CAPITAL STRUCTURES OF CONTROL
An Ethnography of Markets, Financial Regulation, Hierarchy and the Knowledge Labour Process. 
ABSTRACT

This paper analyses the organisation structures and the nature of knowledge work within the Irish subsidiary of a global, stock exchange listed organisation. ‘Avatar’ is a market leading provider of high-technology products and services.  It is a knowledge intensive organisation pursuing continuous innovation and undergoing continuous structural and strategic transformation in a liberal market economy.  The Avatar story reveals how seemingly incompatible organisational phenomenon can co-exist.  Centralising decision making provided top management with the power to force continuous change; hierarchical command created ‘enterprising’ employees and formidable management control structures yielded innovation.  

In a business world where large organisations must be seen to adhere to a range of complex financial regulations it is hoped that the findings demonstrate the value of tracing how macro-regulatory, market structures can shape organisational structures and processes.  Avatar market-rational, technocratic practices directly mirrored regulatory requirements.  The 2002 Sarbanes Oxley Act and the International Financial Regulation Standards require market listed organisations to explicitly locate and affect control to drive market-rational and operating intentions in a top down manner.  Any other approach is deemed not only irresponsible but illegal.   In fact, it is questionable whether the post-industrial archetype of the loose, flat, decentralised, boundary-less, wholly networked organisation could ever be regulatory compliant.  

It is hoped that this paper goes some way towards demonstrating the benefits of re-engaging with conventional concepts such as regulation, market structures, control and hierarchy and investigating how they facilitate more contemporary notions of innovation, change, flexibility, knowledge work and enterprising employees.
THE LITERATURE

Post-Industrialism: What does it look like?
Organisational structures are ‘descriptions of and templates for ongoing patterns of action’ (Barley and Kunda: 2001:76).  Much literature on organisation structures and work in recent decades has focused on characterising the ‘post-industrial’ organisation (Barley and Kunda, 2001; Bell, 1973; Block, 1990). Throughout the second half of the 21st century technology developed rapidly, consumer markets in developed economies became more specialised and changeable and economies became more service based (Ritzer, 2007).  These shifts meant that the successful organisations were those able to lead, or at least cope with, constant change. The large, vertically integrated, hierarchical ‘industrial’ firm was portrayed as being at a structural disadvantage, unable to compete with flatter, horizontally dispersed firms (Piore and Sabel, 1984).  The flatter, decentralised firm, it was argued, were less constrained by formal rules and boundaries and therefore could be more enterprising, empowering responsive in changing high technology times, and for a number of decades ‘small was beautiful’ (Kuttner, 1997:i). Throughout the second half of the 20th century the command and control structure of hierarchical bureaucracies attracted primarily negative reviews. A body of literature emerged heralding the shortcomings of hierarchical, bureaucratic structures with some claiming them to be downright unsuitable for certain types of business functions.  The claims of dysfunction centred on the arguments that hierarchy was is unable to facilitate change and innovation as they are:

· Overly mechanical, procedural and inflexible and unable to facilitate information flow and the creative collaboration required for innovation and the generation of new service based, high technology knowledge. The top down regimented approach was deemed to render firms too rigid and disempowering to survive in a high technology knowledge, liberal market economy (Abernathy, 1978; Adler, 2001; Bennis and Slater, 1964; Burns and Stalker, 1961; Child and Mc Grath, 2001; Daft, 1998; Dyer et al., 1987; Hannan and Freeman, 1984; Mintzberg, 1979; Nelson and Winter, 1982; Piore and Sabel, 1984; Powell, 1990; Scott, 1992). 
· Damaging for maintaining the employee motivation levels and job satisfaction required for innovation as they cannot facilitate employee involvement in decision making (Berger and Cummings, 1979; Hackman and Oldham; 1980; Porter and Lawler, 1965). 
Characterising the ‘New’ Organisation

Such claims generated a perception that hierarchical, bureaucratic structures could only survive in industrial economies. Consequently, in post-industrialism, hierarchies were obsolete and undeserving of novel interpretive academic endeavours beyond accounting for their demise.  Operating from a perspective of change, organisation theorists ushered in an array of characterisations to herald the arrival of the post-industrial, post-fordist, enterprising, flat, decentralised, lean, flexible, boundary-less, networked, virtual organisation (Barley and Kunda, 2001; Friar and Horwitch, 1985; Hergert and Morris, 1988; Mariti and Smiley, 1983; Powell, 1990). This shift in focus also incorporated a change in the particular aspects of the employment relationship that received attention and much of the literature, particularly from the 1980’s onwards, moved away from analysing hierarchical structures of control (Proctor, 2005).  In keeping with the conceptual zeitgeist of the day, ‘flexibility’, commentators instead focused largely on segmenting employees into categories of manpower subject to different strategies of flexible resource allocation (Atkinson, 1984).  Contributions from poststructuralist also contributed to perceptions of hierarchies demise through claiming that organisations not hierarchical systems that leverage human control.  Such works denounced labour process assessments of managerial control mechanisms as they denied the ability of control to be located at or belonging to a particular group.  This is because post structuralists refute concepts of rational intention and means to bring about such intentions (Grint, 2005). 
Knowledge Work and New forms of control
The move away from looking at formalised, top down control structures can also be understood in terms of the characterisations of post industrial work.  Since its’ labelling in the late 1950’s, ‘knowledge work’ has been largely understood as tacit and embodied emanating from within an individual who imaginatively applies a learned expertise to novel situations. The seemingly innovative, complex, ambiguous knowledge work process has largely been considered to be incompatible with hierarchical control processes (Causer and Jones, 1996). This contributed to the popularisation of the idea that normative or ideological control is critical in complex and ambiguous knowledge generation situations that hierarchy and bureaucracy apparently cannot regulate for (Alvesson, 1990; Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004; Alvesson, and Wilmott, 2002; Kunda and Ailon-Souday, 2005; Mc Kinlay, 2005) ‘Most organization scholars assume that soft controls, soft managerial practices and policies have supplanted hierarchical and bureaucratic control’ (Courpasson, 2000:142). It was accepted by many that within the new organisation control was achieved primarily through normative cultures of commitment, reciprocity, self management and responsible autonomy as this was more suitable for facilitating the ambiguity and change associated with knowledge work (Causer and Jones 1996; Goldthorpe, 1984; Kunda, 1992) . 
Shareholder Capitalism: Bringing Hierarchy and Bureaucracy back in
Armed with these novel concepts of the ‘new workplace’ many organisation theorists were perhaps happy to be relieved of the burden of making a dent in the well established body of literature on hierarchy.  The investigative and speculative appetite can be easier satisfied exploring the novel and it appears that there was a lack of interest in exploring if and how hierarchy could persist in post-industrial economies.  However in recent years accounts of a widespread and fundamental shift in workplace structures have come under scrutiny and indeed attack.  It is argued that claims of change are largely unsubstantiated and much of the evidence cited has been taken from ‘optimistic’ management and business school literature rather than robust empirical explorations (Alvesson and Thompson, 2005; Fournier and Grey, 1999; Fenwick, 2008; Gleadle et al, 2008 Harrison, 1994; Salaman and Storey, 2008).   In addition to some work from organisation level theorists, accounts of the continued relevance of hierarchical forms of control in the workplace have emerged in the political economy and industrial relations space.  This body of work demonstrates how the structural pressures and ‘short termism’ inherent in post-industrial, neo-liberal financial markets creates a need to centralise and concentrate control in the hands of the most senior management in order to ensure management’s ability to manoeuvre to meet the needs of shareholders. (Blair and Kochan, 2000; Capelli, 1999; Gallie et al, 1998; Gospel and Pendleton, 2003:567; Hall and Soskice, 2001; Harrison, 1994; Ladipo and Wilkinson, 2002; Lazonick and O’ Sullivan, 2000; Millward et al; 2000; O’ Sullivan, 2003; Thompson, 2003).  This literature flips earlier arguments on their head and argues that neo-liberal macro economic structures are largely incompatible with the flat, empowered, decentralised organisation.  Shareholder capitalism has brought the role of hierarchy, centralisation and management control back into focus.  
More research required

