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from other platforms, while lead users came up with more novel service solutions for different user
segments.

Chapter XVI

What Makes the Difference? Introducing an Integrated Information System Architecture

for Employer Branding and RECTUITING........cueiiuiiiieiie e se st sie e st ste e te e sree e 275
Sven Laumer, University of Bamberg, Germany
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Chapter XVI starts with an architecture for a next-generation holistic e-recruiting system. Based on this
architecture, the authors propose to extend it by adding employer branding as a new component. They
show how employer branding should be integrated in the existing architecture to develop and imple-
ment an effective employer branding strategy. As a result, Laumer and Eckhardt conclude that the newly
proposed architecture is a first step towards a holistic e-HRM management system.

Chapter XVII
The Enrichment of the HR Intranet Linked to the Regulation’s Processes Between HR Actors ....... 289
Karine Guiderdoni-Jourdain, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology
(LEST), Université de la Méditerranee, France

Guiderdoni-Jourdain focuses on the regulation between online HR designers and HR experts. She ex-
tends the concept of e-HRM by a systematic approach and uses it to study the interaction between the
different actors involved in an e-HRM project.

Section VI
e-HRM Use and Performance Improvement

Chapter XVIII
Exploring Perceptions about the Use of e-HRM Tools in Medium Sized Organizations................... 304
Tanya Bondarouk, University of Twente, The Netherlands
Vincent ter Horst, Saxion Knowledge Center Innovation and Entrepreneurship,
The Netherlands
Sander Engbers, COGAS BV. Business Unit Infra & Networkmanagement, The Netherlands

Chapter XVII1I presents a study of the acceptance of HRIS in small and medium-sized organizations
(SMEs). The authors looked at this topic by investigating perceptions about the use of these systems.
Four case studies were conducted, and results showed that e-HRM tools in SMEs are perceived as use-
ful, but not easy to use. The companies involved in the study considered the use of HRIS as helping
them to make HRM more effective.
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Performance of the Management of Human Resources (HRM).........cccociiiieiiiicecccc e, 324
Loubna Tahssain, IAE Graduate School of Management in Aix-en-Provence, France
Mouna Zgheib, IAE graduate School of Management in Aix-en-Provence, France

Chapter XIX focuses on the questions of how to improve the efficiency of HRM and enhance its status
in organizations. The authors show that information technology can be of help in transforming the role
of HRM departments in organizations. One of the challenges for managers nowadays is to determine
the success factors for implementing HRIS.

Chapter XX
Employee Life-Cycle Process Management Improvement with \WWeb-Enabled
WOTKIIOW SYSTEITIS 1..vviviiitieiiieiiie st sttt ste ettt e e e sre e st e st et esbeesbe e sbe e sbe e s beenbe e ba e beesteesteenres 335
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Welicki, Pigueres Juan, Llorente Martin, and De Vega Hernandez their experience in building a Web-
enabled workflow system for managing employee life-cycle processes. They describe how the system
was able to successfully manage a large number of employee requests, brought reliability, traceability and
auditability to employee life-cycle management processes. The web-enabled workflow system became
a core system for supporting HRM operations.

Section VII
Extended e-HRM Topics

Chapter XXI

Information Technologies’ Impact on Individual Learning Process: The Case of a Community
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Chapter XXI describes a study on the impact of information technology on individual learning processes.
The authors of this chapter started with the question of whether those technologies can possibly help
increase an individual’s competencies in order to improve learning. By using agent-based simulation,
their results showed that communication through e-mail exchange appears to make individuals learn
more slowly than on a Web forum.



Chapter XXI1

What are the Main Impacts of Internet and Information and Communication Technology

on Unions and Trade Unionism? An Exploratory Research in Europe and North America............... 365
Valéry Michaux, Reims Management School, France

Michaux presents a study aimed at identifying the main trends and international convergences when
analyzing the impact of IT on unions and trade unionism, and lists the challenges, opportunities, and
threats that IT poses to trade unions in industrialized countries. The author concludes that there is a
tension between the opportunities and threats, which can translate into four main types of challenges
posed by IT for trade unions.

Chapter XXIII
Coordination of Virtual Teams: From Trust t0 CONLIOl ...........coviiiieiiie e 383
Isabelle Parot, Magellan Research Center, France

Chapter XXIII deals with the question of coordination in virtual teams, more specifically how the coor-
dination in such teams takes place. The author starts from the assumption that it is either trust or control
that is needed for the coordination in virtual teams. By means of a case study conducted in a high tech
firm, Parot presents findings showing that coordination in virtual teams is more formalized and more
control-oriented, and that the role of the project manager is essential in such teams.

