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Abstract
Information system success has been a challenging concept for researchers for many years. Research on the definition and the evaluation of information system (IS) success was growing yet confusing. The social nature of IS success concept is a major factor that may explain this confusion. From the global and multicultural perspectives, a recent study showed that the meaning of IS success is not homogenous across different national cultures. Organizations are more and more attracted by doing business in different cultures and become global. This attraction is also yielded by the successful technical capabilities of the new information technologies that support the globalization strategy. The existing models of IS success require a large amount of modifications and adaptations before they can be applied in local and international organizations. This paper proposes a comprehensive framework that is easy to use, integrates existing knowledge on the alignment and IS success domains and can be applied to any local and national context. The power of the framework is in its practicality and flexibility.

Introduction

The use of information technology and information systems in today’s organization is growing in a phenomenon way. The advanced sophistication of the new information technologies combined with their yielding benefits are major factors that justify their massive use in almost every type of organization. Morton (1991) reported that the rate at which new technology is introduced is increasing 20 to 30 percent annually and the numbers are promising to grow in the future. However, IS investment decision makers are confused and frustrated because they are unable and find it very difficult to justify their IT and IS investments by using existing tools of IS performance and success. Researchers have developed many IS success models to help managers measure the performance of their IS (DeLone and McLean, 1992, 2002; Seddon, 1997; Robey and Boudreau, 200.). The major problems with these models are: First, they cannot be applied to all contexts and to all types of information systems. Second, these models show how to evaluate IS success independently from other organizational variables such as structure, strategy, and processes. Lastly, the values of these measurements may sometimes lead to confusion because they are not compared to a set of predefined expected values that define success to the organization. For example, it may be that an organization evaluated the success of its information system by using the impact of the system on the decision making process dimension and found that this impact is average. Is that a success or not? The answer is we don’t know because we luck a predefined level of the impact of the IS on its users to which we can compare the actual value. It has been largely documented that the organization and its information systems must fit each other; that is, one cannot be separated from the other. In this paper, we use this parallel philosophy between the organization and its IS to develop a very comprehensive process framework that uses existing knowledge on the fit theory. The framework can be used in any national and organizational culture and is very practical for managers who wish to evaluate IS success. The following sections will discuss existing IS success theory, the fit theory, our proposed framework, and the benefits of the framework.

Information Systems success

Information system (IS) success and its determinants have long been considered critical to the field of information systems. Despite many attempts to model success (Delone and McLean, 1992, 2003), IS success definition and measure is still problematic for many factors. The first factor is the mixture of the technical and social aspects of an IS. IS success is then a perspective that emerges from the social and technical interplay within organizations (Kanellis, Lycett and Paul, 1998). Second, Alter (2000) argues that information technology and work practices are now so intertwined that it is difficult to identify their respective contribution to success. Other researchers link the difficulty of defining IS success to the methodological aspects involved in measuring IS success «Specifying a dependent variable is difficult because of the many theoretical and methodological issues involved in measuring IS success» (Garrity and Sanders; 1998, p. 14). Seddon, Staples, Patnayakuni, and Bowetell, (1999) argue that IS success is a fuzzy concept contingent upon different stakeholders and different types of IT. In the practice community, Markus and Tanis (2000) claimed that there is a fundamental gap in both practical and academic thinking about information systems lack of consensus and clarity concerning the meaning of success where information systems are concerned.    

The problem of IS definition and measurement becomes more difficult and more complicated if we add the international dimension (Ishman, 1998; Garrity and Sanders,1998, Pauleen et al., 2006). The international dimension includes cultural terms such as values and assumptions which may be at the heart of the differing perceptions and interpretations of IS success. Shing-Kao (1997) argues that «Research has shown that people notice, interpret and retain information based on their values, assumptions and expectations. Different assumptions and values lead to different ways of looking at the same thing» (p. 13).

This international differing perception of the meaning of a phenomenon is an important topic in International Management or Cross-cultural Management disciplines. Do theories and concepts born in a specific culture apply or have the same meaning in other cultures? Hofstede (1993), for example, after a large survey on work-related values in sixty countries, concluded that management theories and findings are not automatically transferable from one context to another. Shing-Kao (1997), Kedia  and Bhagat (1988), and Robichaux and  Cooper (1998) add that the majority of theories of management have a Western orientation.

