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Might there be a better way?  Have we missed something subtle, yet important?  We are attempting to design and implement complex information technology environments that will be connected to, and even built upon, already-existing IT environments.  Numerous tools and techniques have been adopted to assist in addressing IT system development.  And there are many success stories.  Yet problems still exist with too many unsuccessful or incomplete systems, and even completed systems that do not deliver adequate functionality or are unable to effectively evolve with rapidly changing needs and advancing technology.  The advent of the Internet and ERP systems has created additional complexity.  Further, the designs of these technology-based environments frequently appear to discount the socio-technical issues of the users and their organizations.  Too often the IT environments require people to adapt to them, instead of the technology being adapted to the people.  Instead of the productive, humane work environments envisioned, we end up with sterile, difficult-to-use, often unforgiving technology infrastructures.  Given these inconsistent and imperfect outcomes, perhaps it is worth considering what may be missing in our approach.
Several years ago Stewart Brand authored a book entitled How Buildings Learn: What Happens after They’re Built (Penguin, 1994).  In this manuscript he explores a variety of factors related to how buildings evolve, grow, and adapt, or fail to adapt, to the changing needs and conditions of their occupants.  What is striking is that many of these same observations are quite similar to a number of issues and challenges faced in the design, development, implementation, maintenance, and continued adaptation of information technology systems in our organizations.  Perhaps architecture can provide us with the perspective to address some of these challenges.  To borrow from Brand’s phrasing, how can IT systems learn?
The similarities between these efforts with information technology systems and issues related to working with the built environment, i.e., architecture, are intriguing.  The information systems field has borrowed some basic concepts, or at least terminology, from the field of architecture.  We talk about architecture for hardware, or circuit design.  We have software architecture and, more recently, the architecture of information (i.e., information architecture).  We also engineer software.  We design and build information systems.  We’ve adopted practices of project management.  And so on.  But has the utilization of these concepts remained only superficial?  Have we missed the opportunity to delve more deeply into the subtle fabric and theory of architecture?  Might some of the theories and approaches of architecture better inform us in the development of information systems, i.e., exploring how IT learns?  I believe the parallels run deeper than has been fully explored and that there are additional uncultivated similarities between the idea of architecture, or the design of the built environment, and the conditions that we are creating with information technology.  I would suggest that these questions deserve a more thorough exploration.  This workshop, with its theme ‘Designing Information and Organizations with a Positive Lens,’ offers an opportunity to explore this broad research premise.  In particular, appreciative inquiry (AI) may provide the methodology to explore this complex domain.
In reading Brand there are many possible parallels between architecture and information technology systems that can be identified and might be explored.  I want to suggest four of particular interest.  (Additional parallel themes may also be considered.)  An initial theme from architecture is the idea of impermance.  Brand has noted that most buildings are designed not to change.  Yet, almost all buildings will be adapted to different uses/purposes, and different users, over time.  Brand notes that “[T]here is a real misunderstanding about whether buildings are something dynamic or something static …” (p. 64).  The similarities between Brand’s description of the built environment and the information technology environments are captivating.  Information technology systems are also designed not to change.  Yet, IT must also change, for it is impossible to adequately project what is going to be necessary in the future for the IT systems.  As the organization grows, as it evolves, as the competitive marketplace changes, IT must also grow, evolve, and change to meet new demands. 
A second theme derived from Brand is based on the idea of what he terms shearing layers.  Shearing layers suggest that since buildings must adapt, the types of structures that adapt most easily are constructed using clearly delineated layers, or systems, that are separate from one another, i.e., they are connected, but not heavily interwoven.  Within buildings, as one technology becomes obsolete, another can be put in its place in that layer with minimal disruption to or destruction of the existing structure in other layers.  This already occurs at some level for both the hardware and software in IT systems.  However, a more explicit, conscious effort at designing for shearing layers may prove fruitful in improving IT system evolution (i.e., learning) and user performance.

In the early 1980s, Grace Hopper, one of the early developers of COBOL, suggested that we were only just beginning to enter the ‘Model-T’ stage of the diffusion of computers.  At that time, computers, particularly microcomputers, were at the earliest stages of becoming a commodity product that almost everyone could own and use.  Hopper further suggested that at that time we were just starting to move beyond the easy, obvious uses of IT into the realm where we could begin to apply technology to problems that were too difficult to do without computers and even on to problems that we had never considered or encountered before.  Perhaps we are only now becoming knowledgeable enough about what IT is and what it can (and cannot) do that we are now able to start asking the right kinds of questions.  Brand (among others) termed this a third level of learning – learning how to learn, i.e., learning how to question and changing how we change habits.  How might IT systems learn in support of these efforts?
Finally, Winston Churchill stated, "We shape our buildings, afterwards our buildings shape us."  This same statement is relevant to the impact of IT, our work, and our organizations.  Yet it has been only incompletely explored.  How does the IT environment shape us and our organizations?  What consequences of this impact are intended, and what are unintended effects of the IT systems environment?  How do we better incorporate the positive attributes of technology to benefit users and their organizations while minimizing the negative consequences?  Can we design technology that adapts to the user rather than the other way around?  How can we, or can we (!), create the humane work environments envisioned? 
Appreciative inquiry (AI) may offer a robust approach to more fully explore some of these and other related issues.  In particular, the “4-D Cycle” – discovery, dream, design, and destiny – suggests an avenue for exploring the themes identified above.  This workshop, with its emphasis on AI, provides an appropriate venue in which to develop and carry on this conversation on how IT systems can learn.
