in the formulation of the proposition, and even more (17 of 19, or 89%)
believe that the decision should be made by all shops together. There is thus a strong
majority that regards the shops (whether the boards or all members) as strategic decision
makers. Even though the national board as well believes that the final decision should
be made by the shops, there is no such unity when it comes to who should prepare the
proposition (see below). In the words of March & Olsen, then, the decision process has
a largely unsegmented structure; most members are expected to participate. They state
that in such a case, it is probable that the process and the outcome will be affected more
by other demands on the time and the energy of the participants than by the importance
attached to the issue at stake (March & Olsen 1976).

Being a social movement consisting largely of volunteers, VB has low load autonomy.
This means that it cannot demand any time or effort from its participants as an
organisation with high load autonomy, like a work organisation, can. In a prolonged
decision process, March & Olsen (1976) predict that the attendance will be fluctuating.
Also the time and effort that are spent in the acquiring and distribution of information in
the process will depend on the relative importance of the question, but mostly upon the
demands put on the participants in question. These do not need to stay stable over the
whole of the process.

In the national board, which is probably the body that has spent the most time and effort
on the decision process, the activity of its members has fluctuated over the process,
depending on other demands on their time (family and work, f.i.). One of the members
has been forced to leave the process totally for personal reasons. In an interview, the
chairperson says that he would have spent much more time on the gathering and
dsitribution of information if it had been possible (personal interview, 2001-03-02).
Although most of the deadlines in the time schedule have been kept, the final
proposition was sent out some days later than planned because of a work overload of the
responsible members. Still, for the national board, the national network has mostly a
higher priority than for the other member shops.

For the members of the network who are not on the national board, their first priority as
volunteers is usually the local organisation. Even this is of course an organisation with
low load autonomy for most involved, and demands from family and work have to be



37

prioritised over the time and effort spent on the organisation. All four of the interviewed
and observed groups mentioned at some point problems to meet the needs of the
organisation because of an overload from other spheres of their lives. This can involve
meetings which no-one has the time or the energy to go to, functions someone cannot
fulfil because of too much other demands on their time, or changes in personal situation
decreasing the efforts one can put in the organisation. The national network is just one
of the questions for the local organisation, and most volunteers can only spend time on
these issues after the most urgent demands of the local organisations have been seen to.
For one of the interviewed World Shops, the demands of the own organisation were so
many that they did not want to partake actively in the decision process. Even though
they felt that it was important to be granted the possibility of partaking, the board had
decided to play the role of onlooker rather than of active participant. Another Shop
stressed that it was very important not to take on more work than the group could
manage, since people would only continue to be volunteers as long as they felt that they
were not overloaded. Therefore, the information about the decision process to all
members has not been too much in this group.

The time spent on going over or acquiring information dealing with the decision process
varies between World Shops, and so does the evaluation of this time.

evaluation of length of time
Length of time don't know too much enough too little far too little total

 cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

no answer     1 100%    1

more than 1day/week  1 100%    1

1day/week - 1day/month 1 13% 1 13% 4 50% 2 25%  8

1day/month - 1 hr/month  1 13% 2 25% 4 50% 1 13% 8

less than 1 hr/month     1 100% 1

total 1 5% 3 16% 7 37% 6 32% 2 11% 19
 Figure 6. Length and evaluation of time World Shops spent on information in decision process. 19 cases,
0 missing.

Whereas 16% (3 of 19) of the respondents feel that they have spent rather too much
time on the information about the decision, as many as 43% (8 of 19) feel that they have
spent too little time on the process. What “too much” or “too little” means for the
respondents is clearly different: whereas one respondent feels that it is rather too much
to spend between one day a week and one day a month on the information, another feels
that this time is too little. This may either mean that they have been forced by other
demands on their time to spend less time on the information of the process, or it may
simply mean that there was not enough information for them to spend their time on. It
can also be both. In one focus group interview, a local board member says that, yes,
there was rather too little information distributed, but it would have meant too much
effort to find out more information themselves. Another explanation can be that the
information came too late, or the time schedule was too tight, so that there was not
enough time for the different steps in the process. Probably, the reasons in most cases
are a combination of all of the above.

During my observations of local board or general meetings, 3 meetings dealt with the
import decision for any length of time. The other World Shops would deal with the
decision on another time, since not all members had yet been able to read the
background information at the time I was there. In all meetings with the import decision
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on the agenda, this item was the most time-consuming of all items to be taken up about
the World Shop. All the interviewed World Shops had the decision as a topic on their
agenda on several meetings.

Respondents who feel that they have spent about the right length of time upon the
decision feel (rather unsurprisingly) that this has made them more certain and more
effective in the making of a decision. People who felt that they spent too much time on
the information felt less effective and uncertain, whereas the respondents who felt that
they spent too little time could both feel certain or uncertain as a result.

influence of length of time on ability to make decision
evaluation of time effective ineffective stressed certain uncertain other total

 cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

don't know     1 100%  1

too much  1 33% 1 33%   1 33% 3

enough 4 57%   3 43%   7

too little    2 67% 1 33%  3

far too little     1 50% 1 50% 2

total 4 25% 1   6% 1   6% 5 31% 3 19% 213% 16
Figure 7. Evaluation of the time World Shops spent on information on decision process and influence of
time on their ability to make decisions. 16 cases; 3 missing.

The evaluation of the time spent on information could be connected to the sense of the
importance of the decision. Of the 10 shops who believe that the decision to be made
will affect their local shop very much, half feel that they have spent too little time on the
decision, and only one feels that they have spent too much time. Of the 8 shops who feel
that the decision will affect them a little, 3 (38%) feel that they have spent too little
time, whereas another 2 (25%) feel that they have spent rather too much time on the
decision. In other words, there is a slight correlation between the importance attached to
the decision and the time and effort the respondents want to spend on information about
the decision.

The distance between the member groups plays a part in the effort to participate in the
decision process. One of the interviewed groups mentioned how hard it was for their
active members to travel to meetings when one had to stay the night because of the
distance. The benchmarking journey of the national board to Belgium and the
Netherlands showed that World Shops there have a tighter cooperation. In these densely
populated countries, distance is a much less important variable. In discussions, both of
the national board and of an observed local board, the greater success of the national
movements was attributed partly to the short distances between the groups.

Lack of resources is another reason for a flowing attention span. The national
association has little resources of its own; apart from the membership fees of the groups,
its only resources are funds obtained for specified projects. These funds can however
not be used for any other activities, and they cannot be sought for general activities, like
decision making. Gustavsen & Hofmaier (1997) state that this is a usual problem for
interorganisational networks, which have often been built up with external help. Since
networks need a long time to consolidate, they need regular resources to assure their
stability, for instance through a national office and an employee. Also most of the
World Shops have a tight economy. One of the interviewed groups had the policy of
only sending out information to their members by e-mail, because of the costs of
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stamps. Of course, this policy excludes members who do not have access to e-mail.
Another group commented about the costs of travelling to network meetings: during the
years of the network project, travel costs have been subsidised with project money, but
now the groups have to pay for their travels themselves. This can make it difficult for
the groups furthest from the centre, as well as for the groups with weak economies, to
participate in meetings, if there is no way found to spread the costs evenly over all
groups.

To summarise, the time and effort spent on the national network are fluctuating even for
members of the national board, because of other demands on their time, both from other
demands inside the network and from demands outside the organisation. For members
of the local World Shops, the demands of their own organisation are usually prioritised
before the demands of the network, and the decision about the import organisation is
only one of many demands. Therefore, their time and effort is even more sporadic. The
time spent on the decision process in question is different for different shops, as is the
evaluation of this time. There is a slight correlation between the time the shops spend on
the decision and the importance they attach to it. The distance between the World Shops
and the lack of financial resources are other reasons for a fluctuating attendance.

5.2. How is the information acquired and distributed?
To know how the information is acquired and distributed in the decision process, I first
design a theoretical network of possible information flows, based on the segmentation
in the decision process. To compare theory with practice, I then construct a model of the
factual information flows during the decision process. This shows that the flow of
information is much less complete than it could have been, and this fact can be
contributed to the irregular participation and attention span. Another part of the
information distribution concerns the media that are used for the information. Here as
well I use all kinds of gathered data to find the richness of the information distributed
on different levels, and I connect it mostly to Daft & Lengels (1984) information
richness theory.

5.2.1. A simplified diagram of the network of information flows during the
decision process.
First I will draw a simplified model of possible and actual information flows between
the different nodes of the network VB. The model is simplified in that not all nodes are
present (a circle of 6 nodes represents the 22 member organisations), and in that all
member organisations are treated as teams to highlight the differences between the
groups rather than inherent differences in each group (March 1994, p. 104).

The first model of "theoretical possibility" is based on the rules in the organisation
deciding who may communicate with whom, and who may be involved in the decision
process. Since all members are included in the decision process as decision makers,
theoretically, the flows could have been those of a total communication. The
information flows can theoretically have moved between all 22 world shops, between
the shops and the staff of the association, between the shops and the national board,
between the national board and the staff, and between all of these nodes and elements
outside the association. There is no top-down flow of orders and instructions, rather a
distribution of proposals and information to all groups, and a possibility for member
groups both to give feedback and to ask for more information from all levels. A model
of a total information (or communication) network would be the following:
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         NB

                   S

Figure 8: Ideal Network of Information Flows in VBs decision process. Network based on Lewis (1987),
p. 51. NB= National Board; S= Staff.

According to Lewis (1987), this kind of totally democratic network could be seen as a
combination of a "star" and a "wheel". All nodes are on the same level of power, with
exception for the staff (S). Since the staff is not allowed to participate in the decision
making, it has less formal power in this process. However, since one person in the staff
has been involved in the preparing of the proposition, and since the staff has the task of
communicating with the groups, they are important in the information network.

A model of the information flows that comes closer to the reality of this particular
decision process is the following. It has the same simplifications as the first model, but
it is based on the answers of 19 groups to questions in the questionnaires. These are
combined with the number of feedback answers that have come in to the national board
as well as with information given by the board's contact person (personal interview,
2001-03-07) as to how often she has been contacted by the member groups. The
questions in the questionnaire that have been used for this model are the following:

� From which sources have you received information about the "import question"?
� Which of these sources has distributed most information about the "import

question" to you?
� If you have communicated with someone (while searching for information over

and above the distributed information), with whom?
12 of 22 member shops have sent in feedback to the national board as part of the time
plan. That is more or less half of the groups (55%). Almost all member shops have
called the contact person for the national board at least once during the decision process.
The answers to the above questions can be summarised in the following figures:



41

World Shops receiving information

Sources cases %
The national board of VB 18 95%
The staff of VB 7 37%
Members in their local World Shop 7 37%
People outside of VB 4 21%
Other World Shops 2 10%
Figure 9. Number of World Shops who received information from different sources; 19 cases.

