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Abstract

This research examines pluralist practice, the combination of methodologies based in
different paradigms. Two paradigms are discussed throughout this research, referred to
as the hard and soft paradigms. The hard paradigm is commonly associated with
positivism and quantitative data, while the soft paradigm is commonly associated with
interpretivism and qualitative data. These two paradigms present considerably different
perspectives on the world, and methodologies based on these paradigms tend to place

different emphases on research and practice.

The combination of methodologies from different paradigms presents a number of
problems for practice. These include the problem of paradigmatic incommensurability
and issues related to practitioner skill diversity, and difficulties in reconciling the

different perspectives that are brought to a situation by different methodologies.

This research explores pluralist practice through the combination of Project
Management and Soft Systems Methodology, methodologies which are based on the
hard and soft paradigms respectively. The combination of these methodologies is
informed by aspects of the Critical Systems Thinking literature, and based on the

Embedding model for pluralism.

The combination of these methodologies is explored in the context of an IS / IT strategy
development project, in the NSW public sector. This project was set within an
environment typified by changing stakeholder relationships, abstractly defined and
changing goals, and a variety of external influences which altered throughout the course
of the project. A combination of Project Management and Soft Systems Methodology,
based on the Embedding model for pluralism, was used in the management of this
project, and resulted in a project which is demonstrated to have provided lasting benefit

to the organisation.
This is participative, practice based research, and Action Research has been used as the
research methodology for this thesis. Action Research has been chosen as a way of

linking theory and practice, allowing for the simultaneous development of theory and

Xiv



practice, through cycles of active reflection. The interpretation of research findings has

been informed by hermeneutic philosophies.

Learning outcomes resulting from this research predominantly relate to the combination
of Project Management and Soft Systems Methodology, based on the Embedding
model. Findings relate to how the problem of paradigmatic incommensurability affects
pluralist practice, issues related to the use of tools and techniques governed by
paradigms other than that for which they were designed, and specific adaptations that
were made in suiting Project Management and Soft Systems Methodology to the needs

of the project environment.
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