Chapter XX1V

Information Overload in the New World of Work: Qualitative Study into the Reasons
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Chapter XXIV is about information overload in the new world of work. A case study conducted at
Microsoft suggested that information overload is not perceived as a problem, but as a challenge and
a possible future problem. Interestingly, some of the interviewees in the case study suggested that the
next generation of workers, the NetGen, will be better able to handle information overload, as they may
have incorporated the search strategies for finding information in a large amount of data. The results of
this study also seem to contradict the popular belief that the phenomena of information overload is an
increasing problem.

Chapter XXV

HR Shared Service Centers: From Brand Management TOWards SUCCESS..........covvvrererrereenreniennns 419
Mitchell van Balen, University of Twente, The Netherlands
Tanya Bondarouk, University of Twente, The Netherlands

Chapter XXV analyses the popular literature on HRM shared service centers. By using a grounded theory
approach, the authors analyzed 34 articles in the international HRM literature for practitioners. The
analysis shows that according to the popular HRM literature, brand development or service improvement
motivations for deploying HR shared service centers lead to more positive impacts and a higher success



rate. Solely economic motivations are not enough to achieve added value. Further, the anticipated risks
are not a good predictor for eventual impacts, and finally, HR shared service centers have more positive
impacts as they develop over time.

Compilation Of REFEIENCES ......cviiiiciice e s re e reane e 435

ADOUL T8 CONTTIULOIS ..eeee ettt ettt ettt e e e e e e et e e e e e e et e e e e e se et eeeeenaereneees 476



xXii

Preface

AIM OF THIS BOOK

Information technology (IT) continues to impact HRM. For a decade now, digital possibilities have been
challenging the traditional ways of delivering HRM services within business. The huge investments in
IT applications for HRM lead to new rounds of intra-organisational competition, challenging HRM and
making it more complex to achieve organisational performance improvements.

The e-HRM field is fed (and complicated) by two academic backgrounds: studies oriented towards
IT implementation and ‘pure’ HRM studies. The former usually investigate the usage of IT for HR
purposes and mainly focus on the growing sophistication of the technology and the qualities neces-
sary for its adoption. Such studies usually cover topics like IT acceptance, resistance, effectiveness,
equality, information security and privacy in the context of e-HRM technology usage. However, they
remain silent about changes in HR practices resulting from e-HRM. HR-based e-HRM studies, on the
other hand, generally only examine single e-HR practices, focusing on the changes in HR processes
and functions following automation. These studies tend to avoid issues related to implementation and
the ongoing use of IT.

At the same time, we do not even know where e-HRM should be placed. Is it a new and substantial
research area, or the ‘crossroads’ of two academic domains? Theoretical complexity has practical con-
sequences for e-HRM projects and their management. It seems increasingly unclear exactly what the
advantages of e-HRM are, and to what extent e-HRM helps to attain organisational HRM goals. The
one-sided, scholarly e-HRM works fail to address this lack of clarity fully and, if anything, deepen the
division between the two academic domains.

In order to reduce the aforementioned confusion, this volume has set a three-fold goal:

. To achieve a state-of-the-art overview of theoretical and empirical contributions on the impact of
the integration of HRM and IT on the transformation of HRM.

. To address the integration of HR- and IT-based e-HRM research.

. To identify future cutting-edge research directions.

This book is a collection of interesting chapters on the intersection between HRM and information
technology, predominantly referred to as electronic HRM or e-HRM since the mid-1990s. This is not the
first book on e-HRM that collates chapters by a range of different scholars from around the world, but it
is the first book that may count as a milestone because it aims to present the state of e-HRM research at
this pointintime! Research on e-HRM started in the mid-1990s and has resulted in books, journal articles,
special issues and the like. Altogether, the number of scholarly journal articles on e-HRM is currently
estimated at around 250. This is an impressive amount, based on the hard and persistent work of scholars
and researchers from around the world. An analysis of the articles would result in a diverse picture in
terms of the nature and focus of the works, from conceptual articles to mature empirical work.
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As editors, we have been involved in e-HRM research from the beginning of this century. We have
done research ourselves and published worked on e-HRM. In addition, from the very start, we aimed
at bringing researchers on e-HRM together in order to foster the scholarly development of research on
e-HRM. This has resulted in four international, scholarly, research-oriented events in four years’ time.
Researchers from the UK, USA, Mexico, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Spain, Finland,
Portugal,and the Middle East were brought together to share insights, discuss each others’ work, set
agendas for further research, and establish collaboration.