Figure 10: Most informative sources of World shops. 19 cases.

staff VB
11%

national 
board VB
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in their 
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 World Shops seeking information

Sources cases %

national board 3 16%

staff VB 3 16%

members in local World Shop 5 26%

outside VB 3 16%

other World shops 6 32%

other 1 5%
Figure 11: Number of member groups who sought additional information from different sources. 19
cases.

Based on the above information, the model of information flows can be drawn as
follows:

 NB

      S 

Figure 12: Actual Network of Information Flows in VBs decision process. Network based on Lewis
(1987), p. 51. NB= National Board; S= Staff.
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A more realistic network of information flows in the actual decision process thus forms
a so-called "wheel" (Lewis 1987), in which almost all shops receive information from
the central national board (NB), and give feedback to the national board as well. The
staff (S) has informed between 7 and 10 of the 22 member shops, and the third source of
information, members inside the own local shop, has informed approximately 50 %
(between 7 and 12) of the respondents.

The national board has distributed most information according to 12 of the 19
respondents (63%). The model shows this by using fatter arrows from the national
board to the shops. However, this does not necessarily say anything about the quality of
this information. As one respondent wrote in his questionnaire: "most but not best".
Still, 10 out of 19 respondents (53%) see the information from the board also as the
most useful information that they have not actively sought themselves. Four more see it
as the second most useful information.

A problem with the questionnaire answers is that the questionnaires are filled out by one
person in every organisation. Even though these in most cases are either the
chairpersons of their organisations or contact persons for the network VB, they may not
be the persons receiving direct information. The members in their local organisation that
have informed approximately 50% of the respondents probably themselves have
received information from either the national board, the staff, or other sources. We can
conclude that a significant part of the respondents receive the information "second-
hand".

5.2.2. Use of media for information distribution
Daft and Lengel (1984) say that richer media are important for strategic decision
makers, to be able to choose alternatives in an uncertain and equivocal environment.
Moreover, rich media are important for communication between subgroups in an
organisation, when the groups have different frames of reference. To clarify the
direction the organisation is taking for its members, top-down information distribution
should become less and less rich.

5.2.2.1. Information distribution and decision making on a local level
My hypothesis was that since all members groups of the network had one vote about the
final decision, and since all member groups in their turn were democratic organisations
with one vote for each individual member and a chosen board, all members should be
seen as strategic decision makers. The issue has turned out to be somewhat more
complicated in reality. In about half of the World Shops, all members partake in the
decision; in the other half, the decision is made by the local board.

When the national board, which forms the biggest information source about this
decision, or the staff of the network VB distribute information to the member shops,
they usually inform one contact person. The group then distributes the information in
the way they see fit. Thus, members in different groups can be more or less informed
about for instance the import decision process.
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amount of information distributed by the local board

decision level don't know    more    same     less  much less  total

 cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

board only 1 13% 4 50% 1 13% 2 25% 8

general only 2 33% 4 67% 6

general and board 2 67% 1 33% 3

total 1 6% 4 24% 8 47% 2 12% 2 12% 17
Figure 13. Amount of information about decision distributed by local World Shops to their members
compared with amount of information distributed about the World Shop's own activities, for different
levels of decision. 17 cases, 2 missing.

When the decision is taken on board level, the members of the local organisation tend to
receive less information about the decision process in the network than about other
activities of the World Shop. When the decision is taken on a general meeting, in four
of the 9 cases (44%) the members receive some more information about this than about
other activities of their World Shop.

Times WS distribute information

decision level don't know not at all once twice more than
twice

total

cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

board 1 13% 4 50% 1 13% 2 13% 8

general 1 17% 3 50% 2 33% 6

general and board 1 33% 2 67% 3

total 1 6% 4 24% 2 12% 6 35% 4 24% 17

Figure 14. Times information about the decision is distributed by the local groups to their members, for
different levels of decision. 17 cases, 2 missing.

Members in an organisation where the decision is taken on the board receive
information less often than members in groups where the decision is taken on a general
meeting. In four groups (50%), the members receive no information at all.

 number of media through which the World Shops distribute information

decision level 0 1 2 3 total

 cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

board 2 25% 4 50% 2 25% 8

general 1 15% 2 33% 3 50% 6

board and general 3 100% 3

total 2 5 7 3 17
Figure 15: Number of media used to distribute information to members, for different levels of decision. 17
cases, 2 missing.

The World Shops where the decision is taken on a general meeting as a rule send out
media through more different media than the groups who only make a decision on their
boards. They tend to use a mixture of richer and poorer media. The World Shops where
the decision is taken only on board level use fewer media, and they use less often rich
media than the groups that take a decision on a general meeting. The difference lies
mainly in the use of fewer media. 89% (8 of 9) of the groups that decide on a general
meeting have information meetings as a way of distributing information, whereas only
25% (2 of 8) of the ones deciding on a board meeting use information meetings. The
latter groups use mostly information meetings (25%, 2 of 8) or a local newsletter (38%,
3 of 8). In one of the interviews, it was mentioned that the information about the
decision was so complex that it would have been hard to send it out by mass mail.
Therefore, the chairperson summarised the information on several meetings instead.
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One can conclude that the distribution of information follows the hypothesis by Daft &
Lengel (1984), that strategic decision makers will use more and richer information, at
least on the level of the local organisations. The organisations where the boards decide
use less and less rich media to distribute the information to their members. In this way,
they can reduce their members’ uncertainty and give them a sense of security and
direction. Those organisations where all members act as decision makers distribute
more information, more often, and make use of more and richer media than those
groups where the decision is made on board level. However, most of the information
distributed to the local members is necessarily second-hand information when it
originally comes from the national board or the staff; if the information from board or
staff has been distributed through less rich media, the richness of the final information is
not that high anyway.

5.2.2.2. Information distribution and decision making on inter-organisational
level
What media were used for the distribution of information to the groups, and what media
were used by those members who sought information themselves? The following figure
shows the percentage of the 19 respondents to the questionnaire who have received
information through each medium. The list is ordered according to the media richness1.

media World Shops using media
cases %

personal meeting 2 11%

telephone 2 11%

national information meeting 6 32%

local board meeting 10 53%

local general meeting 2 11%

e-mail 2 11%

letter 3 16%

mass post 9 47%

group mail 4 21%

national newsletter 4 21%

note on premises 1 5%

other 1 5%

Figure 16: Distribution of information about the import decision to the member groups. 19 cases.

The richest media, personal conversations, have been used only for a minority of World
Shops. Most shops (53%, or 10 of 19) have received information from local board

                                                 
1 Daft & Lengel (1984) state that information richness is defined by the number of different signals its
media can offer (audio-, visual etc), by its feedback possibilities and by the speed with which both
information and feedback can travel. A “personal” source is also richer than an “impersonal” one. I have
treated personal meetings, face-to-face information on an individual basis as the richest medium, and
telephone conversations as the next richest, before larger meetings. I see the fast feedback possibilities
and personal flexibility offered by personal conversations as more important than the different signals
with which the information is distributed. Another aspect in this decision process was the closeness to the
source of the information. Information that is related in second or third hand must be less rich than first-
hand knowledge. In most cases, I unfortunately do not know the source of the information related through
the different media. However, according to the coordinator of VB, group mail is not used to send
information from the staff or from the board to the groups. All existing group e-mail must therefore have
been sent on local level. On the other hand, the national board has twice sent impersonal mass post to all
groups with proposals for the import decision.
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meetings, which offer many possibilities for discussion and questions, but in which the
information related in most cases will not have been first-hand information. According
to O’Reilly (1983), information becomes often degraded and misleading when it has to
travel over several links. I have in several board discussions observed that mistakes
were made in the relating of information. This accounts both for reports of the national
information meeting, and for summaries of the written impersonal information sent by
the national board. The information sent in the impersonal letters had several times
become irrelevant to discuss (without the local boards’ knowledge), since the situations
related in the letters had changed by the time of the boards’ discussion. As one of the
interviewed national board members said, the information in the letters from the
national board soon became false, but it was true at the time of the writing (personal
interview, 2001-03-07). The two letters sent by the national board were an important
source of information on the observed meetings. Other media of information mentioned
on the observed meetings were personal telephone conversations and personal meetings
with people both inside and outside the network. The national information meeting was
mentioned on one of the meetings. Even though only 6 out of 19 respondents (32%) had
received information via the national information meeting on Jan 14th, 18 of the 22
World Shops had sent one or more representatives to this meeting. The information
meeting was the largest rich information opportunity provided by the national board on
this decision process. Before the information meeting, the national board had sent out an
invitation and a background information material (as mass post) to all groups.
Discussions and the media used probably depend much on the moment in which the
discussion is conducted.

Almost half of the respondents have received information through “mass post”, i.e.,
impersonal letters sent out to many. This is a poor medium, since it is impersonal, takes
quite a long time to reach its destination, only has a “written-visual” signal, and it takes
a long time to give feedback as well. However, only one respondent has received
information only through this medium. It is interesting that so many different media
have been used to distribute information, even if the respondents have not received
information through all of them. One has to keep in mind that the respondent need not
be the best informed member of his or her organisation. In the questionnaires that were
used to back up the focus interviews, members of two of the four shops indicated more
media than their chairpersons, whose answers are used in the general analysis.

Many of the respondents have received information through several media; 10 of 19
respondents (53%) have received information via at least 3 media. Of the 7 respondents
(37%) who received information only in one way, 5 have been informed on board
meetings, 1 on the national information meeting and 1 through mass post.

Over half of the 19 respondents (10) that have answered the questionnaire have also
actively sought information over and above the received information. 7 of them have
used one medium to look for information, 3 have used 2 media. The most used media
here are rich media; it seems as if the respondents choose richer media when they have
the choice. This would support the information richness theory by Daft & Lengel
(1984). However, since the sample is very small, no definite conclusions can be drawn.
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media World Shops seeking information

personal meeting 4

telephone 3

email 2

letter 1

"internet" 2
Figure 17. Use of media by World Shops seeking additional information in decision process. 10 cases, 9
missing.

To summarise, all member groups in the association are treated as strategic decision
makers in this decision process. Approximately half of the groups treat all their
members as strategic decision makers, and give them more and richer information than
the groups who make the decision on the level of their local boards only. Information is
distributed to the member groups from different sources, of which the national board is
the biggest, and via a number of media. A majority of the respondents received
information via several different media.

5.3. How do the World Shops evaluate the information
distribution?
All in all, a majority of the respondents answer that the distribution of information by
the national board has been fairly good or very good (10 of 19, or 53%), whereas 4
groups (21%) say that it has been rather bad or very bad. Of the four interviewed World
Shops, the respondents of the first all find the distribution fairly good, of the second, 1
of the respondents finds it fairly good, the other respondent fairly bad. A third World
Shop finds it neither good nor bad, and in the fourth group, the respondents are divided
between “neither good nor bad”, “rather bad” and “very bad”. In other words, the
interviewed World Shops represent opinions ranging from positive to negative.