Reflecting on the development of perspectives on organisation structure reveals an interesting dichotomy.  According to organisation level theorists, an organisation of Avatar’s post-industrial characteristics could benefit from avoiding vertically integrated hierarchical structure.  Some might emphasise the role of normative control.  Post structuralists would arguably deny that such control structures could exist. On the other hand, writings emanating from on analysis of macro political economic structures, suggests that hierarchical command and control is going at full throttle in large shareholder driven organisations.  These seemingly contradictory perspectives on organisation structure have been facilitated by a dearth of empirical accounts of hierarchy, bureaucracy and the knowledge work process.  This dearth has led to some pertinent calls for:

· More empirical accounts of structures and less conceptual virtuosity, (Salaman and Storey, 2008).

· Images of organizations that depict working realities in the new economic order (Barley and Kunda, 2001:77) 

· Analysis of ‘who is being managed, how and why?’ (Thompson, 2005:170), 

This paper touches off some of these questions by telling the story of Avatar Ireland.  The paper commences with an overview of the financial and structural relationship between the parent, Avatar Global, and subsidiary, Avatar Ireland.  It goes on to look at the hierarchical manifestations in Avatar Ireland and the resultant impact on categories of work and approaches to managing the knowledge labour process. 

Avatar Ireland

Avatar Ireland (Avatar) have been operating in Ireland for several years as a distinct profit and loss subsidiary of Avatar Global (Global) which a fortune 500 company.  Different categories of Avatar Global’s shares are listed on some of the world’s major stock exchanges.  The shareholder relationship was managed by Global with the Global CEO positioned as the face of the organisation. With more than 250 million customers around the world, and two million customers in Ireland, Avatar is a household name and a market leading provider of a range of high-technology products and services.  They supply a range of high technology personal portable devices and build the wireless technologies and infrastructure to support them.  A key objective for Avatar Ireland, as stated in a strategy document, was to be considered ‘a by-word for innovation’.  Avatar Ireland employed approximately 1,000 primarily white collar, knowledge workers and was made up of six departments namely, technology, sales and customer management, marketing, finance, strategy and human resources (HR). As it was a distinct business unit executing this variety of functions Avatar Ireland possessed a large number of distinct specialised roles however the most common role was that of engineer.  Engineers build and maintain software, IT systems and infrastructure to deliver Avatar’s constantly evolving suite of products and services.  All of the work conducted in the building can be termed ‘white collar’ insofar as it was undertaken in an office environment.
   
For a six month period I worked from Avatar Ireland on a full-time basis travelling to and from the organisation on the employee bus.  I had a desk within the HR department and was in regular attendance at HR team meetings.  I attended corporate events, management meetings and team ‘away days’ with different departments.  A wide range of documentation and systems pertaining to the organisations business and people management practices were reviewed.  Seventy five one to one in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted and the approximate interview duration was 1.5 hours.  Interviews were conducted with directors, managers, and employees. The sample interviewed reflected the overall composition of the organisation.  

CENTRALISATION OF POWER – AVATAR GLOBAL AND AVATAR IRELAND
The International Accounting Standards [27:4] set out the control relationship between a parent and subsidiary.  Under these regulations a subsidiary is ‘An entity that is controlled by another entity (known as the parent).   The regulation defines control as ‘The power [of the parent] to govern the financial and operating policies of an enterprise [subsidiary] so as to obtain benefits from its activities’. The structure and work processes of Avatar Ireland (Avatar) can be best understood as a consequence of Global’s financial and operating structure.  Global was governed by an executive committee; chaired by the Global CEO and made up of the regional CEO’s and operational, or as they were referred to in Avatar, functional global directors.  CEO’s had responsibility for profit and loss (P&L’s) centre(s) and overall achievement of functional plans. Functional directors developed and rolled out functional strategy and practices in their particular specialism.  The structure of CEO’s working with functional strategists formed the basis of a centralised market-rational technocracy that permeated through to subsidiaries. Directors in the subsidiaries reported into the subsidiary CEO but also had ‘dotted line’ accountability to the relevant functional team.  The organisation structure and reporting lines are summarised in the chart below:
Figure 1: Avatar Global Organisation Chart 


Global’s market-rational/technocratic structure facilitated the achievement of two overarching strategic goals namely cost cutting and generating new revenue. 
Market-Rationalism and Cost Cutting
As a distinct P&L the ultimate purpose of Avatar Ireland was to provide as much profit to Global as possible.  The financial exchanges between Global and Avatar Ireland centred primarily around the budget planning and reporting processes.  As Avatar had listings on multiple stock exchanges, these processes had to be compliant firstly with the Public Company Accounting Reform and Investor Protection Act of 2002, commonly referred to as Sarbanes-Oxley or SOX and secondly with the International Financial Regulation Standards (IFRS).  These codes provide the regulatory backdrop for parent-subsidiary financial exchanges and require the preparation and auditing of two annual budgets relating to operational expenditure (OPEX) and capital expenditure (CAPEX).  OPEX relates to the ongoing cost of running the business and funded ‘business as usual’.  CAPEX relates to expenditure invested in the future success of the organisation e.g. the development of a new product, service or process.  The Irish team of directors proposed annual profit and OPEX/CAPEX targets to Global who applied pressure to achieve more with less. The interactions required significant amounts of financial reporting and analyses from Ireland which were rigorously scrutinised by Global.
 This regulatory driven OPEX/CAPEX split also played a critical role in facilitating cash flow exchange between Global and Avatar Ireland.  Every twenty four hours cash secured from Irish customers was transferred from an Avatar Ireland account to a Global account minus what was necessary to be retained to pay OPEX.  The higher the OPEX the less Global received.  Consequently OPEX was the key target for cost cutting initiatives.  Global centrally developed a number of OPEX reduction initiatives for subsidiaries.  It is important to point out that Global typically announced the OPEX reduction targets and initiatives to external financial investors prior to their achievement at subsidiary level.  Global would later report on their achievement in annual results and financial communiqués.  During the period of the ethnographic analysis the following cost reduction initiatives had been recently completed or were ongoing in Avatar Ireland:
· Redundancies: Global used benchmarking consultants to assess the headcount of their subsidiaries.  According to this firm’s database, made up of other organisations around the world of a similar size and sector, Avatar Ireland had too many employees.   A redundancy program was launched and 80 individuals left the organisation. 
· Outsourcing: Avatar Global launched an initiative to outsource part of the technology department to a global IT firm.  Centralisation: There were a number of projects underway to create global shared services centres whereby one subsidiary would administer a service for the entire region or organisation.  Avatar Ireland made unsuccessful bids to host some of these services.  A number of Avatar employees were aware that their role fell within the scope of centralisation projects and that their job would no longer exist in Ireland within 2-3 years.
  
