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Action research: a study of change

intervene into the 
problem situation

declare 
framework and 

criteria
document 
and record the 
acting and thinking

elicit 
findings and 
contribution

dependency



Genres of action research papers



New or Modified Technique

Instrumental knowledge interest 

Structure: 
• Introduction 
• Research Approach 
• The Problem Situation/The Process 
• The New Technique (in an operational way) 
• Why It Is New 
• Conclusion 

Typical research outlets: ISJ, EJIS, JSIS, SJIS 

Typical practitioners outlets: IEEE Software, CACM



Critical Reflection

Critical knowledge interest 

Structure: 
• Introduction 
• Existing Body of Knowledge 
• Research Approach 
• The Process/Events/Problems/Actions 
• Discussion of How It Contributes 
• Conclusion 

Typical outlet: IT&P, (MISQ), JMIS, +



New Technology

Instrumental knowledge interest 

Structure: 
• Introduction 
• Related Research 
• The New Technology 
• Research Approach 
• How It Worked 
• Why It Is New 
• Conclusion 

Typical research outlets: CHI, IwC, ISJ, EJIS, SJIS



Iversen, Mathiassen & Nielsen

1. Introduction 

2. Background 

3. Research approach 

4. Research practice 

5. Research results 

6. Discussion 

7. Conclusion



Baskerville & Stage

1. Introduction 

2. Problems in controlling prototype development 

3. Risk analysis in prototyping 

4. Research method 

5. Risk analysis in action 

6. Discussion of results 

7. Limitations of the study 

8. Conclusion



Davison

1. Introduction 

2. Background and theory 

3. Case study – the Hong Kong Police Force 

4. Reflections on the techniques and methods 

5. Rigor and relevance in AR 

6. Conclusions



Iversen, Nielsen & Nørbjerg

1. Introduction 

2. SPI assessments 

3. Research method 

4. The intervention at Brüel & Kjær 

5. Discussion 

6. Lessons learned 

7. Conclusion



Vidgen

1. Introduction 

2. Research method 

3. The framework of ideas – Multiview 

4. The client organization 

5. Web IS development methods 

6. Reflections 

7. Summary



Nielsen & Nørbjerg

1. Introduction 

2. The research approach 

3. The case 

4. CMM and organizational politics 

5. Conclusion



Style composition - Mathiassen et al. 2012



Generic structure



Analysis



Analyzing Data

Load the data into a tool: HyperResearch, Atlas.ti, 
NVivo, DeDoose, … 

Code the data to understand it 

Find the results 

Document the contribution



Coding from data

• Primarily inductive 

• Read, make sense, and design 
the codes to apply 

• Apply the codes 

• Structure the code in 
relationships between codes 
(hierarchies) 

• Know as: 

• Contents analysis 

• Grounded theory



Coding from F

• Primarily deductive 

• Use F(s) to design a coding 
scheme 

• Read and apply the codes 

• Analyse  

• contents 

• frequencies 

• relationships



Presenting Data

Displaying authentic data 

Displaying summarised data 
• Time 
• Organisation 
• Process 
• Effects 

• Displaying relationships



Displaying Authentic Data

“The schedule lists the products’ general features and a first step in a project is to write 
a more detailed product description based on this feature list. The following extract 
from an interview with a project manager shows an important aspect of this. 

      “... [management] announces next year’s products before there is a 
      requirements specification or anything. That means that we launch 
      projects based on mere headlines because we have to.” 

     The project managers realize that this is a perfectly reasonable approach from a 
marketing and sales point of view. Without a launch schedule the sales representatives 
would be unable to plan their sales efforts and cater for the customers’ needs and 
demands “



Displaying: Time
Meeting Project management improvement Quality assurance improvement 

2/98 Improvement ideas explored New project manager appointed 
Training of quality meeting facilitators in progress 

4/98 Competence center design presented 
Education design presented 

  

5/98 Competence center road show held 
Education planned in detail 
Self-assessment design presented 

Quality meetings are being facilitated 
New initiatives are being discussed 

8/98 Competence center status report 
Education director hired 
Requirements for self-assessment tool engineered 

  

9/98 Education and self-assessment integrated into overall SPI plan Dissatisfaction with the improvement plan and activities 