The complaint most often raised about the information distribution of the national
board, both in this decision process and in general, is that the information comes too
late. More than a third (7 of 19) of the respondents on the questionnaires see as the
biggest problem that it has taken too long for the information to come to the groups, or
that it takes a long time to go through the information. 8 of them (42%) feel that there
has been too short a time to deliver feedback in the time schedule, and as many feel that
the time of decision making was too short. One of the World Shops mentioned that their
own organisation was at fault; there were too few people active. In three of the four
interviews with local groups, the problem is mentioned. Two of the groups tell that they
by now have become used to the information from the staff or from the board coming in
the nick of time. This is stressful since they have to prepare activities longer in advance,
gather their volunteers, etc. It forms also a reason for one of the groups to distrust the
national board’s capacity to deal with larger questions in a democratic way. However,
for the decision process at hand, the time schedule was kept better than in other cases,
and one of the groups at least expresses that this time they have had the time to discuss
matters and to give feedback. Another group was also satisfied with there being a time
plan with feedback opportunities inscribed in the plan.
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World shops experiencing problems

problems cases %
too long time for info to come to the shops 7 37%

information lacking 4 21%

too long time for questions to be answered 1 5%

other 2 11%
Figure 18. Problems experienced by World Shops with information distribution by national board on
decision process. 19 cases.

There is a connection between the groups’ evaluation of the information distribution by
the board and the number of different media they have received information through:
respondents who have received information via 3 media or more tend to be more
satisfied with the information distribution.

evaluation of information dist ribution by NB

number of media very good good good enough bad very bad don't know total

cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

less than 3 1 11% 2 22% 3 33% 1 11% 1 11% 1 11% 9

3 or more 1 10% 7 70% 1 10% 1 10% 10

total 2 11% 9 47% 4 21% 1 5% 2 11% 1 5% 19

Figure 19. World Shops’ evaluation of information distribution by the national board, for number of
media of information. 19 cases.

There is no such connection between the evaluation of the information distribution by
the national board and the use of rich or poor information in the distribution. One of the
interviewed groups believes that it would have made the process easier if they had had
more personal meetings. For instance, it would have been a good idea if a member from
the national board had visited one of their board meetings, because some
misunderstandings then could have been avoided. Another group said that personal
meetings and other rich information is wonderful, as long it does not involve travel and
time for their members. There have been meetings in this process as well as in the
network project that would have been very interesting, but nobody had the time or the
energy to go to them. In an evaluation of the information meeting, which 16 of the
people present filled out, all believed that an information meeting was a good medium
for the diffusion of information of this kind. The most important criticisms of the
information meeting were, firstly, that the information sent out as a background came
too late or was too vague, and secondly, that there was not enough time to discuss the
questions on the meeting. However, 75% did not have any problems at all, and all but
one agreed that there had been enough time for information on the meeting, and that
they had received enough information to continue the discussion locally. During the
interviews, a criticism voiced against the information meeting was that both the
invitation and the background information came in a bad time: in the period before
Christmas, when all World Shops have an especially high workload.

Several World Shops have asked for more figures on budgets and finances, which is
numeric and very poor information according to Daft & Lengels (1984) classification.
This question was heard on the national information meeting (2001-01-14). In the
feedback sent by the World Shops to the national board, 5 of the 12 groups asked for
more numeric or budget information. Also in the questionnaire answers, 3 of the
respondents felt that one of the major problems with the information distribution was
the lack of precise information. An interviewed World Shop mentioned that it was hard
to make a decision if one did not know the financial side; however, in another World
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Shop, the person who brought up this problem believed that she would not have been
able to penetrate figures on budgets anyway, and therefore she had asked herself
whether she could trust the national board to have the competence needed instead.

A number of World Shops have also criticised the information from the national board
for being too one-sided, giving only positive information, and for not presenting more
than one alternative. One of the interviewed groups was of the opinion that it is
undemocratic to present just one alternative, and also in the questionnaires, one of the
problems mentioned was that there should have been more alternatives. Another
interviewed group mentioned that it “is hard to be both critical and positive”, and that
there should have been more information about the risks as well as about the
possibilities. Also this is a point of view that is repeated in the questionnaires.

Of the World Shops that have sought information over and above the information that
has been distributed, 6 (60%) find no differences in usefulness between the information
they have found themselves and the distributed information. The other 4 (40%) have
found their own information more helpful to make a decision.

The questionnaire respondents suggest the following solutions to the problems
experienced with the information from the national board. Information should be sent
earlier and not right before Christmas, as happened now – one respondent writes that
“democracy has to take its time”. The information should include a thorough financial
report, and explain how the local World Shop benefits from the proposition. Moreover,
there ought to be several alternatives, or at least both positive and negative sides should
be mentioned in the proposition. Other media could be used: one respondent means that
e-mail could be used for feedback and answers, so that they can be distributed to all
World Shops. Another suggests that the association’s website could be used as a
discussion forum.

5.4. What is the organisational culture of the association?
This chapter deals with the culture of the network and of the different World Shops. I
define organisational culture here according to Zald (1996) as "the shared beliefs and
understandings, mediated by and constituted by symbols and language, of a group" (p.
262). Through a study of some of its aspects, I hope to find out which traits and
functions the actual decision process has had. If VB consists of homogeneous groups
with a clear division of responsibilities, the decision process might mostly be a rational
one. If there are clear differences in goals and preferences between the participants, the
process might rather be political. And if goals, preferences and technology of the
network are ambiguous, the decision process might sooner have "contextually rational"
traits. The way the network works may also suggest other functions that a decision
process has to fulfil to be successful, and its frame of reference decides which
framework of rules has to be followed to make the decision legitimate. I believe that
both the actual information network and the World Shops’ evaluation of it are
connected to the organisational culture of VB. Both Daft & Lengels (1984) theory of
information richness and O’Reilly’s (1983) thoughts about the use of information in
decision making state that the degree in which groups cooperate, as well as the
differences in their frames of reference, influence the way information is distributed and
used. I define “frames of references” as the use of different vocabularies, different goals
and constituencies, or different criteria for determining what is important (O’Reilly
1983).
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All World Shops have come up independent of each other and have started from
different traditions. The four groups that partook in the interviews can represent some of
the heterogeneous backgrounds. One of them was started recently in a joint effort of one
person who picked up the idea on a Church meeting, and another who had recently gone
a course for starting up new businesses. Another shop was started some years ago by
people from several church communities and it still has close ties to the church. The
third shop was set up by members of a "FN" (United Nations) group and is still a part of
the FN-association; it is run by some of the FN-group's board members and issues to do
with the shop are discussed on the board meetings of the FN-group rather than
separately. Apart from having a World Shop, the FN-association is mostly dealing with
aid projects for the Third World. The fourth shop is the oldest one of the interviewed
shops. It was started in 1984 and sold products from small producers in Africa, Asia and
South America, as well as from countries which they felt stood for a positive political
(socialist) development and/or were treated unfairly on the global market. It seems
logical that their different traditions would colour the organisational cultures of these
groups, and that they would have at least some differences in frames of references.

Although closed questionnaires are not the best way of finding out about elusive
organisational cultures, some of the answers may give a hint of how different they are
between the shops. Some of the questions that can serve this aim are the questions about
the goals of the World Shop and the questions about their most important partners. 63%,
or 12 of 19 respondents, put the same goal as most important, namely to make people
conscious about the unjust state of affairs on the world market. This is a majority, and
this same goal is seen as one of the three most important goals by as many as 89% (17
of 19). One can say that there is a rather large unanimity about which goal is the most
important. But as many as 32 % (6 of 19) have another most important goal, namely to
sell more fair trade products. Also this goal is put as one of the three most important
ones of as many as 89%. In other words, there are two major different goals present in
the whole of the association. These two goals are associated to two different
worldviews: a more ideological, non-commercial one and a more pragmatic,
commercial one. Even though most groups in the network endorse both goals as more or
less important, there is an inherent conflict between these two, which can create
ambiguity and equivocality. The conflict between these two viewpoints can create
heated discussions, as I could observe on several occasions (observation information
meeting 2001-01-14). Since these goals influence the preferences in the decision
process studied, their ambiguity makes the whole of the process more ambiguous
(March & Olsen 1976).

Quite naturally, perhaps, World Shops cooperate mostly with importers. 84% (16 of 19)
see them as one of the three most important partners for their own shop. Other World
Shops and local associations are other important partners. Although no respondent sees
the Church as the most important partner, 37% nevertheless see it as an important
partner.
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World Shops seeing them as important

partners cases %

importers 16 84%

other World shops 13 68%

local associations 12 63%

church 7 37%

schools 2 11%

Figure 20. The  most important partners for the individual World Shops. 19 cases, 50 answers.

Even here, there is rather much homogeneity in the answers of the World Shops. Still,
there are differences between the shops, and they may point at more or less different
frames of reference. One must keep in mind that the importance attached to the partner
does not necessarily coincide with the actual practice of cooperation, and different
members in the local groups may have different opinions.

The groups that I observed either already had considerable local networks or worked on
strengthening them. One group cooperated with schools, with the aid organisation IM
(“International Human Aid”) and with other World Shops in the region. Moreover,
through their roots in the local FN-organisation, they had contact with other FN-groups
and planned cooperation with church congregations. Another group had much
cooperation with church groups, and some contact with other shops, a café with
ecological image, and the municipality office. They wanted to reach out to schools, the
local Attac group, and an association of local businesses to make themselves more
known. A third World Shop planned appearances on or cooperation with their local
Attac group, an African film festival, and Amnesty International. Interestingly, the
newly-started social movement Attac is mentioned by 4 of the 5 groups I have observed
as an affiliated movement, and there have been contacts between these groups and
Attac. Attac is a network dealing mostly with questions of taxes on financial
transactions, the debt burden of the South and a fairer world trade. My observations
support the impression gained from the questionnaires that all World Shops choose
similar partners. They perform even the same kinds of activities to reach their target
groups: networking on a local scale, “Open House”, distributing flyers, speeches at
meetings of affiliated organisations, etc.