· Ongoing OPEX reduction: Global tasked subsidiary finance departments with implementing their own initiatives to achieve OPEX reduction targets.

CAPEX, on the other hand, could not be retained by subsidiaries but instead was requested back from Global via the annual budgeting process.  Avatar Ireland had to convince Global each year of the potential value of their product, service or process development plans to secure CAPEX for the year ahead.  The value was primarily expressed in financial terms as SOX
 and the IFRS require that capital expenditure decisions be based on a range of financial analyses.
  Furthermore, guidelines from the SOX established quasi-public agency, the Public Company Accounting Oversight Board (PCAOB), state that organisations need to implement top down internal controls for allocating capital expenditure.  Annual OPEX and CAPEX budgets and performance targets were done at the start of the financial year with four mid-year reviews.  During these mid-year reviews all expenditures were analysed by global and any element deemed ‘off-plan’ had to be revised and re-approved.  Avatar Ireland were dependent on Global for cash to develop the organisation. 
Technocracy and Generating New Revenue:
The pace of change amongst financial markets, customer markets, competitors and technology meant that Global was required to continuously rethink the business model and range of products and services.  Global set the strategy which subsidiaries were to implement and changing environments meant that products, services and customers that were once the ‘holy grail’ of Avatar were being relegated in importance.  A wide range of possibilities were available and new products, services and markets were constantly being developed.  These were unchartered waters, not just for Avatar but for technology and the consumer market also.  Consequently there could be no certainty regarding what was likely to be most successful or, more materially, what Avatar employees would be working on in a couple of year’s time.  However this did not mean Global was slow to promote their broad ambitions.  Many major new products and services were announced to the financial markets before they were developed by subsidiaries.  During the period of the ethnographic analysis Avatar Ireland were undertaking a number of activities in response to Global direction:
· New products and services:  Avatar Ireland developed software, infrastructure and undertook associated marketing, sales, strategy and finance work to launch new Globally mandated products and services into the Irish Market.   These were referred to as ‘mandates’ as there was no discussions regarding the benefits of such products and services to the Irish market.
 
· Re-organisations: In order to align themselves with shifts in Global strategy and deliver new products and services, Avatar Ireland engaged in ‘re-orgs’ a couple of times a year during which a part of the organisation would be taken apart and changed.  Teams and roles would cease to exist and new ones created. This often involved affected individuals having to do one or more of the following: apply for one of the newly created roles, work within a newly formed team, work for a new manager and relocate to a different part of the building.  During the course of the ethnography three re-orgs were conducted that had significant consequences for the organisation. 

· Work Plan Alignment: All departments were required to secure approval on their departmental budgets and work plans with their functional counterparts in Global and/or the region.  This was typically conducted on a large scale annually but in some departments, e.g. marketing, it was an ongoing activity.  Local teams would have to check with their functional counterparts to ensure certain projects were ‘on plan’.
· Governing CAPEX return on investment: In addition to getting CAPEX for globally mandated products and services subsidiaries sought additional CAPEX to fund the development of their own products and services for the local market. To ensure the process for allocating CAPEX was ‘SOX compliant’ Avatar Ireland operated a ‘governance’ process. 
The Centralisation of ‘Thinking’

Global had a detached position as thinkers not doers; implementation was not their concern. This allowed them to operate in a technocratic, consequence free vacuum.  Global were structurally detached from the design ‘constraints’ of implementation all the while knowing that the regulatory driven, market-rational, budgetary exchanges would ultimately ensure subsidiary compliance.
  This structure of ‘centralised thinking’ had considerable consequences for what was expected of those working at subsidiary level.  Global announced their plans to the financial markets, often before implementation had begun at subsidiary level, leaving subsidiaries in a constant state of catch up as described by a senior manager:

We’re not in total control. We’re part of a global entity so we can’t call all the shots. So all of a sudden we have to implement change that we don’t want to implement. And the thing that gets me the most is, Global don’t actually have anywhere to implement it, the implementation is in the subsidiary ok?  So [Global] are all big in the planning of it and all the rest and we have some input in the planning and things like that, and then they’ve the whole planning done and everybody knows what’s going to happen and then Global go, “Great, now, okay, let’s think about what we do next, now that we decided this is what we’re doing in IT, let’s see what we’ll do in networks”.  And we’re going “hang on a minute! We haven’t implemented the IT one yet!”. And Global are going, “Oh, I suppose we haven’t. Yeah, maybe you’re right”.  Because they don’t have to implement it their focus has already changed...[...]...The funniest was we had this guy from Global who was looking after this whole suite of change programs that was called “One Avatar” and was all part of becoming a global entity. And he came over to us and said to myself and a program manager ”Now Phase 1 is over we have to think about Phase 2”. We looked at him and we said, "Sorry, what do you mean by Phase 1 is over?  Not one of the things has been implemented in any subsidiary yet.  So while your job has been to decide what is actually happening, how do you know it’s been successful because it hasn’t even been put into a single subsidiary yet, so how can you tell us phase 1 is over?” He was already thinking about Phase 2. 

Announcing a cost cutting or functional decision could yield a boost in share value and the only delay to securing the next share boost was the time it took for implementation at subsidiary level.  In this sense maintaining the overall market value of the organisation was not just about providing ‘shareholder return’ as the return was not yet achieved, it was only promised.  The ability to engage in what can be termed ‘market storytelling’ played a key role in maintaining stock valuation.  A manager in Avatar Ireland described the importance of market storytelling:
What [Global] would say is “Well this [new product or service] isn’t just about [Ireland’s] numbers, this is about something that Avatar can proclaim”. Because they want the Avatar [user] experience to be the same no matter what country you’re in so that we can make this announcement that this applies to everybody.  There would [also] be things like you know the Outsourcing; that was promised to the [financial] market. So we understand those. They promised all the synergies and every year we’d all have to do up figures and claim “OK, we made this much” and “Does that equal what we told the market?” Because obviously the worst thing the market can be told is that you didn’t achieve your target. So certain things do impact the market...[...]...The stock price went through a rather difficult time last year and we could have been up for a hostile takeover because the company was completely under-valued. Then [Global] had announcements around our technology strategy and how we’re moving into the [new product and service market].  So sometimes [Global] do come out with announcements in order to re-engage the analysts, and get them to rate you higher and stuff like that.