Rosenzweig (1994) argues that a central concern in scientific research is external validity. That is, the extent to which a theorized or observed relationship among variables can be generalized to other settings. Rosenzweig (1994) claims that the main question should not be, «Are scientific management theories that interest us valid elsewhere? But how can we best understand management, as it exists around the world? » (p.37).
Researchers agreed that the measurement of IS success is not an easy task. The major problem with existing IS success model is that, first, they are very abstract and don’t rend service to managers who are always searching for more practical tools and techniques. Second, they are used independently from the organizational and national contexts. The organizational context has been largely documented by strategic  alignment researchers such as Henderson, Venkatraman and Luftman and others who built a large body of knowledge that stressed the necessity to align and to fit IS and organizational strategies. On the other hand, the national context was always ignored by existing IS success models. Agourram (2004) conducted a cross cultural research that involves France, Germany, and Canada and found that IS success is perceived and defined differently in these cultures. Therefore, concludes the author, existing IS success models cannot be applied as they are in different national contexts. The following section discusses the alignment concept.

The alignment theory

Alignment of business and information strategies referred to the extent to which business strategies were enabled, supported, and stimulated by information strategies. Evidence for alignment was sought in the use of information or information technology, or both, which provided a comparative advantage to an organization over its competitors. The importance of aligning the objectives and strategies of an organization's information systems (IS) group with those of the broader organization has been recognized for some time (Lederer and Mendelow, 1986; Henderson, 1990; Chan and Huff, 1993; Henderson and Venkatraman, 1996; Luftman, 1996; Kearns and Lederer, 2000; Reich and Benbasat, 2000; Chan, 2002), and is usually referred to as strategic alignment. The early research into strategic alignment tended to be theoretical in nature (Henderson and Venkatraman, 1990) providing the platform on which later work was developed. Based on these early developments, a number of dimensions of strategic alignment have emerged. The social dimension of strategic alignment has been defined as "the state in which business and IT executives within an organizational unit understand and are committed to the business and IT mission, objectives, and plans" (Reich and Benbasat, 2000, p. 82). The intellectual dimension of strategic alignment is defined as "the state in which a high-quality set of interrelated IT and business plans exist" (Reich and Benbasat, 2000, p. 82). Put simply, research into the social dimension tends to "... focus on the people involved in the creation of alignment" whilst the intellectual dimension of alignment tends to "... concentrate on the content of plans and planning methodologies" (Reich and Benbasat, 1996). This concentration has naturally led to research at the CIO/CEO level, at which planning methodologies are chosen and strategies developed. Furthermore the little research that has been conducted on the social dimension of alignment has also been focused at this level (Reich and Benbasat, 1996, 2000; Chan, 2002). There is evidence to suggest that strategies developed at senior management level are often modified or even sabotaged at lower levels of the organization during implementation (Davies, 1993; Alien and Wilson, 2003; Nordstrom and Soderstrom, 2003). Chan and Huff (1992) have also made the observation that strategy is developed at executive level but essentially implemented at lower levels of an organization, with the consequence that greater attention needs to be paid to the dynamics of alignment at lower levels of the organization.
In studying strategic information systems (IS) alignment, it is important to examine the associated processes over time rather than viewing alignment as an isolated event. Organizations experience a series of interdependent changes in business strategy and Information System strategy which impose to increase the alignment between them. Alignment is a dynamic and emergent concept because of the ongoing change in business and information strategies. As business strategy changes, IS strategy must change in parallel. However, moving from one pattern of alignment between business and IS strategies turns out to be a rather difficult proposition. Consequently, organizations struggle to bring IS and business strategies into alignment and sometimes go through potentially problematic trajectories, where the business strategy changes but one (or more) of the IS strategy components fails to change appropriately.