Most of the observed groups do not know what other groups have tried out, so that
several observed groups go through the same process of brainstorming and trial and
error. It seems as if the groups may be more alike than they know, and the problem may
lie in the groups simply not knowing enough about each other. This mutual ignorance
was one of the problems the network project tried to alleviate, and according to some
comments in the interviews, it worked, but much more is needed. Especially the
regional seminars (twice a year under four years), where there was place for informal
discussions about practical problems, were appreciated by two of the interviewed
groups who took these opportunities. Because of these seminars the individual World
Shops have come closer together.  One of the groups has a policy to send different
volunteers to each VB activity so that they can learn about the structure of the national
association. Of the other groups, one was formed after the VB seminars had finished,
and the volunteers in the other were often not able to partake because of other demands
on their time. These were also the groups who felt their ignorance of the other groups
most acutely.
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The relative ignorance influences the cooperation between the different World Shops
and their sense of belonging to the association. Of the 18 shops that answered the
relevant questions on the questionnaire, 6 (33%) believed co-operation between World
Shops to be very important, and 9 (50%) said it was "rather important". No-one gave a
negative answer, but then, anyone who does not believe the association to be important
would hardly go through the trouble of filling out a long questionnaire. Still, there is not
that much practical day-to-day co-operation between the shops as yet, at least not in the
interviewed World Shops. But as two of the interviewed groups mentioned, in the case
of a decision to start an import organisation together, the contacts will have to become
tighter. All four interviewed groups expressed that contacts between the World Shops
were important. One of the groups mentioned that even if they did not cooperate with
other groups, they felt a community with them because of the name and the logotype,
and this made them feel more professional. Three of them came with suggestions how
the contact between the other groups could be tightened. However, only one World
Shop had taken initiative for more lasting contacts with other shops itself. This was the
only one of the 4 interviewed groups that expressed a sense of belonging to the
movement.

The coordinator of the network project believes that the trust of the World Shops in
their network is growing, as they achieve closer contacts with each other, and that the
shops who have most cooperation have started to take a more national perspective
(personal interview, 2001-03-19). This is supported by the answers of 18 World Shops
on the questionnaires. The shops that feel cooperation with other shops is more
important also have a very positive view of the development of the national association,
whereas shops that believe less in cooperation also are less optimistic about the success
of the association. The World Shops who do not believe that cooperation with other
World Shops is important, don’t know how the national association will develop. This
may show that they know little about the structure of the association (since they don’t
cooperate), that they find the situation more ambiguous than the other groups, or that
they do not trust the national association enough to make any prediction. It has to be
pointed out that being critical is not the same as having a negative attitude to the
association or distrusting the national board. The group that felt it was most critical and
”tiresome” with questions and criticism was also the one that had most contact with
other groups and that unquestioningly felt a part of VB.

evaluation of national association in next 3 years

cooperation with other World Shops don't know much better better same total

cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

very important 5 83% 1 17% 6

rather important 8 89% 1 11% 9

neither important nor unimportant 2 67% 1 33% 3

total 2 11% 5 28% 9 56% 1 6% 18

Figure 21. Relationship between World Shops’ evaluation of the cooperation with other shops and their
evaluation of the future of the national association. 18 cases, 1 missing.

According to March (1994), individuals will feel more a part of an organisation if they
believe that the organisation is capable of fulfilling goals that they themselves see as
important. In this way, groups who cooperate more with each other also feel more trust
for the national association and a greater sense of belonging. Since people tend to
believe information coming from sources they like and trust, rather than looking at its
objective value (O’Reilly 1983), the groups cooperating most may trust the information
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from the national board sooner than the groups with less cooperation. Indeed, the World
Shops who do not believe in the importance of cooperating with other World Shops
give the most negative evaluation of the information distribution by the national board,
whereas the shops cooperating most are the most positive ones.

evaluation of distribution by NB

national association in 3 years don't know very good good good enough bad very bad total

cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases % cases

don't know 1 50% 1 50% 2

much better 1 20% 3 60% 1 20% 6

better 1 10% 2 20% 6 60% 2 20% 10

same 1 100% 1

total 1 6% 3 17% 9 50% 3 17% 1 6% 2 11% 18

Figure 22. World Shops’ evaluation of the national association’s future and their evaluation of the
information distribution by the national board. 18 cases, 1 missing.

Whereas there do not seem to exist major conflicts between World Shops’ frames of
reference, there does seem to be a conflict between the world views of the national
board and some member shops. VB is not always viewed simply as a network of all
World Shops. One sign of this is that three of the four interviewed World Shops do not
identify with the national association. In both interviews and observations, I could
several times notice an “us versus them” antagonistic feeling cropping up, both among
World Shop members and among members of the national board. Two of the
interviewed shops mention that regional cooperation seems more important than
knowledge about the national board of VB. It is easier to work together in any practical
sense with groups in the same region than with groups from the other end of Sweden,
easier to visit them and in this way create a feeling of belonging. From the national
board, these World Shops received huge amounts of papers from time to time, but they
didn’t feel closely involved. It is interesting that one of these groups had a member who
also participated in the national board, but they did not feel that this made much
difference. Another group felt that the most important profits that came from the
national association were the common logotype and the information brochures, and a
fourth wondered what VB would be able to offer now that the network project was over.
The major advantages of their membership had been the regional seminars and the
financial support that they could receive for activities, both of which were connected to
the network project. These comments show that the local organisations look to their
own organisations first, and are not 100% convinced that VB works for the same goals.
This may have something to do with the length of time the volunteers have been active:
in one observed meeting, newer (and younger) volunteers took more often the viewpoint
that all were working for the same goal, whereas older members were more protective
of their own organisation.

In meetings of the national board, I could sometimes observe a certain impatience at
demands of the World Shops for more, and more exact information, or about questions
how their own local shops could profit from the proposal about an import organisation.
This was most noticeable in the discussion of the feedback given by the members
(observation meeting 3 March). Moreover, there was some irritation about feedback
complaining about the board’s “undemocratic procedures”. As the chairman of VB says
in an interview, he finds it strange that the national board seems to have to defend
themselves against the shops; this is wrong, but probably both sides are responsible for
this situation (personal interview, 2001-03-02). The coordinator states that, whereas the
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national board takes a national perspective, the shops start from their local reality.
Therefore, they have problems communicating effectively (personal interview, 2001-03-
19).

According to the questionnaires, most of the World Shops feel that they should be the
ones preparing the proposition as well as making the final decision by vote. Both
interviewed members of the national board on the other hand believe that it is the
responsibility of the national board to put forward an alternative for the annual meeting
to vote about. Otherwise, the process would become too cumbersome and the decision
would be even harder to make (personal interviews, 2001-03-07 and 2001-03-02). The
coordinator believes it is a question of trust: the shops have to learn to trust the national
board to fulfil its functions (personal interview, 2001-03-19). The belief of the World
Shops that they should be the ones preparing the proposition can either be proof of the
World Shops’ distrust of the national board and their wish to defend their independence,
or of the World Shops’ different interpretation of the roles of decision makers in the
network. It seems as if the World Shops and the national board have a different view of
what the role of “strategic decision maker” involves. If one sees the decision process as
imbedded in a frame of rules and procedures, decision makers act according to
internalised understandings of how decision makers in VB are supposed to act. They
base their behaviour on the answers to the questions, “What kind of situation is this?
What kind of role do I play here? What does a person in this role do in such a situation
as this?” (March 1994, p. 58). The World Shops and the national board appear to have
different answers to these questions. In this case, the structure, or, as March & Olsen
(1976) put it, the technology, of the national association is ambiguous. This makes for a
more complicated process, where the different parts interpret the need for information
differently. I believe that in this decision process, there has been a combination of the
above reasons creating a conflict between the World Shops’ and the national board’s
perception of the information needs.

Independence and total democracy are important questions to the World Shops. With
“total democracy” I mean a democratic procedure without power differences, where all
members have the same influence. One of the interviewed shops reacted twice very
negatively on the information given by the national board, because they believed that it
was information about decisions already made rather than an invitation to the decision
process, which the national board had meant it to be. They relate that their first
discussions for quite some time were about the decision process and its legitimacy
rather than about the actual contents of the decision. During the observation of another
World Shop, some members expressed fears about the national board forcing them to
give up their independence and become a member of an umbrella organisation. One
member also expressed distrust against the other World Shops, feeling that any structure
of the national association should guarantee free access to all groups who live up to the
given demands, so that no-one could stop new groups coming in.

The question of the “80%-rule” is a good example of the importance of independence to
the member groups. In the first proposal of the national board, the board suggested that
all shops would commit themselves to purchasing 80% of their products from the new
import organisation that all would own, among other reasons to insure the import
organisation’s success. This was the issue on which most feedback, all negative, was
given (4 of 12, or a third of the written feedback, took up this issue), as well as the issue
that enraged a member in one of the observed local group meetings. He argued that it
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was utterly undemocratic to even propose such a commitment, and that this would take
away the important initiative of the member groups together with their freedom of
choice. It would favour “the national board’s” import organisation, and it would give
the World Shops less possibility of contact with producer groups themselves. This is a
type example of the “we” versus “them” thinking between national board and World
Shops. Sometimes, it seems as if VB is treated as an altogether different organisation
from the World Shops, rather than as the national network of all World Shops together.
Based on the feedback, the national organisation changed the formulation of this issue
in the second proposal, and now stresses that it is not obligatory, though highly
desirable, that all shops buy from their own import organisation.

In most new social movements, the importance of non-hierarchical structures is one of
the most striking characteristics (Eyerman & Jamison 1991). The importance of
grassroots democracy to the groups can be observed in the answers of the World Shops
as to who should make the final decision: 89% (17 of 19 respondents) believe that the
decision should be made by all shops together. Even the interviewed board members
hold no doubt that it is very important that all shops participate in the decision making
(personal interviews 2001-03-02 and 2001-03-07). In observed national board meetings,
there has from the beginning been a consensus that all World Shops also in the new
import organisation have to carry equal weight, and there have been discussions about
which company form best can ensure this equality. In one of the interviews, a World
Shop member expressed worry about the price of travel to the annual meeting being a
danger to democracy, and meant that this could be solved by a policy of solidarity.
Another consequence of the ideals of a peace movement is that the ideal of friendly
cooperation is strong, and therefore there are few open conflicts.

To summarise, the 22 World Shops making up the network come from different
traditions and backgrounds. Still, they have more or less similar goals and choose more
or less similar partners and ways of working. The problem is rather that not all groups
know what the other groups do, and that there still is a lack of task cooperation. Groups
that cooperate more with each other seem to have a stronger sense of belonging to the
network as well as a stronger trust in the information distributed from the national
board. There is a difference between the World Shops’ frames of reference on the one
hand and the national board’s frame of reference on the other, which makes it harder to
communicate. It sometimes seems as if the World Shops treat their network VB as
another organisation altogether, and only a minority feels a strong sense of belonging to
the network. There are different opinions within the movement as to the most important
goals as well as to the structure of the association, and this creates frustration both for
the World Shops and for the national board of VB. Both grassroots democracy and the
independence of the local World Shops are important for the network, and the decision
process has to be adapted to these demands.