Employees in Avatar Ireland were aware of the role of ‘market storytelling’ behind announcements that had very material consequences on their working lives.  The outsourcing project served as a strong example of this as described by a line manager:
[Employees] understand the logic of [outsourcing] but they don’t believe it. Because outsourcing is about Avatar sitting down and going “OK, over the next 10 years this is what we think our development costs are going to be” and they show a graph like that [going up]. Then the outsourcing company go “Well if you’re going to do all of that, we can do it for this [less]”. So your outsourcing savings is the gap in between. But you haven’t actually done anything, do you know what I mean? And you will only make those savings if you were going to spend that money, but in actual fact you're probably never going to spend that money because you probably would have had the CAPEX constraint anyway.  I’ll say my team are fairly bright and so they’re kind of seeing through this thing. I understand that this is something [Global] have to do for the market because everybody’s doing it. So, my staff would be very cynical, they know why we’re doing it, they understand you're not going to make those savings because we would have never spent it, you know?...[...]...Who knows what you’d be spending in 5 years time.

Once Global had made a decision they understood it to be necessary and positive. This led to a perception that there were no bad ideas only bad implementations at subsidiary level.  With this emphasis on implementation management at subsidiary level had to adopt a defensive position and justify themselves if they had difficulty with a Global target.  Resistance, commonly referred to as ‘push back’, was perceived by managers within Avatar Ireland as risky and not always effective:

If you do say no then the pressure will be put on from another direction. It doesn’t necessarily mean they’ll “say oh ok, so”.  If you say no or you don’t deliver within a deadline then they have an escalation mechanism whereby it goes to your boss [Director] or your bosses boss [CEO/Regional Director] and it comes back down and it’s like “oh try and get it done as soon as you can”

Ultimately they could not just say no:

You get these things like ‘mandated’ and ‘recommended’. So strictly speaking the mandated ones you have to do. If you’re not going to do that you have to make sure your CEO agrees with you. 
Another manger claimed:

I have a lot of input over what’s going on [operationally] day to day and the day to day business. But on the bigger side of things, as I said, if big brother wants you to say or do something, you do it.  You can put your little argument in but they’re the big boys and you’re gonna be bullied out of it. That’s what I can see.
Being considered poor at implementation would have detrimental effects on Ireland’s ability to secure CAPEX, have an input into Global initiatives and to make competitive bids for centralisation projects.  It was important for a subsidiary to be seen as a ‘doer’.  The prominence Global afforded to implementation and the financials did not escape employees.  Redundancies, outsourcing and ongoing cost cutting measures caused many employees to have a poor perception of Global; this was described by a director:
 

I think [employees] feel Avatar makes money, and they don’t feel there’s much more than that.  I don’t feel there’s much more than that.  I don’t think there’s a feeling of “We’re on a grand mission”. Any grand mission is Global saying “We’ve to reduce costs and Global says we’ve to go into [technology X]”. That’s not visionary. 
Ultimately, Global were a structurally isolated, market-rational, technocratic ‘think tank’ devoted to designing market palatable stories.  The regulated, centrally driven financial exchanges merged hierarchy and innovation creating centralised managerial and technocratic elites distinct from subsidiary ‘rank and file’.  The general awareness of this was summarised by an employee in Avatar Ireland:

It’s a global company and control is not here, control is in [Global]....I don’t think management here have the power to make decisions, I think they are given instructions.  They’re in a fairly difficult position between [Global] and the people on the ground here, whereas before if they were in charge of their own destiny they could, let’s say the CEO in Ireland could make a decision, he could discuss it with his senior people and say what will run, what won’t, what’s good, what’s bad.  I think in Avatar [The Global CEO] makes a decision at global level, it’s cascaded down, it has to be the same in all countries and I think the people here, the senior people are just saying “yes we’ll do that, yes we’ll do that, yes we’ll do that”.  I don’t think they’re really in a position to object and they’re not in a powerful position really. I don’t think they’re in an executive position let’s say; they’re just cascading a message.  Sometimes that message may or may not be nice, so I think that’s a difference really, they’re not in control. 

Another employee was not so charitable:
The way [decisions] are presented from [directors] is kind of, “no room for questioning”.  It’s a fait accompli when it comes to you. I think that’s what people see it as, a kind of a dictatorial relationship.  There doesn’t seem to be any view that they care about anyone in the company...[...]...They seem to go in more for putting on a big show, than even walking around the building every now and again saying hello to people.  They’re very removed from us which is definitely a bad thing, they all seem to be trying to keep Global happy as well or get ahead in Global.

The market-rational, coercive basis of this relationship, along with financial regulation, created a need for a high level of management control of work organisation at the subsidiary level.  

HIERARCHIES IN AVATAR IRELAND

A hierarchy is ‘A body of persons or things ranked in grades, orders, or classes, one above another’ (Oxford English Dictionary).  For the purposes of this paper this will be called the ‘official hierarchy’ which relates to the number of formally defined distinct levels within an organisation. It is this type of hierarchy that has been the focus of criticism in recent decades with many accounts claiming that organisations have sought to flatten and dismantle such structures. It is necessary to categorise this as a distinct type of hierarchy that can exist within an organisation as it is evidenced from data gathered that alongside an official hierarchy there can exist a distinct ‘command hierarchy’.  Within Avatar Ireland the official hierarchy served as the official organisation structure and framework for the people management practices. The command hierarchy dealt with work related concerns including communications and allocating and monitoring work.  The Avatar case reveals how both the official and command hierarchies can manifest in the workplace.  

3.1 The Official Flat Structure of Avatar Ireland. 

Avatar Global’s official organisation structure was a flat ‘broad band’ structure.
 Within Avatar Ireland there existed 5 broad bands, the HR documentation described the role of broad banding:
Broad Bands are designed to ensure that our organisation remains agile, flexible and responsive to our customers. They are the foundation for continuing to create more effective people management processes, demonstrating our Passion for Our People and ensuring that Avatar builds a more integrated and unified organisation that is capable of executing our business strategy.

Within Avatar Ireland there were five broad bands as outlined below:

Figure 2: Avatar Ireland Official ‘Broad Band’ Hierarchy


Broad Banding in was described in HR documentation as ‘part of the essential architecture on which a number of important people management activities and related processes depend’. These were listed as being ‘Compensation and Benefit Planning, Development Moves, Management Development and Succession, Resourcing, Measuring Human Capital, Organisation and Job Design’.  The primary material impact of band positioning appeared to be the connection to compensation and benefits. Braod banding dictated elements of compensation through defining eligibility for financial rewards such as short and long term incentives.
    The band also shaped benefit and perquisite entitlement such as pension and healthcare coverage, holidays and level of car allowance.  Progression through the bands required a significant change in specified job evaluation factors.  This meant that an individual’s role could change significantly without triggering a need for an official promotion and without upwardly adjusting certain elements of compensation and benefits.  For example an administrator or entry level graduate engineer sat in the same band as a highly skilled knowledge worker with ten plus year’s experience and project management responsibility.
  In terms of flexibility, this provided Avatar managers with the latitude to significantly extend employee responsibility without any knock on promotional consequences.  The official broad band hierarchy within Avatar Ireland and the range of associated, behavioural, normative people management processes adhered to many descriptions of the flat, horizontally integrated, post modern organisation.  However analysis of the manner in which work was allocated and controlled reveals that the official hierarchy did not reflect the Avatar Ireland modus operandi.  Official documentation on the broad band structure stated that ‘There are no “sub-bands” or “levels” within bands’.  This may have been true for the application of HR processes however this flatter structure was not suitable for organising work and communications in Avatar; this was instead achieved by the unofficial ‘command hierarchy’.  

