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Preface

This book takes an essentially social scientific stance as befits the
expertise of the principal authors and its target audience. However,
the story it presents and analyses has been the outcome of a truly
multi-disciplinary engagement beyond the normal boundaries of
social science. For me, trained as a hardware designer in electronics,
the work on which this book is based was the culmination of a long
journey. I spent my early career developing speech technologies and
tools for the analysis of human factors in the ICL Systems Strategy
Centre at Stevenage. I was then privileged to be associated with a long
series of national and European collaborative research projects that
contributed to the invention and development of, amongst other
things, distributed systems architectures.

Next, by chance, I was parachuted into the world of telecommuni-
cations. This was a deeply shocking experience. They seemed to use
the same technologies and terminologies as we IT folk did but they
were completely different, to the point of alienation, in both the detail
of their engineering practice and the business environment in which
they operated. It took me quite a time to begin to understand and
appreciate the differences between our applications and their services
and to learn to work with them, at a time when the technological
world was changing profoundly with deregulation and the emergence
of the internet and these very distinctions were undergoing a complete
transformation.

In the next phase of my career, in the Centre for Software Reliability
at Newcastle University, I seemed to spend most of my time in ‘forensic’
work, trying to understand why things go so horribly wrong so often
in the world of big ICT projects, in particular in the public sector. It
was at this stage that seeds sown in the distributed systems architec-
ture projects of the 1980s started to develop. I began to recognize the
need to be as serious and rigorous about the intentional or ‘conversa-
tional’ aspects of systems as we were about the physical aspects of func-
tion, capability, and capacity. Roles and responsibilities had to become
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first-class concepts in the architectural discourse or we would continue
to make the same mistakes.

Two things then happened in close succession which profoundly
changed things. The first was being appointed the technical direc-
tor of the regional health record development project mentioned in
Chapter 3, having had no previous contact with clinical informatics
or the public sector. The second was the funding of the AMASE project
(outlined in the Appendix) and the fortuitous option of it being hosted
at Newcastle University in a social science oriented business school
rather than in a school of computing science. From this the collabora-
tion with Ian, Rob, and colleagues, and the struggle to make sense of
each other and of the world of public service practice, began.

Usually, the presenting problem involved partnership formation and
the building of trust and understanding in the context of the creation
of ‘systems of care’—a term which is, ultimately, an oxymoron. And
faced with these problems, and attempting to adopt the role of honest,
disinterested, and informed technologist and systems architect, I was
forced to come to the conclusion that the marvellous edifice of rational
systems design, which had been the core of my career and interests all
my professional life, was a significant part of the problem rather than
the source of the solution. This conclusion was, of course, strongly
reinforced by my critical social science colleagues! This challenge and
dilemma has forced me to delve deeper and deeper into a wide range
of literatures in the search for useful meta-theory but I remain an
engineer who wants to make better things and to make things better.
In social informatics, being critical is not enough. The aim of this book
is to make a better mistake than this.

Mike Martin
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