5.5. What are the functions and goals of the decision process?
The decision process has both explicit and implicit goals or functions. The explicit goal
of the national board is to find a solution to a problem experienced by the national board
with the demise of a large import organisation (personal interview, 2001-03-02). The
national board believes that their proposition will help the shops on the one hand to gain
a better and more varied stock of products, and on the other hand, it will provide easier
logistics to coordinate distribution of both products and information. According to the
national board, the final goal of a new import organisation is to help new World Shops
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start up (minutes of meeting 2000-11-11 - 2000-11-12; Förslag om övertagande av
importverksamhet, 2000). But the World Shops may have different goals. Most World
Shops look to their local benefit in contrast to the national board, which looks to the
national movement first and foremost. Some of the first goals of the observed World
Shops are to have less paperwork, more influence and to find more and better products.
The World Shops tend to look more at the democratic legitimacy of the decision making
process than the national board, which has looked more at time and effectiveness. One
could say that the World Shops take a more political stance, whereas the national board
has taken a more rational stance in the process.

As March & Olsen (1976) mention, a decision process may have more functions than
the making of and acting upon a decision. The information needed, its richness and its
distribution media, is different for different functions. Also the participants in the
process do not have to be the same for all functions. Other functions that can be even
more important are socialising and adapting common norms, so that the networking
organisations feel part of the same movement. This has shown to be lacking in a number
of cases in VB. Therefore an implicit function can be to knit the World Shops closer
together – as two of the interviewed shops mention, a commonly owned import
organisation would demand more contacts between the World Shops. Since the
organisations have a strong tradition of independence together with a deeply felt
grassroots democratic viewpoint, another symbolically important function of the
decision process is that it acts out this base democracy. Many of the World Shops are
new organisations, and thus the network is under constant development. Even in the few
more experienced World Shops, the membership is continuously fluctuating: new
members take over after the older ones, and there is not always a good way of ensuring
continuity. This is an example of what March & Olsen (1976) call the ambiguity of
organisation, which is usual in young organisations.  The last four years have proved
very important to heighten the contact between the shops in the “network project”, but
there could still be much more cooperation and discussion. Gustavsen and Hofmaier
(1997) claim that any network building has to take at least 2,5 years to start making a
change for the individual participating organisation, since it takes that much time to
create the broad base of support for change in each organisation. It can take about 8 –10
years to form and consolidate a meaningful network, and often it is hard to keep up the
activity of the network after (state) support has dwindled. Even if VB has existed since
1984, one could argue that its success as a network has started 1997 with the network
project. The learning process of how to make a decision together is an important part of
the whole process, possibly more important than what the decision itself turns out to be.

6. Discussion and Conclusions
In this chapter, I summarise my major findings and discuss the implications of the
organisational cultures in VB for the decision process. I will try to point at some of its
consequences for the information network that existed during the process as well as for
the media that can be used. There have been several moments of ambiguity (or
equivocality) both inside and outside the organisation during the process, and they, too,
influence the success of different ways of information distribution. I will conclude by
enumerating some points that I believe could improve the fit of the information flow to
the demands of this specific organisation in a decision process. To structure my
discussion, I divide this chapter in three sections: section 6.1 about the information
network, a longer section 6.2 about the used media and a third and longest section 6.3
about the particularities in this decision process and their influence on the information
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distribution and evaluation. I end with a short conclusion, in which I attempt to
summarise some advice for future decision making processes in VB.

6.1. Information network
The network of information flows during the decision process in VB can be drawn as a
simplified diagram. The structure of a networking association like VB cannot be
visualised as a top-down hierarchy. In the case of a board without any formal power
over the members, maybe we should talk about “outward” and “inward” information
instead for “down” and “up”. In that case, the board would be more central, but on the
same level of power. Theoretically, the information network in this decision process
could have been a totally flat flow of information in all directions, in the forms of a
combined “wheel” and “star”, with a stable organisation as well as high flexibility and
high morale (Lewis, 1987, p.53). The theoretical possibility is symbolically important
for VB, since it fits with the organisation’s culture’s ideal of grassroots democracy and
the cooperation of equals. A large majority of the members believes that it is very
important to participate in the whole of the decision process, and most of them stress the
importance of cooperation with other shops. That the information network in reality
rather has the form of a “wheel”, with very incomplete “star” tendencies, depends to a
large degree on the flowing attention span of VBs members. Even those who express
that the decision to be made is very important to their World Shop cannot spend as
much time as they would want on the decision. The doubly low load autonomy of the
volunteer association has as its consequence that many other demands in the volunteers’
lives have to be prioritised. The consequences (according to Lewis 1987) are that the
communication network has traits of low morale, low flexibility and a pronounced
leadership. But since the national board does not have any pronounced power in VB,
this communication network does not fit the (democratic) power structure and creates
frustration and distrust.

 The large distances between the different groups and the lack of resources in the
movement generally make it still harder to participate in the process. March & Olsen
(1976) claim that the more unsegmented the participation and the longer the decision
process, the more the attention of the participants fluctuates. This is both a very
unsegmented process and a fairly long one. Therefore, the attention of the members is
often deflected to other demands. Also the relative ignorance of the World Shops about
each other and about the structure of the national network can be a reason for the
relatively few contacts between the World Shops about the import decision.

6.2. Media
As all member groups in this decision network are decision makers on a strategic level,
information richness theory implies that information media should be predominantly
rich to all member groups and their members (Daft & Lengel 1984). This part of the
information richness theory is supported by the distribution of information in the local
World Shops: when they treat their own members as strategic decision makers, they
tend to distribute more and richer information than when they make a decision on their
local board only. On the inter-organisational level, much of the distributed information
is rather poor. Some of the World Shops have reacted against that, and those members
who have looked for information themselves have used richer media, but on the whole,
there does not seem to be a correspondence between the information richness and the
World Shops’ satisfaction with the information distribution. Since VB is an external
load organisation, both the attention span and the time of the participants are flowing.
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Together with the geographical distance between participants, the richest medium of
personal meetings is sometimes too resource-consuming to be feasible. The easiest
available information may have to be preferred. The reasons that are given for the
relative lack of rich information in the distribution by the national board are time and
money. As the chairman says, the best way to inform and communicate is (face-to-face)
conversation, but that is also a financial question, whether it is always possible
(personal interview 2001-03-02). Also the coordinator feels that ideally, all shops ought
to have been visited, but there has not been the time for this (personal interview 2001-
03-19).

On the other hand, several World Shops have asked for more precise information, often
in the form of financial figures and the like. This is the poorest information possible
according to Daft & Lengel (1984). They state that poor information is used to alleviate
uncertainty, whereas rich information is used to cope with equivocality. It seems that
the World Shops suffer uncertainty in an ambiguous world, and believe that there are
answers to their questions that the national board could give them if they made the
effort. A problem here is the ambiguity of the environment in which the information is
gathered; whereas the vision can remain stable, details and “hard” data have changed
considerably during the whole of the process (personal interviews 2001-03-02 and
2001-03-07). With the time lapse involved in sending all data on to the groups, the
financial data would have become irrelevant by the time the groups could discuss them.
Moreover, budget data are hard to understand without additional information, both since
one needs an understanding of economy and because the data depend on many other
variables that cannot be explained in a numeric budget. In a more hierarchical
organisation, the decision-making management would have lessened the amount of the
information as well as the richness in top-down information distribution, and hereby
provided a sense of security and direction for the lower levels. This is more or less what
has happened in those World Shops who have decided to make the decision on the level
of their local board. It is not possible in the national network, where all member
organisations want to play the role of strategic decision makers.

Rich information is also needed when the frames of reference of groups are very
different and/or when they cooperate tightly, state Daft & Lengel (1984). An example of
very rich information involved in the decision process was the visit of the national
board to European World Shop associations. This not only provided benchmarking facts
to be used when choosing among the alternatives, but also gave a deeper understanding
of the international network of World Shops. It bound the national board members
tighter together and provided them with the necessary enthusiasm and the vision to keep
them active during the whole process. The other members did not have this much rich
information that could give them the same vision and enthusiasm and tie them closer
together.

The World Shops seem neither to have very different frames of reference nor much
cooperation needing task information. Their problem lies rather in their ignorance about
each other and about the technology of the network organisation, as well as in their
fairly ambiguous organisational goals. Ignorance about the functioning of other groups
is ranked as a kind of uncertainty by Daft & Lengel (1984). They claim that the best
way to diminish this uncertainty is to provide the groups with more, or with richer
information to learn about each other. Some of the interviewed groups also mentioned
solutions that were a combination of richer and less rich information, like a newsletter
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presenting each World Shop, websites for each World Shop or a discussion site on VBs
website.

Even if the difference between the cultures of the World Shops does not seem too big,
there is a conflict between their frames of reference and the frame of reference of the
national board. The general need for information could be less if the groups could trust
the national board and the other groups to choose the right alternatives. As it is, the
different frames of reference lead sooner to a feeling of distrust. Still, it seems that
World Shops tend to trust both the national association and its board more when they
have learnt more about other World Shops and cooperate more with them. To bring the
World Shops and the national board closer to understanding each other, a suggestion
both from an interviewed World Shop and from national board members was that
national board members should visit all shops and thus give an opportunity for very rich
information from both sides. In this case, then, there does seem to be a need for rich
information.

The geographical distances, the different levels of information distribution and the
participation of a large number of independent decision makers demanding democracy
are specific features for this inter-organisational network. These factors are not taken
into account in Daft & Lengels theory of information richness, which is designed with a
fairly hierarchical organisation in mind. They add aspects both in relation to the need
for rich information and to the difficulties of distributing rich information.

6.3. Traits of the decision process
As March & Olsen (1976) claim, one and the same decision process can show different
traits at different times. Whereas the first part of the decision making process, where the
national board has decided to take up the challenge of the decision process, has been a
more rational process, later parts have shown more political characteristics. During the
months before the first information was sent out, the national board tried to define
problems, alternatives and preferences in a rational way. For this, it used several
information sources and information media, of which the benchmarking journey to
Belgium and the Netherlands was the richest. Other sources were negotiations of two of
the national board members, discussions of some members with experts and financial
data on the import organisations involved in the process. In other words, there was a
mixture of poor and very rich information, with a higher amount of richer information.
But the process could not remain rational, mostly since the culture of the organisation
demanded political aspects. Since the decision has to be made by a majority vote, it is
inherently a "coalition-bargaining" rather than a purely rational decision. Together with
the strong independent streak of the local World Shops, the grassroots democracy
tradition of new social movements demands a “conflict resolution” model for the
decision to be legitimate. Political aspects of the process can for instance be seen in the
importance of discussion on different meetings, the fact that different groups have
gathered together to discuss the impact of the board's proposition, and in their rejection
of some parts of the proposition in their feedback. Also the concern of the groups that
they partake in each part of the process is a sign of the process being more political
(democratic) than mainly rational.