The Command Hierarchy in Avatar Ireland

Whilst the official organisation structure was described as flat, hierarchy as a concept was not seen as undesirable within Avatar Ireland.  Use of the term hierarchy was not particularly common but neither was it unspoken.  In addition to direct usage of the word hierarchy terms such as ‘alignment’, ‘strong leadership’, ‘vision’ and ‘clarity of message’ were used interchangeably. Such terms tended to be used in any instance where an interviewee was claiming that hierarchy played a positive and important role. Hierarchy was not a pejorative or contentious concept but it is worthwhile noting its’ alternative guises.  This was demonstrated by the CEO who stated: 
People do actually, I believe, do react well to a hierarchy, if it’s correctly put forward. I think you need to show strong leadership …[…]…It is about simple straight forward execution based on simple straight-forward messages that you get everybody behind so you’re all marching in the same direction. It’s the classic thing. I’m not good enough on my parallels or analogies; armies and various things. It’s people who’ve succeeded because suddenly you’ve got everybody who’s literally marching in step in the same direction versus people who are kind of weaving, ducking, diving with some people off to the left or right.  It’s just going to drive success in a business if you create that. So it’s all about alignment.
In fact, this need for hierarchical, vertical alignment was commonly voiced amongst the directors.  Another director spoke about the power of hierarchy and alignment and the need for directors to ensure this power was managed through delivering consistent hierarchal messages.
It’s up to us [directors], we’re the ones who create the environment for the people who work for us and they’ll react to that and will create that for their people.  There’s a reason why management is a hierarchal, there’s a reason for these things and it’s completely up to us.…[…]…I’ve seen in situations where we as a team [of directors] are aligned and working well, I’ve seen the impact it has on everybody and I’ve seen the impact when it hasn’t.  The people that report to us, in general they 100% respond to us…[…]…We on the directors team choose the people who will run the next layer. We’re the ones that tell them whether they’ve done a good job, we choose them, we rate them.
This ‘alignment’ was achieved not by the broad band structure but the command hierarchy.  When discussing how work was organised interviewees did not mention the broad band structure.  Instead they spoke about reporting structures which were communicated by organisation charts.  The reporting structures served as the command hierarchy through which work was disseminated.  It was the command hierarchy that changed each time there was a re-organisation.  Whilst five levels were outlined in the official hierarchy up to eight appeared in the command hierarchy.  

Figure 3: The Avatar Ireland Command Hierarchy














An LM4 manager described the structure stating: 

It’s quite a layered structure and from top to bottom, from the Chief Executive down to the minion, the person that comes in off the street.  There’s lots and lots of layers and management structures and, it does tend to be the thing people talk about as well.  We talk about ‘grandfather managers’ here, you report to someone who reports to someone who reports to someone who reports….
The most common arrangement was for an employee to answer into a LM3 or LM4 manager.
  An employee who answered into an LM2 described their position vis a vis other employees stating:

I suppose the best way you’ll know where you sit in the company is if you look at the organisation chart and where you fall in, into that.  I suppose I wouldn’t be the bottom of the pile, I don’t think I’m second from the bottom, about third I think, up the line.

The command hierarchy was highly consequential in daily working life as it was the framework for what was referred to as the work and communications ‘cascade’.  Within Avatar it was usual practice for anyone with management responsibility to hold a team meeting once a week but only with those who reported directly into them.  This process was initiated by the CEO and directors who met each Monday.  The directors then held management meetings with LM1’s only.  The first item at management meetings was the ‘director cascade’ where the director would communicate relevant information from the directors meeting and discuss implications and priorities for their particular department.  This process was followed throughout the organisation; the LM1’s had meetings with their own direct reports cascaded information, prioritised and allocated work and so on. The command structure became the meaningful indicator of status primarily because who an individual reported to dictated the level of management decision making and authority they had access to when undertaking work.  It also impacted the speed and type of communications an individual received. 
The difference between the official and command hierarchies highlights how an organisation can operate dual policies on organisation structure in order to meet different needs.  Official, flat people management, career structures can operate alongside more hierarchical command structures giving organisations a ‘best of both worlds’ approach that provides a high level of both functional flexibility and hierarchical control.  In Avatar the lack of formal career steps combined with the command hierarchy provided a structure loose enough that employees could be expected to significantly develop and take on an ever changing range of work tasks without getting formally promoted; all the while ensuring forceful hierarchical control over the knowledge work process.  
FINANCIAL STRUCTURES, HIERARCHY AND CATEGORIES OF KNOWLEDGE WORK

As Avatar Ireland was a distinct business unit executing a variety of functions it required a range of expertise in different disciplines.  However two main work functions or rationale underpinning work could be observed.  These rationales were related to the broader financial and functional goals of Avatar Global. Some roles involved elements of both but were usually weighted more in favour of one.  The two types of work observable in Avatar Ireland were generative and operational work; the weighting was approximately 60:40 in favour of generative work. 
Generative Work 
The first category of knowledge work undertaken in Avatar can be termed Generative Work. Generative work was funded by CAPEX and was concerned with change and future oriented work and primarily involved working on new projects.  Subsidiaries applied to Global for CAPEX through the regulatory driven budgeting process.  CAPEX was required to implement Global mandates and also fund development ideas at the subsidiary level.  An LM1 who sat on the governance committee that approved CAPEX spoke about how the financial regulations shaped the governance process: 

Different levels of Capital expenditure have to be approved at different [organisation] levels. Unless we can see what the return on investment is the governance [committee] won’t agree to that particular capital expenditure.  That’s how we manage locally because it comes down from very stringent budget discussions with Global as to how much CAPEX we can have and what our operating expenditure is. It all comes down.  A huge amount of it comes down to finances because, at the end of the day, it’s our shareholders that have to be happy...[...]...We did have to become a lot more controlled because we have external shareholders.  Then there is all the various SOX Compliance and all the rest we have to do now and it means our governance has tightened up considerably in comparison to what it used to be years back. And that does stifle innovation. Because of the way we do our business casing and the way everything has to be finance based. 
However the dominance of financial structures over innovation was not problematic for directors as generative work was never meant to be a creative free for all.  The purpose of generative work was to achieve the pre-defined functional strategy as set by Global. This was articulated by the CEO:

What we’re trying to do is we’re trying to evolve new business models we’re trying to drive new revenue streams, so there’s a very interesting mix. We’ve got to keep an entrepreneurial structure which continues to challenge the way we’ve been doing business and finding new avenues and be successful in rolling out new products and services.  At the same time we are a large business so we have the attributes of a large business. So I think if you don’t like process and are just a free thinker, you’re going to struggle in Avatar…[..]…Innovation for innovation sake is of course not a useful thing it has to be relevant innovation that’s the key point. And relevant innovation is relevant to something i.e. the strategy. So you start by saying “Have we a clear strategy?” “Do we know? Is every one very clear where we’re going?” That’s the context within which we’d like innovation to occur. 
Furthermore, structure was viewed as critical to satisfying external stakeholders as stated by a director: 

The margin for error and the tolerance for glitches with a company like Avatar from the [financial] market, from the customer, from the regulator and from the stockholders is very very small.  Therefore loose “let’s get it out there and see what happens” behaviour isn’t very acceptable...[...]... And we can charge a premium for the fact that we’re seen as “Avatar always do things really well”. 

