Explaining geoinformation infrastructures using the narrative anchor concept
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ABSTRACT: Efforts to build a geoinformation infrastructure based on technological innovations have not always been succesful, at times they even can be problematic. In this paper three Dutch National Spatial Data Infrastructure- (NSDI-) initiatives are being compared, trying to explain succes and failure by giving an ethnography of everyday practice regarding creation, development and fate. Using the method of narrative analysis, these cases are analysed. It turns out that the way technology is linked to the goals of an NSDI is an indication for success. This research reveals that where technology is directly linked up to an infrastructure it is eventually bound to fail. However, where technology and infrastructure share a narrative anchor as a mediating non-tangible element, an SDI can be successful and sustainable.
Geo information professionals always try to reconcile images of static infrastructures with dynamic cutting-edge technology to serve the domain of public administration (Hanseth, Monteiro, & Hatling, 1996). Efforts to build a geoinformation infrastructure using technological innovations have not always been successful; at times even problematic (H Koerten & Veenswijk, 2009). We can not only witness how endeavours like this get redefined because they do not live up to their initial expectations, it has also been widely acknowledged internationally among geoinformation insiders that knowledge on establishing infrastructures is lacking, that is, on combining and disseminating map-related information among and between organisations (Georgiadou, Harvey, & Miscione, 2009). The common denominator in related literature is that these National Spatial Data Infrastructures (NSDIs) should be more effectively guided by management models.

Therefore, implementers are inclined to value organisational aspects of NGII development using design rules, borrowed from political science, economics and management science (H. Koerten, 2008). Accordingly, NGII-researchers focus on best practices, organization models and planning (Masser, 2007). However, some researchers want to focus on these non-technological aspects in a non-prescriptive way to get a better understanding of implementation processes, for which they think alternative ontology’s and epistemologies are more appropriate (Georgiadou, et al., 2009). Although some research has been conducted in this vein (Harvey, 2001), mainstream NSDI research remains to be design oriented (Crompvoets, Rajabifard, Van Loenen, & Delgado Fernández, 2008).

A big gap exists between on the one hand the wish to implement SDIs using fashionable management models, and on the other hand the inability to accomplish that. Establishing information infrastructures based on cutting-edge technologies seems to have more intricacies than ordinary management practices can handle. Additionally, evaluation literature on SDI implementation, that is the review of completed SDI implementation projects, is scarce (H. Koerten, 2008).

In this paper, specific SDI implementation projects are going to be evaluated with a ‘bigger picture’ view (Georgiadou, et al., 2009), using an ethnographic, narrative approach. It looks into specific cases with a focus on how NSDIs are narrated in meetings, interviews and policy documents in order to develop our understanding about conceptualization and usage. The research question is: How can we understand NSDI implementation using narrative analysis? Secondary questions are: How do technological and organisational aspects interact with each other? How are goals and results perceived over time? In order to accomplish that, I am going to present the Dutch situation in which two short-lived and close related cases aimed at metadata and innovative technology have been declared unsuccessful and were terminated, while another case, establishing a national system of basemaps is going strong for over 35 years now. These cases are going to be evaluated using a narrative framework guiding ethnographic research.

In order to focus on technological aspects I am going to develop a narrative theory, discerning narrative conceptualisations about scene, actors and actions, termed as narrative setting, narrative space and narrative storyboard respectively. A narrative setting concerns notions about the narrated environment in time, territory and technology. Narrative spaces refer to configurations of actors and how they interact with each other and narrate their world, individually and collectively. Narrative storyboards arise from reflection on practices and are transposed into relatively fixed patterns, which can be regarded as the outcome of the propensity of human beings to consider sense-making itself in terms of fixed concepts. These concepts are going to be used to analyse cases, followed by some concluding remarks.

The finding of the narrative anchor is the main conclusion of this research, based on an analysis of three ethnographies describing how information infrastructures were conceptualised. The analysis was theory-based, developing a theoretical device for successful geoinformation infrastructures. The narrative anchor, is the decisive concept for geoinformation infrastructures and should either be discovered or developed for successful realization of future geoinformation infrastructures.
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