O’Reilly (1983) claims that in a political process of decision making, information is
never neutral. Since this decision process in certain aspects has been political, not all
information will have been experienced as neutral. The sender of the information may
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believe that the information is objective, but most probably the receivers will interpret it
otherwise. Since the process has some aspects of a struggle for power, there may be a
certain distrust of some messengers and a trust in others. According to O’Reilly (1983),
this will have influenced the value put on the received information. In this case, the
question of who should partake in the preparation of a proposition has been the issue
where the opinions from the national board and the World Shops differ most markedly.
The “political” role of decision maker is not necessarily the same as the “rational” role
of the people preparing the proposition. Still, many World Shops seem to feel that both
parts are present in their roles as strategic decision makers. Some of the conflicting
opinions on which information the World Shops should receive could be attributed to
the different understanding of the rules in the network by the World Shops and the
national board. The relative youth both of many World Shops and of the network in its
present form can be a cause of this ambiguity.

The conviction of the World Shops that they ought to play the biggest role in the
preparation of a proposition can be explained against the background of their
independence and their belief in total democracy. The relative ignorance some World
Shops feel about the structure of VB, which has as a consequence that they do not feel a
sense of belonging, can cause a sense of distrust against VB as an unfamiliar
organisation trying to diminish the World Shop’s independence. This has sometimes
resulted in a lack of trust in the national board's will to let the World Shops in on the
decision. To remain assured that they themselves are the decision makers, some of the
shops need a sense of control over the whole of the process. Therefore they may
clamour to be included in the making of the proposition, even if they do not have the
time or energy to contribute much. Keeping in mind the low load autonomy and the
stress of the local members, this demand might be symbolic rather than an actual wish
for participation in the preparing work. This can also explain why a significant part of
the World Shops feel that they have spent too little time on the process; they had wanted
to play a larger role, and this has not been possible. A sign of this symbolic value is that,
even though 12 of 22 shops have sent feedback to the national board, and most have
telephoned or mailed at least once to the contact person of the national board (personal
interview 2001-03-07), most of the feedback have been questions about the board’s
proposal. Only a few shops have come with their own proposals. As March & Olsen
(1976) argue, sometimes the right to participate is seen as more important than the
actual participation.

This wish for participation in the whole process has as one of its manifestations a
demand for more, and more detailed information, which not always can be given. This
demand may have a mostly symbolic function. O’Reilly (1983) writes that information
is sometimes requested to seem to follow the routines of the organisation, rather than to
actually be used. And according to March (1994), a rule-based decision maker will
require information, not always to use it, but because that is what decision makers do. In
this way, he may feel more secure in his role. World Shops who do not really have the
time to absorb more information might still want more information to feel that they
have a sufficient background to base their decision on. Therefore they may ask for
especially very poor information, like numeric information about budgets. These data
takes a lot of time to understand, and in ambiguous surroundings they are useless
without richer explanations. However, as O’Reilly (1983) explains, precisely statistics
(and numbers) are often used as a symbol for rational decision making, while the
decisions in reality are based more on vivid examples and own experience.
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An additional sign of the difference in opinions as to who should undertake which roles
is the question of how many alternatives the national board should have provided.
Several World Shops have addressed the lack of alternatives to decide on in the board’s
proposition, as well as there only being positive information. One World Shop calls this
an utterly undemocratic fashion. It is true that the national board has presented only one
alternative, and on board meetings the need for a united and positive vision to present to
the member groups has been addressed several times. According to the chairman of VB,
it is necessary to come up with one alternative only for the members to decide on,
because the process would become even more difficult otherwise. He believes it is
healthier for the network if the national board “takes the blame” for their proposal than
if the process becomes too long-winded, with conflicts and discussions on many
different points (personal interview, 2001-03-02). The approach of the national board
can also be a sign of O’Reilly’s (1983) theory that decision makers easily submit to a
tendency to choose first and find supporting information later, neglecting negative
information. This is all the more probable since the national board on several occasions
has been forced in a defensive position by the distrust of some World Shops. To defend
their proposal and their right to prepare a proposition, they may have presented the
information too optimistically.

To make a rational decision and be able to implement it, the time schedule cannot be
unlimited; but to make a legitimate decision, there have to be ample opportunities for
discussion and feedback. As the chairman of the national board put it: in the field of
private business which he comes from, time is money. It is not that important that the
right decisions are made, but that they are made fast. In the case of this specific decision
process, the limits were set partly by the limited period in office of the national board (a
new one will be chosen on the annual meeting), and partly by the demands of the
environment. A solution had to be found and implemented soon for an environment that
the national board experienced as seriously worsened by the demise of another import
organisation. In movements, it seems less important how much time it takes, but the
decision has to be (ideologically) right; this is not always efficient (personal interview
2001-03-02). It takes much longer time since all members have to be included. Since
the assumption of many groups is that all their members should be given the
opportunity to partake in the decision, it takes a long time to call them together, give
them time to read the information material, discuss and decide. The problem is made
more serious by the low load autonomy of the association. Members who do not belong
to the most active core in a local group will probably have even less time to spare on
decisions made in the network. Since they often know even less of the association's
background as well, they will need more time as well as more rich information to
understand the background of the decision. Even if most of the members may neither
want to nor be able to partake actively in the decision process, the time allotted still has
to be so long that all can have the possibility of partaking, if they want to. Since the
most common criticism of the shops on the information distribution is precisely
shortage of time, it seems as if the national board has planned a little too rationally and
left the needs of the political process aside.

It is far from easy to find the right balance between efficiency and democracy on this
point. The length of time that could be allotted to discussion on different levels has been
problematic. In the ambiguous environment of the decision process, situations changed
quickly. Since much of the information had to be distributed over several links, and
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since there was a time lapse between the gathering of the information, the distribution of
the information and its discussion by the local World Shop, it happened several times
that group members discussed information that already had become irrelevant. On the
other hand, time and several rounds of feedback were necessary conditions to legitimise
the final decision.  Therefore, sometimes the decision makers had to act in a
“contextually rational” way, and treat the distributed information and feedback as
symbolic rather than use it in their discussions. As O’Reilly (1983) states, the more
links the information has to be passed over, the less likely it is that the information will
be used in decision making.

In the making of its time plan, the national board has used some of the information more
for symbolic reasons than any other. Mostly the role of the shops’ feedback has not
been explained properly. When the feedback from the shops was discussed on the 3rd of
March 2001, there were less than two weeks left for the final proposition to be sent to
the World Shops. It was therefore not possible to make any larger changes in the
proposal that would need to be investigated and debated. Therefore, it really was lucky
that the feedback consisted for the most part of questions to be answered rather than of
alternative proposals. Still, both feedback and discussion opportunities have to be
present in the decision process, since the grassroots democratic structures of the
association demand it. This is an instance of what O’Reilly calls the conflict between a
“contextual rationality” on the part of the national board and the rules that the
organisation has set up to legitimise a decision.

6.4. Conclusion
I believe that the main problem in the association VB is that the World Shops have not
yet developed a sense of belonging to their own network. They know little about each
other and little about the structure and the rules of their national network. VB is
continuously changing, with new members coming in and more experienced members
leaving the movement. Therefore, the organisation, the intentions and the understanding
of the national association are ambiguous and the association can even be seen as totally
different from the local World Shop. In such a situation, local World Shops show
distrust of the national board of their network and sometimes of the other World Shops
as well. Because of that, they have a strong tendency to want to control all details of an
important decision process like the one studied. This however is not possible in the long
run, since the doubly low load autonomy of the network coupled with the distances
between the World Shops and the lack of financial resources of the association leave the
members very little time for the process. The opposing demands cause a situation where
many members feel that they ought to spend more time on the decision process, but
cannot.

This is an important moment in the life of the network VB, since now that the network
project and the financial support it entailed have ended, it remains to be seen whether
the groups can keep up their activity. In this case, I believe that the opportunities for
socialising and learning about the association should be treated as more important than
the implementation of an actual decision. From this point of view, which is not a
rational one, one may decide that the time has been too short and the information
richness has been too poor. I believe that the next decision process should be planned
not only with regard to the actual decision making, but also taking into account the
other functions of the process and consciously using the decision process as a way of
developing and internalising a common frame of reference. Rich information, like visits
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from the national board to all member shops and as many informal meeting
opportunities as possible should be included. Moreover, there should be more time, to
really allow all members on all levels to discuss the information to the full. The
information the national board can give about constantly changing situations (as in this
case) may not be accurate, but if the meetings could serve to build up more trust in the
association, the member shops would probably not have as deep a need of controlling
the whole process before the final decision making. Then, the role of the national board
as the one preparing a proposition could be accepted, and the World Shops would not
need to spend as much of their time and effort on trying to keep up with the details in
the process. Even the need of the national board to stand united and defend their
propositions might become less as the trust in their capacity becomes stronger.
Eventually, decision processes could become more rational and effective, when the
frames of references and the goals of the World Shops and the national board will come
closer to each other, without losing their democratic base.

This line is already being followed by VB, as the networking project shows. The
problem of time and money remains, however. To make sure that the development of
the network will go in the right direction, some of the tips by the World Shops and the
project coordinator on how to solve the problems of information distribution can be
used. A first step might be the provision of access to Internet and e-mail addresses and
websites for all World Shops. Today, only a minority have access to Internet and even
fewer have websites. Another good idea is the production of a newsletter with
presentations of all World Shops. Both of these ideas, while building on fairly poor
media, may nevertheless be a cost-effective way to raise the World Shops’ awareness of
their network, and through this their trust in a common future. Another way to heighten
the trust and the knowledge of World Shops in their national board is by actively
inviting members from different shops to participate on the national level, either on the
board or on other national work groups. I believe that finally, personal contacts are the
only way through which a sense of trust and belonging can grow.

PS. The network VB is a dynamic association, and I have felt throughout that it is
difficult to pin down any reactions of members. The major weakness of my research, to
have to gather reactions about a process that was only halfway through at the time, has
probably given a darker image of the trust and satisfaction of the World Shops in their
network than a round of interviews would today. The atmosphere on the annual
meeting, where the final decision was made, was much more positive than my data
would have led me to believe. I believe that already this long decision process has done
its share towards bringing the World Shops closer together, and more positive about the
future of their movement.
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Appendix 1. Questionnaire to the World Shops.

Hej!