As generative work was about creating something ‘new’ there were no IT systems that could be used to forecast return on investment in a failsafe manner.  Neither could an IT system predict, and thereby dictate, the steps that generative workers went through.  Instead it was managed by the CAPEX governance and project management process.  Instead of meeting requirements laid out by an IT system generative employees were required to present their work to management teams.  For example the governance process went as follows:
  

· The process commenced with a generative employee presenting an idea to their manager to develop a new product or service or make an amendment to an existing process.
· If the line manger approved, they would discuss it with their own manager and this continued until it was approved by an LM1 who would secure a time to present the idea at the department’s weekly management meeting between the Director and the LM1s. LM1’s had to approve items put on the management meeting agenda. In preparation, those working on the idea would prepare a presentation and ‘idea specification document’ which was approximately 30 pages in length.  These documents would attempt to establish the financial business case and the work involved.
· At the weekly Director and LM1 meetings employees and more junior line managers presented ideas for generative work.  They were typically also subjected to a rigorous series of questions. 
· If approval was secured at department’s management team it was progressed upwards to the governance committee which met for 2.5 hours every two weeks.  Employees and line managers came in to present to the committee.  The committee and was made up of two LM1s from finance and one LM1 from each of the other departments.
  Presenters were also subjected to a rigorous series of questions. Often ideas and business cases had to be revised and re-presented several times before CAPEX applications were granted. 
· If approved by the governance committee it was given ‘project’ status and it was queued for entry into the project management process ‘release management’.
  

Generative teams would work on projects until a product or service was ready for launch and would present regular updates on progress and costs to management teams at the weekly management meetings.  Presentations, questions and answers and work insecurity were the dominant mode of controlling generative work.  Often there would be up to ten mangers with one or more employees presenting.  Presentation skills were consistently positioned as being crucial to getting management approval at any stage of the governance or project management process as described by an employee:

It’s presenting, it’s a lot of presenting and we do Power Point like you’ve never seen in Avatar.  It’s getting in front of people, it’s talking, it’s sending emails to people, it’s driving the project forward, it’s keeping the right people informed of the progress on the project but generally you would do that through presentations into the marketing management teams into the sales and customer management department, or if needs be into technology or then into the directors or into the relevant governance bodies, whatever. Then you’re seen to be kind of driving things forward, delivering them. 
Making a good impression at such meetings was critical as generative employees were in the position of having to constantly apply for and compete for the capital to do work as described by a generative employee:

For the CAPEX, to get that several hundred thousand, you have to get that approved through governance and that’s a fairly slow process because there’s a lot up there competing for the same cash from the same pool…[…]… I have two things that I presume I will be working on, two projects that I would like to see come to fruition.  I know I can get the money for it.  I’m pretty confident I can because it seems like there’s a good business case behind them.  But whether or not I can canvass the internal support to get them into a release [project], or the next available release will remain to be seen.  

An employee that was unable or unwilling to engage in the presenting, self promoting and business casing activities would not secure CAPEX and would not work on projects.  Furthermore, their job security and status would be in a vulnerable position each time a reorganisation took place.   An LM1 described what a generative employee needed to do to have a secure position amidst the myriad of organisation changes:

You’d need to get out and about, You need to get recognized and visible. So and that, that requires a bit of, sort of get up and go. And I think that’s what you need.  What they definitely, definitely need to get on is an ability to promote yourself and, you know, manage up. There is no doubt about that, because this is such a big organisation and there’s so many people here that you have to make yourself known and you have to make yourself heard for people, and you have to involve yourself because a lot of people get walked over and a lot of people get pushed aside or taken for granted or advantage of. 

The behaviours required of generative workers could be likened to that of the ‘enterprising self’ who is  self regulating, self reliant, self choosing, risk taking, and individuals, (Keat and Abercrombie, 1991; Rose, 1989; duGay and Salaman, 1992; and duGay, 1996),  ‘seeking to manage their lives as an enterprise’ (Fournier and grey, 1999:111). Many writing about the enterprising self claim it is a function of discourse, (duGay, 1996, duGay and Salaman, 1992a&b).  However what is interesting in the Avatar case is that these behaviours emerged as a direct consequence of centrally driven, hierarchical structures of control, and not because of a flat loose networked structure, or any managerially sanctioned, normative, identity colonising initiative.  

Operational Knowledge Work
The second category of work in Avatar can be labelled ‘operational work’, which was funded by the OPEX budget.  The primary concern of operational work was to ensure the ongoing operation of the organisation through undertaking ‘business as usual’ work processes and adherence to pre-determined work standards.  Operational work could be set out in specified worksteps with defined outcomes.   Consequently operational work was controlled by de-personalised, IT based, tracking systems.  These systems were used to ensure adherence to worksteps, and to distribute and track work progress.  Operational work could be measured in quantifiable, performance metrics often tracked to individuals.  They were also used to conduct a wide range of analyses and reports to assess if operational teams were adhering to the terms of pre-established service level agreements (SLA’s).  Employees in such roles were required to use their knowledge to effectively carry out tasks associated with operational work processes and resolve any complexities and problems that arise along the way.
  It was about keeping the organisation going.  The command hierarchy and generative work processes meant that decisions affecting operational work were taken at a level that employees and even managers had no access to.  Operational work was perceived as being about doing, not thinking. The thinking was done by Global, in terms of OPEX budgets and product mandates; and by generative workers in terms of introducing new products and processes. The main objectives were to complete the work to a pre-determined standard and within budget, as described by an LM2:
Nobody tells us on a day to day basis that “we have to do that”. So there are significant areas that are just standing jobs that we do. We don’t necessarily need to communicate with the rest of the company.  The communication with the rest of the company tends to be around the budgets.  Every month we talk with finance about whether we’re over-budget or under-budget.

The OPEX budget was targeted for reduction and consequently operational work was undertaken amidst ever depleting resources.  Furthermore as Avatar continually changed what it did, the operational work to keep it going also continually changed.  In this environment employees were often required to find novel ways of adhering to processes or find ways of fitting new processes, products and services into an existing way of doing things. The fact that it required a large amount of problem solving and flexibility for operational processes and targets to be met in a cost constrained, changing environment appeared to go unrecognised.  This was described by an LM1: 

In terms of my [team] sometimes that really annoys them because the people that always get the pat on the back are the [generative teams] that deliver all the new stuff.  But we’re stuck with it then afterwards. And if it breaks afterwards we’re the ones that get trampled on and we don’t necessarily get the, all the credit. And that’s hard from a recognition point of view that people see all these mails flying around after a [Project X] saying “Well done Tom, well done Pat, well done Mary, well done” but operations? Even though we have been involved, we have to be involved in the delivery of all these projects because we’re the ones with all the expertise and we have to integrate those new things into the existing environment.