This book is one of the results of these events, but it is a very special result. It contains 25 chapters
on e-HRM, showing the very diverse nature of the e-HRM research area in terms of the topics, research
approaches, theoretical perspectives, levels, and unit of analysis. This diversity is the strength and the
uniqueness of this book, as it is a truly useful overview of what is going on in the field of e-HRM re-
search. Once you have gone through all the chapters, you will hopefully have many new questions from
whence to continue your own e-HRM journey.

CONTENT OF THIS BOOK

In this introduction we, the editors, would like to guide you through the chapters. First of all, it is inter-
esting to identify a number of central themes that can be found throughout the book, and which are the
key topics in e-HRM research so far: user involvement, user participation, and user adoption of e-HRM
applications; design and implementation of e-HRM ; modeling; design of architectures of e-HRM systems
and HR portals; e-HRM in multinational companies and global e-HRM; the role of culture; qualitative
research methods as the dominant approach for empirical research; grounded theory for e-HRM-related
theory development; strategic e-HRM and the transformation of the HR function, redefining the role of
the HR function related to e-HRM implementation; e-recruitment; structuration theory as an approach
to study e-HRM empirically; and human capital management and e-HRM.

In combination with our own experience in the e-HRM research field, we derived seven e-HRM
themes from the above-mentioned topics and ordered the 25 chapters in this book along them.

Section I, e-HRM Transformation and Strategic HRM. When it comes to expectations, it is assumed
that e-HRM will spur a transformation of the HRM function in organizations, changing HRM into a truly
strategic issue and the HRM function into a strategic business partner. Chapter I, written by Foster,
immediately confronts us with this complex issue. Foster, an academician as well as an experienced
consultant, observes that many organizations fail to take advantage of the transformational potential
of e-HRM. He explains this idea with the concepts of sense-making and technological frames. These
concepts are taken from the work of Orlikowski and Gash (1994), two scholars who have contributed
heavily to the field of information technology research, and whose main work is inspired by the work
of Anthony Giddens (Structuration Theory), a British sociologist. As Foster describes, the technologi-
cal frames concept provides a useful analytical perspective for explaining and anticipating actions and
meaning. Incongruence between frames held by different stakeholders is assumed to be a barrier to
transformational change.

Interestingly, Foster applies a grounded theory approach in order to reveal the different views HR
managers and line managers hold towards e-HRM technology. More specifically, there is a significant
frame incongruence regarding the relevance of e-HRM for achieving transformational outcomes.

Chapter 11, by Ruta, focuses on the role of e-HRM portals for intellectual capital development.
Ruta starts with the observation that intellectual capital is of strategic importance to companies and that
companies increasingly create HRM strategies to stimulate intellectual capital development. e-HRM
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portals function as intermediating tools between employees and the HR function, and offer opportunities
to customize HRM practices to the individual employee’s needs and preferences. The latter aspect in
particular allows HR managers to align and leverage individual performances to the company strategy.
This underlines the strategic and transformational role of the HR portal.

Imperatori and De Marco’s contribution, Chapter 111, presents a study on the impact of the intro-
duction of e-work projects on labor transformation processes. The authors observe that values such as
loyalty to a company and a job for life are giving way to concepts like employability, professionaliza-
tion, and entrepreneurship. E-work solutions can facilitate or inhibit this process and the psychological
contract between an employee and the organization. The case studies presented provide a number of
critical issues and guidelines for the design and implementation of e-work solutions.

Section Il in this book is User Involvement and User Participation. Information systems design and
implementation aim at meeting the needs of an organization. The end-users are key players in determin-
ing whether or not these needs are met as they are the ones using the systems in their day-to-day work.
The extent to which end-users should be involved in the design and implementation process and how
they should be involved are ongoing major topics, also in the case of e-HRM systems.

Chapter 1V, by Koopman and Batenburg, starts from the assumption that user involvement and
participation are important factors for information systems success. They present five case studies of
governmental organizations that deployed employee self-service applications and found that the de-
ployment success of such systems was positively related to the extent of early user involvement and
participation.