Denna enkät handlar om informationsförmedlingen inom nätverket Världsbutikerna för
Rättvis Handel. Jag har skickat ut den till ordförandena i alla 22 Världsbutiker i vår
rörelse. Enkäten är ett led i en större undersökning där jag försöker att få en klar bild av
bland annat:

� Hur förmedlingen av information inom Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel går
till

� Om alla Världsbutikerna får all information de behöver i rätt tid för att kunna ta
beslut

� Hur lätt det är att kommunicera inom nätverket
� Hur vi kan lösa eventuella problem

Jag som forskar i detta är förutom ordinarie ledamot i den nationella styrelsen också
student i Biblioteks- och Informationsvetenskap i Borås. Denna undersökning ska bli
min magisteruppsats. Ibland när vi träffas i styrelsen slås vi av att vi egentligen vet
väldigt lite om vad ni, medlemmarna som vi ska representera, tycker om våra beslut.
Det kanske är som det ska, det är ju styrelsens uppgift att sätta sig in i frågor och
redovisa sina beslut en gång om året. Men det finns frågor som vi tycker är så viktiga att
vi måste få feedback från alla medlemmar. Frågan om övertagandet av
importorganisationen Sackeus är en sådan fråga. Då är det essentiellt att
kommunikationen fungerar bra. Detta hoppas jag att min uppsats ska kunna bidra till.
Jag vill slutligen påpeka att den inte är en del av den stora utvärderingen av
Världsbutikernas projekt som pågår ungefär samtidigt. Jag beklagar att ni får så mycket
pappersarbete på en gång, men hoppas ändå att ni kan ta er tid att fylla i min enkät
också.

Denna enkät kommer att ta ungefär en halvtimme att fylla i. Det kanske verkar som en
lång tid, men genom att fylla i den kan ni bidra till att göra vår rörelse mer effektiv i
längden. Jag vill be er att fylla i enkäten och skicka den tillbaka till mig innan slutet av
februari  i det bifogade adresserade kuvertet eller maila den till mig. Enkäten är inte
anonym, men om ni inte anger annat kommer jag att hemlighålla vem som svarat vad.

Jag kommer att sammanställa resultatet av min undersökning senast maj 2001 och
skickar då ut en sammanfattning av vad jag har kommit fram till till alla Världsbutiker.

Jag vill tacka så mycket för er hjälp,

Karen Nowé
e-mail: karen.nowe@varldsbutikerna.org



Allmän information

1. Hur många medlemmar har Din Världsbutik?
Härmed menar jag alla som har betalat medlemsavgift och / eller som regelbundet
informeras om Världsbutikens aktiviteter, både aktiva och passiva medlemmar.

2. Hur många aktiva medlemmar har Din Världsbutik?
Härmed menar jag medlemmar som mer eller mindre regelbundet deltar i Världsbutikens
verksamhet.

Beslut om det eventuella ägandet av en importorganisation

3. På vilken nivå tar er Världsbutik beslut om hur Ni ska ställa er angående den
nationella styrelsens förslag att tillsammans äga en importorganisation?
� Inte alls
� På ett styrelsemöte
� På ett allmänt medlemsmöte, t ex ett årsmöte
� På en annan nivå, nl:
� Vet ej

4. Hur ofta går Ni i styrelsen ut med information om “importörsfrågan” till era
medlemmar?
� Inte alls
� En gång
� Två gånger
� Fler än  två gånger, nl:
� Vet ej

5. På vilka sätt för Ni i styrelsen vidare information om ”importörsfrågan” till era
medlemmar utanför styrelsen? (Du kan ange flera alternativ!)
� Inte alls
� På ett eller flera allmänna informationsmöten för alla medlemmar
� Via (personliga) brev
� Via (opersonliga) utskick
� Via personliga e-mail
� Via opersonliga gruppmail (som skickas ut till flera samtidigt)
� Genom en medlemstidning i min egen Världsbutik
� Över telefonen
� I ett eller flera personliga möten
� Genom ett meddelande som satts upp i en för föreningen allmän plats
� På annat sätt, nl:
� Vet ej
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6. Hur tycker Du att distributionen av informationen till era medlemmar har fungerat?
� Mycket bra � Ganska

bra
� Varken bra eller

dåligt
� Ganska

dåligt
� Mycket

dåligt
� Vet ej

7. Finns det skillnader i sättet ni distribuerar informationen om ”importörsfrågan” på
jämfört med hur ni brukar distribuera information om egna aktiviteter?
� Ja � Nej � Vet ej

8. Distribuerar ni mer eller mindre information om ”importörsfrågan” till era
medlemmar jämfört med hur mycket ni brukar distribuera information om egna
aktiviteter?
Mycket mer Lite mer Varken mer eller

mindre
Lite mindre Mycket

mindre
Vet ej

Allmänna frågor

1. I vilken Världsbutik är Du aktiv?

2. Vilken position har Du i Din Världsbutik?

3. Vilka arbetsuppgifter har Du in Din Världsbutik?

4. Kön: � M � K
5. Födelseår :

Världsbutikens mål.
Fastän vi slutligen alla strävar mot en bättre värld, kan det finnas olika sätt som vi ser som
viktiga för att uppnå vårt ideal på, och vi kan ha olika framtidsvisioner.

6. Tror Du att det kommer att gå bättre eller sämre för Världsbutikerna i de närmaste 3
åren?
� Mycket

bättre
� lite

bättre
� varken bättre

eller sämre
� lite sämre � mycket

sämre
� vet ej

7. Tror Du att det kommer att gå bättre eller sämre för din egen Världsbutik i de närmaste
3 åren?
� Mycket

bättre
� lite

bättre
� varken bättre

eller sämre
� lite sämre � mycket

sämre
� vet ej
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8. Hur viktigt tycker Du att samarbetet med de andra Världsbutikerna i nätverket
Världsbutikerna för Rättvis handel är för Din Världsbutik?
� Mycket

viktigt
� ganska

viktigt
� varken viktigt

eller oviktigt
� ganska

oviktigt
� mycket

oviktigt
� vet ej

9. Vad tycker Du är det viktigaste målet för Världsbutikernas rörelse? Rangordna 3 av de
följande alternativen från 1 till 3; 1 är viktigast!
� Att det ska bli fler världsbutiker
� Att allmänheten ska bli medveten om de orättvisa förhållandena på världsmarknaden
� Att sälja fler rättvisa produkter
� Att stödja projekt i Tredje Världen
� Annat, nl:
� Vet ej

10. Vem tycker Du är de viktigaste samarbetspartnerna för er Världsbutik? Rangordna 3
av de följande alternativen från 1 till 3; 1 är viktigast!
� Andra Världsbutiker
� Importörer
� Lokala föreningar, nl:
� Kyrkan
� Skolor
� Annan, nl:
� Vet ej

Beslutsprocessen om ”importörsfrågan”
Nätverket Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel håller på med en beslutsprocess om frågan om
alla världsbutiker tillsammans ska äga en importorganisation, eller hur man annars ska lösa
problemet som man anser uppstått därför att Sackeus AB har bytt ägare och att deras
hantverksimport ska upphöra. Man vill också lösa samarbetsproblem som man har erfarit med
de bestående importörerna på detta sätt. Jag skulle vilja veta mer om varje Världsbutiks
synpunkter om denna fråga, som jag härefter refererar till som ”importörsfrågan”.

11. Tycker Du att samarbetet med de bestående importörerna är ett problem för din
Världsbutik?
� Mycket

problematiskt
� Ganska

problematis
kt

� varken
problematiskt
eller
oproblematiskt

� ganska
oproble
matiskt

� mycket
oproblemati
skt

� vet
ej

12. Tror du att beslutet om ”importörsfrågan” kommer att påverka din Världsbutik?
� ja, mycket � ja, lite � nej, inte alls � vet ej

13. Tycker Du att styrelsens förslag, att tillsammans äga en importorganisation av något
slag, förbättrar eller förvärrar problem som ni har erfarit i er Världsbutik?
� förbättrar

mycket
� förbättrar

lite
� varken förbättrar

eller försämrar
� försämrar

lite
� försämrar

mycket
� vet

ej
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14. Vem tycker du bör utforma ett förslag för hur man kan lösa ”importörsfrågan”?
� Alla Världsbutiker bör ha den största delen i utformningen av förslaget
� Den nationella styrelsen bör utforma förslaget utan input från Världsbutikerna
� Externa experter bör ha den största delen i utformningen av ett förslag
� Andra, nl:
� Vet ej
15. Vem tycker Du bör ta det slutliga beslutet när det gäller “importörsfrågan”?
� Alla Världsbutiker tillsammans
� Den nationella styrelsen
� Någon annan, nl:
� Vet ej

Informationsförmedling om ”importörsfrågan ”
Det slutliga målet för min undersökning är att ta reda på hur Ni har blivit informerade om
”importörsfrågan” och på vilka sätt Ni kan använda denna information för att fatta beslut om
frågan. För att detta ska bli möjligt, behöver jag veta en del om hur ni får tag på information,
hur ni för information vidare och om ni har upplevt problem när det gäller att kommunicera
kring ”importörsfrågan”.

 Information som har distribuerats till Dig om ”importörsfrågan”.
Med detta menar jag bara den informationen som du har fått del av utan att behöva be
speciellt om den. Det kan vara informationsmöten som någon har anordnat eller brev som du
har fått, till exempel.

16. Varifrån har det distribuerats information till Dig om ”importörsfrågan”? (Du kan
ange fler alternativ!)
� Har inte fått någon information alls                                 GÅ GENAST TILL FRÅGA 21
� Från medlemmar i min Världsbutik
� Från andra Världsbutiker
� Från den nationella styrelsen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Från personalen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Från personer utifrån Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handels nätverk (t ex importörer, personer i

kyrkan, experter …)
� Från annat håll, nl:
� Vet ej                                                                                 GÅ GENAST TILL FRÅGA 19

17. Vilken av dessa källor har distribuerat mest information om importörsfrågan  till Dig?
(Ange bara ett alternativ!)
� Medlemmar i min Världsbutik
� Andra Världsbutiker
� Den nationella styrelsen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Personalen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Personer utifrån Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handels nätverk (t ex importörer, personer i

kyrkan, …)
� Vet ej
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18. Vilken av dessa informationskällor har distribuerat den mest användbara
informationen för att ta ett beslut i er Världsbutik om frågan? Rangordna 3 av de följande
alternativen från 1 till 3; 1 är viktigast!
� Medlemmar i min Världsbutik
� Andra Världsbutiker
� Den nationella styrelsen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Personalen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Personer utifrån Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handels nätverk (t ex importörer, personer i

kyrkan, …)
� Vet ej

19. På vilka sätt har Du fått information som berör ”importörsfrågan”? (Du kan ange fler
alternativ!)
� På styrelsemöten i min egen Världsbutik
� På allmänna informationsmöten för alla medlemmar i min egen Världsbutik
� På allmänna informationsmöten anordnade i det nationella nätverket av Världsbutikerna för

Rättvis handel
� Via (personliga) brev
� Via (opersonliga) utskick
� Via personliga e-mail
� Via opersonliga gruppmail (som skickas ut till flera samtidigt)
� Genom medlemstidningen ”Världsbutiken”
� Genom en medlemstidning i min egen Världsbutik
� Över telefonen
� I ett eller flera personliga möten
� Genom ett meddelande som satts upp i en för föreningen allmän plats
� På annat sätt, nl:
� Vet ej

20. På vilket av dessa sätt har du fått mest information om ”importörsfrågan”? (Ange bara
ett alternativ!)
� På styrelsemöten i min egen Världsbutik
� På allmänna informationsmöten för alla medlemmar i min egen Världsbutik
� På allmänna informationsmöten anordnade i det nationella nätverket av Världsbutikerna för

Rättvis handel
� Via (personliga) brev
� Via (opersonliga) utskick
� Via personliga e-mail
� Via opersonliga gruppmail (som skickas ut till flera samtidigt)
� Genom medlemstidningen ”Världsbutiken”
� Genom en medlemstidning i min egen Världsbutik
� Över telefonen
� I ett eller flera personliga möten
� Genom ett meddelande som satts upp i en för föreningen allmän plats
� På annat sätt, nl:
� Vet ej
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 Information om ”importörsfrågan” utöver den som distribuerats.
Här menar jag information som du har behövt be om för att få.