11/98 Competence center incentives, 1st run completed 
Education, status reported 
Self-assessment tool, requirements completed 

New project manager appointed 

1/99 Competence center incentives refocused  
Self-assessment tool tested 
Education: new director 

QA transferred from improvement to maintenance 

5/99 Self-assessment tool, 2nd release being developed 
Education, 1st run completed 

Post mortem integrated into the design 



Displaying: Organisation

SEPG

Metrics Project
Management

Configuration
Management

Quality
Control

Organizational Level (SEPG)

Project Level
(SPI Teams){

Steering
Group{



Displaying Process
  (Susman & Evered 1978) (Checkland 1991) (McKay & Marshall 2001) Our approach 

Initiating Establish the client-
system infrastructure 

1. Enter problem 
situation 

1. Identify: problem and 
research theme 
2. Reconnaissance: 
problem context and 
research literature 
3. Plan and design: 
problem solving and 
research questions 

1. Appreciate problem 
situation  
2. Study literature 
3. Select risk approach 
 

Iterating 1. Diagnosing 
2. Action planning 
3. Action taking 
4. Evaluating 
5. Specifying learning 

2. Establish roles 
3. Declare framework 
and approach 
4. Take part in change 
process 
5. Rethink 2-4 

4. Action steps 
5. Implement 
6. Monitor: problem 
solving and research 
7. Evaluate in terms of: 
problem alleviation and 
research questions 
8. Amend plan based on 
7 

4. Develop risk model 
5. Design risk tool 
6. Apply tool 
7. Evaluate experiences 

Closing   6. Exit  
7. Reflect on experience 
and record learning in 
relation to framework, 
approach, and problem 
situation 

9. Exit, if: problems 
alleviated and research 
questions resolved 

8. Exit 
9. Assess usefulness 
10. Elicit research results 



Displaying Process
5. Design risk 
tool 

  List of risk 
items and 
actions [r1-3] 
Strategy sheets 
[r1-3] 

Additional step 
and items 
reformulated 
[r2-3] 

Improved 
documentation 
scheme [r1-3] 

    

6. Apply tool   Risk 
assessment of 
Quality 
Assurance   
[p5-7; r2-3] 

Risk 
assessment of 
Project 
Management 
[p3-4; r1-2] 

Risk 
assessment of 
Metrics 
Program      
[p2; p8; r3] 

Risk 
assessment of 
Diffusion 
[p9-10; r4; r3] 

  

7. Evaluate 
experiences 

  Lessons 
learned [p5-7; 
r2-3] 

Lessons 
learned [p3-4; 
r1-2] 

Lessons 
learned [p2; r3] 

Lessons 
learned [p9-10; 
r4; r3] 

  

8. Exit     Delay after 3rd 
iteration 

    Action part 
closed  

9. Assess 
usefulness 

    Assessment of 
first two 
projects [p1-4; 
p11; r1-4] 

    Assessment of 
Metrics [r1-3] 
and Diffusion  
projects [r1-3] 



Displaying Process

1. Appreciate 
problem situation

4. Develop 
Risk Model

2. Study Literature

3. Select Risk 
Approach

5. Design 
Risk Tool

6. Apply Tool

7. Evaluate 
Experiences

8. Exit

9. Evaluate 
Usefulness

10. Elicit Lessons

Closing

Initiating

Iterating

Risk 
Approach

Res
ult

Result

Area of 
concern

Risk 
Management



Displaying Effects

  Project management Quality assurance 

  Primary changes Spin-offs Primary changes Spin-off 

Struct
ural 

Competence center established and 
generally considered a useful idea; VP 
in charge 
  
An incentive scheme for project 
managers is inaugurated 
  
A 10-days education is in operation and 
evaluated positive 
  
Benchmark standard for project 
management formulated as 10 key 
process area 
  
Self-assessment tool developed and 
used in the education 
  

Collective focus on project 
management 
  
Education is popular 
  
Mixed feelings about the incentive 
scheme 
  
Data from the self-assessment 
tool provides SPI group with 
useful insight 

Quality assurance 
described in 5 quality 
meetings 
  
Facilitators of quality 
meetings are trained in the 
process  

Little focus on quality assurance 
inside projects 
  
Top management is attentive to 
whether quality meetings are 
being held 



Displaying relationships