An LM2 described the consequences of constant change stating:

It’s just the consistent and constant workload that we’re under. And there is no let-up, there is no respite.  It’s just constantly flat-out, flat-out I mean constantly re-prioritizing work. And I suppose you’ve got to think of it from an engineer’s perspective.  Engineers when they start something they like to see it through right to the end. It’s just an engineer’s mentality. It’s a logical process for them; they start, there’s a middle and then there’s an end. But when you say to an engineer “OK, There’s a start, well, I’ll tell you what, put that into park. I want you to then re-prioritize this” so they start to work on that “now put that on hold, I need you to do this”.  If you constantly keep chopping and changing them they can get a little sort of frustrated because at the end of the day they want to see something finished, from start to finish. It can get to them…[…]…A gripe that operations have had with a lot of what goes on within Avatar, in terms of marketing and the business, [they] would end up forcing a lot it down to us giving us unrealistic launch dates and sort of saying “Well look, we’ve committed to this date, we have to have this service launched by day X”. We know ourselves, as engineers I mean “look, what your asking is, well it’s not impossible but you're going to put in a system that isn’t really suitable for what you need”. I mean that has happened on so many occasions…[…]… A lot of times what can happen is this momentum gets built up behind this project long before operations ever gets sight of it and then it’s just this avalanche coming down. 

Furthermore, many new technologies were introduced without training. More materially, the manner in which expenditure was categorised meant that training, particularly technical training, had become a focus for cost cutting.  This was described by an LM1:
Our finance colleagues say you can’t buy training out of Capital budget [capex]. But that’s a new one, because for new equipment we always bought training out of the capital budget, because it was new, it was part of a new asset. We needed to be trained up on the new asset so you could operate it afterwards. But now the rules, the finance rules have changed so now it’s all in OPEX, and of course there’s a big squeeze on OPEX. You just can’t buy all the training that we need.  It’s [the rule] is coming from Global. Generally the finance rules are pretty strict when it comes to things like that because of stocks.  So you do have to be very careful. If the auditors come in and see that you’re using capital [CAPEX] on training they’ll go mad.

Such trends created a strong impression that top management Avatar was not prepared to provide operational teams with sufficient resources to do their work in terms of time, equipment, training and manpower.  Many operational managers and workers claimed that top management in Avatar, both In Ireland and Global, placed little value on the contribution of operational employees and were only concerned with implementation and costs.  As targets were pre-established and the work process easily defined it meant the characteristics of an effective operations team was one that met targets without creating any difficulty or ‘noise’. This was described by an operational employee: 

They [senior management] don’t give a shit about me, seriously, they don’t, as long as I’m out there doing it and getting things done that’s all they care about. There wouldn’t be any appreciation for what we do at all, in the slightest. They’re just all in their fish bowl up there and they’re looking over their shoulder and they’re “don’t draw attention to me”, that type of thing. There’s a list comes out every day of [network] faults, particular faults and who they’re allotted to, I’ve been told “If you’re name is on that list, you’re being noticed.  Keep your name off that list”, I’ve been told “and no one will touch you, no one will go near you”. Because if this list goes around, all the heads know there’s a particular fault and they’re trying to get their [SLA] targets down. 

So whilst generative employees were required to make ‘noise’ to be successful operational employees where to be silently successful. 
CONCLUSIONS

The Avatar story reveals how seemingly incompatible organisational phenomenon can co-exist.  Centralising decision making can provide top management with the power to force continuous change; hierarchical command can create ‘enterprising’ employees and formidable management control can yield innovation.  These phenomenon may not have been a harmonious union for line managers and employees in Avatar Ireland. However they were perceived by more senior management, namely subsidiary directors and Avatar Global, to be fundamental to meeting the needs of external stakeholders.  In a business world where large organisations must be seen to adhere to a range of complex financial regulations it is hoped that the findings demonstrate the value of tracing how such macro-regulatory, market structures can shape organisational structures and processes.  This is not to say that Avatars activities were fully contingent on a wholly independent external environment.  Instead the structures of control allowed Avatar Global to navigate external structures and affect the behaviours of external stakeholders for Global’s own benefit.  For example the act of ‘market storytelling’ demonstrates how the centralisation of power meant Global could interact with and stimulate a response from external actors.  However, whilst not wholly contingent it would perhaps be naïve to dismiss the impact of regulatory and structural macro-economic incursions. Avatar Global’s market-rational, technocratic structures directly mirrored regulatory requirements.  Sarbanes Oxley and the International Financial Regulation Standards require market listed organisations to explicitly locate and affect control to drive market-rational and operating intentions in a top down manner.  Any other approach is deemed not only irresponsible but illegal.   In fact, it is questionable whether the post-industrial archetype of the loose, flat, decentralised, boundary-less, wholly networked organisation could ever be regulatory compliant.  By blatantly situating control in this manner, there is a danger of being considered ignorant to the value of a post structural interpretation of such workplace phenomenon.  This is not the intention, instead it is hoped that the data conveys the value of engaging with broader macro forces, from any perspective, to understand how these forces manifest in the workplace.  
In Avatar the regulatory driven market-rational forces translated into centrally driven budgetary and functional practices that required strong central control over activities at subsidiary level. Constant cost cutting and strategic change created a need for both a high level management control and a high level of functional flexibility.  Avatar Ireland’s practice of operating an official flat career structure alongside a changeable hierarchical command structure provided a best of both worlds approach through facilitating a high level of management authority, change and functional flexibility.  Approaches to controlling knowledge work and the subsequent employment experience could be best understood in the context of Avatar Global’s centrally driven practices. Budgetary exchanges combined with cost and revenue generating goals resulted in two distinct rationale underpinning work at subsidiary level.  The defining differences between the two types of work are set out in the following table.
Table 1: Financial structures and categories of work in Avatar

	Differentiating Characteristic
	Operational Work
	Generative Work

	Source of Funds

(SOX and IFRS regulated) 
	· Operational Expenditure
	· Capital Expenditure

	Global Strategic Priority
	· Reduce Costs


	· Generate Revenue



	Work Process 
	· Allocated by line manager

· Defined work steps 

· Certain outcome
	· Self starting

· Ambiguous work steps

· Uncertain outcome 

	Control Mechanisms
	· Impersonal IT knowledge management systems

· Defined targets and service level agreements


	· Presentation and Interpersonal interactions

· Estimated returns on investment 

· Project management paperwork.

	Tacit Knowledge Requirement
	Apply expertise to:

· Ensure adherence to defined processes and rules in novel situations

· Continuously adapt operational work processes and systems to integrate new products and services

· Undertake analysis and problem solving to complete work with diminishing resources.
	Apply expertise to:

· Generate recommendations to 

· develop new product, service or work process

· Undertake analysis and problem solving to complete project management phases.