21. Har Du själv aktivt sökt information utöver den information som distribuerats som ska
hjälpa Dig att ta ett beslut i ”importörsfrågan”?
� Ja � Nej       GÅ GENAST TILL FRÅGA 26

22. På vilka sätt har du sökt information? (Du kan ange flera alternativ!)
� Via brev
� Via e-mail
� Över telefonen
� I ett eller flera personliga möten
� I böcker
� På Internet
� På annat sätt, nl:

23. Om Du har kommunicerat med någon eller några, med vem? (Du kan ange fler
alternativ!)
� Medlemmar i min Världsbutik
� Andra Världsbutiker
� Den nationella styrelsen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Personalen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel
� Personer utanför Världsbutikernas för Rättvis Handels nätverk (t ex importörer, personer i

kyrkan, experter …)
� Andra, nl:

24. Tycker Du att den information som Du själv har sökt är mer eller mindre användbar
än den information som har distribuerats till Dig?
� Mycket mer

användbar
� Lite mer

användbar
� Lika

användbar
� Lite mindre

användbar
� Mycket

mindre
användbar

� Vet
ej

Mängden av information

25. Vad tycker Du om mängden av information Du har fått (från olika håll) för att kunna
ta beslut i ”importörsfrågan”?
� Alldeles för

mycket
� Lite för

mycket
� Varken för

mycket eller
för litet

� Lite
för lite

� Mycket
för lite

� Vet
ej
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26. Har mängden av information påverkat Din förmåga att ta beslut i denna fråga? (Du
kan ange fler alternativ!)
� Den har inte påverkat mig på något sätt
� Den har gjort mig mer effektiv
� Den har gjort mig mindre effektiv
� Den har gett mig tillräckligt med bakgrundskunskap
� Den har gett mig för lite bakgrundskunskap
� Den har gjort mig stressad
� Den har gjort mig lugn
� Den har gjort mig säker på min sak
� Den har gjort mig osäker
� Den har påverkat mig på annat sätt, nl:
� Vet ej

27. Hur mycket tid har Du lagt ner för att få och gå igenom information för att kunna ta
beslut i “importörsfrågan”?
� Mer än 1

dag/veckan
� Mellan 1

dag/veckan
och 1
dag/månaden

� Mellan 1
dag/månaden
och 1 timme/
månaden

� Mindre än 1
timme/
månaden

� Vet ej

28. Vad tycker Du om tiden du lägger ner på att få och gå igenom information för att
kunna ta beslut i “importörsfrågan”?
� Mycket för

mycket
� Litet för

mycket
� Varken för

mycket eller
för litet

� Litet för
litet

� Mycket
för litet

� Vet ej

29. Har tiden Du lagt ner på ”importörsfrågan” påverkat din förmåga att ta beslut i denna
fråga?
� Den har inte påverkat mig på något sätt
� Den har gjort mig mer effektiv
� Den har gjort mig mindre effektiv
� Den har gjort mig stressad
� Den har gjort mig lugn
� Den har gjort mig säker på min sak
� Den har gjort mig osäker
� Den har påverkat mig på annat sätt, nl:
� Vet ej

30. Hur mycket tid brukar du lägga ner på att få och att gå igenom all information som har
med Din Världsbutik att göra?
Mer än 1
dag/veckan

� Mellan 1
dag/veckan och
1 dag/månaden

� Mellan 1
dag/månaden
och 1 timme/
månaden

� Mindre än 1
timme/
månaden

� Vet ej
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31. Vad tycker Du om tiden Du lägger ner på genomgång av all information?
� Mycket för

mycket
� Litet för

mycket
� Varken för

mycket eller
för litet

� Litet för
litet

� Mycket för
litet

� Vet ej

32. Hur tycker Du att detta påverkar Din förmåga att ta beslut i Världsbutiken i
allmänhet?
� Den påverkar mig inte på något sätt
� Den gör mig mer effektiv
� Den gör mig mindre effektiv
� Den gör mig stressad
� Den gör mig lugn
� Den gör mig säker på min sak
� Den gör mig osäker
� Den påverkar mig på annat sätt, nl:
� Vet ej

Den nationella styrelsens sätt att förmedla information om ”importörsfrågan”

33. Vad tycker Du om förmedlingen av information om ”importfrågan” från den nationella
styrelsen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis handel?
� Mycket bra � Ganska

bra
� Varken bra

eller dålig
� Ganska

dålig
� Mycket

dålig
� Vet ej

34. Om Du inte tycker att förmedlingen av information om ”importfrågan” från den
nationella styrelsen har fungerat bra, vad var problemen? (Du kan ange fler alternativ!)
� Det tog för lång tid för informationen att komma fram till butiken
� Det tog för lång tid att få svar på frågor
� Butiken fick inget svar på frågor eller feedback än
� Informationen var svår att förstå
� Informationen skickades till fel personer
� Informationen var olika från olika håll
� Annat, nl:
� Vet ej

35. Har Du förslag om hur man kunde lösa dessa problem?

Den nationella styrelsen i Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel har ställt upp en tidsplan för
beslutsprocessen i ”importörsfrågan” som de presenterat bland annat på informationsmötet i
Göteborg den 14 januari 2001. Enligt denna plan ska butikerna ha givit feedback till styrelsen
innan den 15 februari 2001 och få det slutliga förslaget den 15 mars 2001. Sedan ska de ge ett
mandat till butikens representant att rösta i det slutliga beslutstagande på årsmötet den 28/29
april 2001.
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37. Vad tycker Du om denna tidsplan?
� Visste inte om den
� För kort tid för att ge feedback
� För lång tid för att ge feedback
� Lagom tid att ge feedback
� För kort tid att fatta beslut om det slutliga förslaget
� För lång tid att fatta beslut om det slutliga förslaget
� Lagom tid att fatta beslut om det slutliga förslaget
� Annat, nl:
� Vet ej

38. Tycker Du att er Världsbutik har fått tillräckligt med möjligheter för att komma med
feedback till den nationella styrelsen när det gäller utformningen av deras förslag gällande
“importörsfrågan”?
� Mycket

tillräckligt
� Ganska

tillräckli
gt

� Varken
tillräckligt
eller
otillräckligt

� Ganska
otillräcklig
t

� Mycket
otillräcklig
t

� Vet ej

Tack så hemskt mycket för att Du tog Dig tid att svara!!!!

Karen Nowé
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Appendix 2. Questionnaire to board members of the 4 interviewed
World Shops.
The questionnaire was the same as the one above, but starting from "Allmänna frågor"
(Appendix 1, p. 67)

Hej!

Denna enkät handlar om informationsförmedlingen inom nätverket Världsbutikerna för
Rättvis Handel. Enkäten är ett led i en större undersökning där jag försöker att få en klar bild
av bland annat:

� Hur förmedlingen av information inom Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel går till
� Om alla Världsbutikerna får all information de behöver i rätt tid för att kunna ta beslut
� Hur lätt det är att kommunicera inom nätverket
� Hur vi kan lösa eventuella problem

Enkäten är en mindre version av en enkät som jag har skickat ut till ordförandena för alla 22
Världsbutiker. För att få en ännu klarare bild av vad som är viktigt i informationsförmedling
har jag valt ut sex butiker som tillsammans är representativa för hela rörelsen. Här ber jag alla
ni som sitter i styrelsen att fylla ut enkäten. Jag hoppas dessutom kunna få tillstånd en intervju
med er där vi kan gå in djupare på vad ni tycker är viktigt att kommunicera inom
Världsbutikerna för Rättvis Handel.

Jag som forskar i detta är förutom ordinarie ledamot i den nationella styrelsen också student i
Biblioteks- och Informationsvetenskap i Borås. Denna undersökning ska bli min
magisteruppsats. Ibland när vi träffas i styrelsen slås vi av att vi egentligen vet väldigt lite om
vad ni, medlemmarna som vi ska representera, tycker om våra beslut. Det kanske är som det
ska, det är ju styrelsens uppgift att sätta sig in i frågor och redovisa sina beslut en gång om
året. Men det finns frågor som vi tycker är så viktiga att vi måste få feedback från alla
medlemmar. Frågan om övertagandet av importorganisationen Sackeus är en sådan fråga. Då
är det essentiellt att kommunikationen fungerar bra. Detta hoppas jag att min uppsats ska
kunna bidra till. Jag vill slutligen påpeka att den inte är en del av den stora utvärderingen av
Världsbutikernas projekt som pågår ungefär samtidigt. Jag beklagar att ni får så mycket
pappersarbete på en gång, men hoppas ändå att ni kan ta er tid att fylla i min enkät också.

Denna enkät kommer att ta ungefär en halvtimme att fylla i. Det kanske verkar som en lång
tid, men genom att fylla i den kan ni bidra till att göra vår rörelse mer effektiv i längden. Jag
vill be er att fylla i enkäten och skicka den tillbaka till mig innan slutet av februari i det
bifogade adresserade kuvertet. Enkäten är inte anonym, men om ni inte anger annat kommer
jag att hemlighålla vem som svarat vad.

Jag kommer att sammanställa resultatet av min undersökning senast maj 2001 och skickar då
ut en sammanfattning av vad jag har kommit fram till till alla Världsbutiker.

Jag vill tacka så mycket för er hjälp,

Karen Nowé
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Appendix 3. Guidelines for focus group interviews

GENERAL QUESTIONS
1. The history of the World Shop: why was it founded, goals, in which tradition… ?

”frames of reference”!
2. Do they feel part of a larger movement? VB, other? Their relationship to other

World Shops, to the national board of VB, to other actors (church, import
organisations, …)

3. How is their own information flow organised? In the local board, in the whole
group, does it work well, why (not)?

4. 
THE DECISION PROCESS

5. How important  is the decision?
6. Feelings about information distribution: from which sources? Through which

media? Understandable, reliable? Neutral information?
7. Time and amount of information

How much should the group be in on the process, how much time can they spend,
stress, other demands?

8. Other topics that may come up…