The strategic use of information systems has been a fundamental concern for every organization. IS are used today to help organization implement and apply their strategies. They are used as major tools that help organizations gain competitive advantages over their competitors. Researchers such as Henderson and Venkatraman (1993) and Luftman (1993, 1998) have always stressed the fact that the realization of these competitive advantages is conditioned by the strategic use of IS. The alignment of organizational strategy, objectives and goals with those of IS, enhance the degree of the benefits these organizations can gain. Venkatraman (1993) developed the alignment model which is defined in terms of four constructs: business strategy, information technology strategy, organizational infrastructure and processes, and information technology infrastructure and processes. The model explains two fundamental characteristics of strategic management: strategic fit and function integration. 

Greater alignment or "fit" between an organization's business strategy and IS strategy implies that the information systems are targeted on areas that are critical to successful business performance. "Alignment between business and IS strategies heightens managers' awareness and use of information systems, and it enables a firm to better use IS to help realize its goals and objectives or obtain a competitive advantage. Weak fit is problematic in two ways. First, it may create competing motivations for different people in different parts of the organization as with the tension between strategy and structure. Second, in the absence of a unifying theme or logic arising from tight fit, organizational players may be confused as to the appropriate decisions and behaviors in respect to achieving existing operational performance targets." (Rudy Hirschheim,  Rajiv Sabherwal 2001).

. The following section discusses our framework that uses Venkatraman theory.

The new IS success framework

Figure 1 shows our proposed framework. The framework is a process and not a variant framework. The framework uses existing concepts from the alignment theory. The framework is a solution to many IS success evaluation problems. Its benefits will be discussed in the last section.
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The framework shows that IS success or IS performance is a process which is made of the following phases:
1. In phase 1, the strategic orientation of the organization is established. This document includes the directions and the plans as well as the goals of the organization. Parallel to the strategic orientation of the organization, IS people establish the strategic orientation of the information systems. These two processes are done at the same time and the two must fit each other. (Jerry Luftman, 1993) has extensively reported research work that discusses this first process.

2. Phase 2 includes two steps that are also executed in parallel. In the first step and after having a clear idea on the direction of the organization, managers need to document the expected outcomes of this direction; that is the expected performance of the organization. At the same time, IS professionals would document the expected performance of their information systems; that is IS success. IS expected performance must be aligned with the expected organizational performance. Moreover, the organizational expected performance determines the IS expected performance. If for example management consider that the business processes of the organization must be fluid and employ less people as one expected organizational performance element, this would push IS professionals to consider maximum automation of business processes as an element of the expected IS performance.

3. In phase 3, business people implement organizational structures and procedures and design the new processes to help realize the expected organizational performance. At the same time, IS people implement the information systems that would help realize the expected IS performance. The implementation components and logic must fit the organizational infrastructures and procedures. In this step, and in case information systems are acquired and not developed in house, the acquired system built-in assumptions are taken into consideration in the IS implementation step.

4. Phase 4 does not execute right away. It would take few years before we start actions in phase 4. In this phase, we compare the actual organizational performance with the expected organizational performance, and we compare the actual IS performance with the expected IS performance. Comparative research techniques can be used in this phase. In this phase, we don’t need to search for organizational and IS performance models and see it we can apply them to our organization. In this phase, the actual organizational performance is the DEGREE to which the actual organizational performance matches the expected organizational performance, and the actual IS performance is the DEGREE to which the actual IS performance matches the expected IS performance. If case the gaps between the expected and the actual performances is large, control is sent back to the first phase.
Conclusions
Our framework yields to the following benefits:

· It pushes people to think about the outcomes and the results before the actual implementation of the systems. This is a major exercise that helps convince decision makers to invest in information systems,
· The model requires a continuous fit and alignment between the organization and the information system which has been proved by research to be an excellent exercise, and
· When it comes to evaluating the performance, we don’t need to borrow from very theoretical model and see if we can apply them to the actual context. The variety of information systems requires a dynamic IS evaluation system. Moreover, this phase which used to be the hardest and the most researchable becomes the easiest. We just compare what we have with what we expected. If the gap is large, actions can be easily implemented to reduce it and hence ameliorate the actual IS success. 
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