	Valued Behavioural Traits
	· Quiet and compliant.


	· Self promoting, ‘enterprising/ entrepreneurial self’


It is hoped that this paper goes someway towards demonstrating the benefits of re-engaging with conventional concepts such as regulation, market structures, control and hierarchy and investigating how they operate alongside more contemporary notions of innovation, change, flexibility, knowledge work and enterprising employees.   
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� The headquarters of Avatar Ireland were compelling and described by Avatar as a ‘state of the art corporate village’.  What was referred to as the ‘Avatar experience’ started at the entrance where there was an abundance of positive and high energy images and statements.  The building was bright and comfortable.  There was a large atrium with a coffee shop, convenience store, couches and televisions.  There were areas that employees could go to play games and there was an on-site gym.  Placed around the building were many colourful dramatic wall hangings displaying images and words describing the organisations normative identity and values.  Perhaps the most defining feature of the building was its openness brought about by the extensive use of ceiling to floor glass walls and partitions.  The offices were open plan and it was possible to see everyone at a glance on any floor.  Desks were set up in a ‘terrace style’ with low partitions separating opposite desks but none to separate adjacent neighbours.  Individuals primarily used mobile working devices such as laptops and mobile phones instead of personal computers and landlines.  Personalising desk space was not that common and the only purposeful indicator of status was reserved for directors who had detached desks typically at a window facing their department with a couch next to their table.  The official dress code was ‘business casual’ however the directors, sales and some senior managers often erred more on the side of business than casual.  There was a decidedly glamorous element to much of the female attire and during the period of the ethnography a number of female employees were profiled in mainstream Irish media offering advice on how to incorporate ‘style’ into the professional female wardrobe.  





� The roles of Irish Chief Executive Officer and Chief Financial Officer were predominately held by individuals appointed from Global who intended to return to Global after a couple of years.  A common perception in Avatar Ireland was that this demonstrated Global’s need to believe they had individuals in these roles that would identify foremost with Global’s requirements and therefore Global would be assured of the  accuracy of the financial data reported to them.  


� Many of these ‘in scope’ employees were involved in implementing the project through providing information and assisting in the development processes for the new centre.


� In Avatar Ireland the physical work environment was often a target for cost cutting measures such as shutting off the air conditioning system at 5pm, switching to cheaper office supplies, providing less beverages at coffee stations throughout the building and reducing canteen menu options.


� Specifically sections 302 and 404 of SOX details regulations for financial reporting and documentation of CAPEX internal control procedures.


� Some acceptable analyses are: Investment ($/€), Net present value (NPV) ($/€), ROI (%), Acquisition profit and sales growth (%), Assets and fixed assets ($/€), Breakeven and payback months (#), Capital employed change ($/€ and %), Internal rate of return (IRR) (%).  


� Avatar Ireland was one of the smaller subsidiaries of Global and this was consequential as much of the strategy was geared towards the larger markets.  In some cases the products or services were deemed unsuitable for the Irish market but announcing global availability to the financial markets was deemed more important than any negative local consequences.  Consequently Avatar Ireland would have to build the software and system to operate the service which diverted Irish CAPEX away from products and services that could directly contribute to the achievement of Avatar Ireland’s sales targets.  


� This is not to say that Global engaged in no discussions with subsidiaries.  Functional teams were in continuous communications with their subsidiary to discuss ideas, gather data and assess project progress.  However the backdrop of these exchanges were that the final decision rested with Global.  


� When discussing negative reaction to Global directors sometimes offered neo-colonial perspectives: I suppose there’s a thing too about if it’s sold, or if you don’t adopt it for yourself or you think it’s imposed on you you’re never going to be happy, it’s like colonial rule or something like that, because if it’s not of yourself you’ll find fault with it.  Another director employee perception of Global to a theme in Monty Pythons’ ‘The Life of Brian’: It is the “What have the Romans done for us?” We’ll [Ireland] say “Yes yes I know the roads are good the sanitations good etc., but I hate the bastards”. 





� Broad banding is a job evaluation system which places a large number of broadly comparable roles into a number of bands.  They are labeled ‘broad’ as the aim is to have a smaller number of bands than is typically associated with a graded system.


� For example roles in the ‘employee’ band were eligible to receive an annual bonus with an on target value of 10% of annual salary; whereas LM2’s were eligible for an annual on target bonus of 15% of salary.


� In fact there were numerous project and product managers throughout the organisation positioned in the employee band.  These project managers worked across departments bringing together cross functional teams for specific, projects. They were fully responsible for managing work and completing the project however they were not responsible for executing HR processes such as performance or salary reviews and therefore did not qualify as managers in the official hierarchy.


� The command hierarchy was not consistent throughout the organisation.  Employees in different departments answered into different levels of management.  The level of management an employee answered into was dependent on the size of the department and team. For example in smaller departments it was possible for an employee to answer into a LM1.  Likewise, only in the larger departments did all levels exist.  


� Generative work was undertaken in all departments.  In technology it related to work on researching, designing and launching new products and services.  In finance it related to work on researching, analysing and developing recommendations to invest or divest in different parts of the organisation or different projects.  In marketing it was about researching and developing new products and services that would generate additional revenue. In sales it was about developing new ways of bringing products and services to customers and channels.  In HR it was about researching and designing new people management initiatives and processes.  In strategy it was about researching and developing recommendations about the market place and developing strategic alliances, partnerships and regulation.  


� The committee were permitted to approve up to one millon euro of CAPEX for a project.  Anything more costly had to be presented to and approved by the team of directors. During the period of ethnographic analysis I attended five governance meetings.  Interestingly a factor that never arose in any discussion during governance committee meetings was the people impact of initiatives in terms of issues such as work intensification.  Generative work was considered only in terms of its financial and strategic implications.  In fact when discussing the role of the HR representative in the process an LM1 who sat on the governance committee stated: ‘HR has significantly more leeway than the other business units would have as to whether they’re actually physically present at the meeting or not.  There would be a major problem if marketing wasn’t there or if finance wasn’t there or if technology wasn’t there.’


� Release management is a popular a software engineering process. It combines the general business emphasis of traditional project management with a detailed technical knowledge.  For example, the 2008 IBM Rational Software Development Conference contained a track on Change and Release Management. Google Tech Talks host presentations on release management.  The Intel Technology Journal, Q4, 2000, describes how release management is used in part of the Intel organisation. Hewlett Packard design and sell release management process solutions. It is intended to oversee the development, testing, deployment and support of software releases.


� Operational work existed in all departments.  In the technology department it related to work undertaken to maintain the internal IT systems and the external IT infrastructure that Avatar’s products and services operated from.  Within finance operational work related to the ongoing work to produce financial accounts and operate the numerous financial systems and processes. Within the HR department operational work involved managing employee records, implementing and tracking the numerous HR processes and transactions.  Within the sales and marketing departments it related to the ongoing sales and service process, monitoring and analysis of customer and sales data. Within the strategy department it primarily involved maintaining strategic partnership agreements and adhering to legal and regulatory requirements.  
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