Chapter V, by Guiderdoni-Jourdain and Oiry, analyzes HR intranet use by line managers in a large
aeronautical firm. The results show that the managers hardly used the system since it conflicted with
the dominant structures of their main activities, in which time constraints, a preference for face-to-face
communication, and charisma as the basis for authority were considered important. A second version
of the HR intranet was more successful when it met the expectations of the line managers. Especially
the fact that the new version was coherent with the global corporate strategy increased the support of
line managers for the HR intranet.

Chapter VI, written by Al-lbraheem and Ruél, assumes that user involvement and participation in
e-HRM systems developed in-house are higher than in off-the-shelf e-HRM projects. Therefore, they
must also be more successful. Through a comparative case-study approach, an in-house e-HRM project
and an off-the-shelf e-HRM project were compared. The results show that factors such as continuous
user involvement, effective communication, and strong change management are considered more in the
in-house e-HRM project, while business process reengineering, planning and vision, and project man-
agement are stressed more in the off-the-shelf e-HRM project. The in-house e-HRM project achieved
increased efficiency, customer-oriented service excellence, and improved self-services.

Kuiper and Van Dijk, the authors of Chapter VI, describe how municipal electronic forms can be
improved by adaptation. As municipalities offer more and more e-forms for citizens to place a request,
adaptation of e-forms seems to be a step forward, they feel, to reduce the burden for citizens. Through
an online questionnaire they surveyed the needs of citizens, municipal employees and local government
organizations regarding the implementation of adaptation in municipal e-forms. All three respondent
groups preferred the use of adaptation in e-forms and felt that municipal products and services could be
improved by the use of adaptation.

Section 111 covered in this book is e-HRM in Multinational Companies. As globalization is matur-
ing, multinational companies (MNC) from the West go East and vice versa, issues such as requirements
analysis, development, implementation and user adoption of e-HRM systems in a globalized world are
attracting increasing attention.



XXV

Chapter VII1, by Williams, Tansley, and Foster, presents a study of project teams working in a multi-
national organization implementing and maintaining the HR “pillar’ of a SAP global enterprise information
system. The purpose of their study was to identify the human resource information system (HRIS) skills
and knowledge in the key roles for the global project and to provide suggestions for the development
of project team members. The authors provide a framework which can be used as a clarification tool by
those responsible for managing people working in hybrid roles on global HRIS projects.

Smale and Heikkild, the authors of Chapter IX, focus on the design and implementation of a glob-
ally integrated e-HRM system within a multinational corporation. This requires the parties involved to
reach some form of agreement on which HR processes to standardize and which to adapt locally. By
means of a longitudinal, in-depth case study approach, data was collected on micro-political behavior
in an e-HRM system project in a Finnish subsidiary of a large, European-owned MNC over a period of
nearly two years. The results showed that the key areas of conflict were system design, the standard-
ized use of English, and grey areas of the HR policy. The three key parties involved used a range of
negotiation resources such as business case logic, technical know-how, internal benchmarking, local
constraints, and ignorance.

Chapter X, by Ruél, aims at demonstrating how adaptive structuration theory can be of use in study-
ing human resource information systems. By applying key concepts of the theory to a global e-HRM
case study, the author shows that those concepts help to increase our understanding of the social nature
of e-HRM systems.

Section 1V, E-Recruitmnet and National Culture, is covered by three chapters. Chapter XI, by Puck,
Holtbriigge, and Mohr, describes a study on the influence of the cultural context on the comprehensiveness
with which companies in different countries make use of applicant information and selection strategies
in corporate website recruiting. The results suggest that the use of the internet for management purposes
is influenced by cultural factors.

Parry and Tyson, the authors of Chapter XII, conducted a study on the potential of e-recruitment
to transform the recruitment process and the role of the resourcing team. They observed that HR prac-
titioners are often expected to be efficient administrators of the employment relationship and to act as
a strategic partner. Based on the assumption that e-HRM may be a way of achieving these dual aims as
technology can both improve the efficiency of HR processes and help the HR function to become more
strategic, three case studies were conducted. They showed that the use of e-recruitment can potentially
have an impact on both the strategic role and the efficiency of the resourcing team.

Chapter XI11, written by Rao, addresses the role of the national culture on e-recruitment practices in
India and Mexico. According to the author, the role of culture on information technology is just emerg-
ing, and internet recruiting will definitely play a prominent role as the world becomes more digitized.
Further, the author suggests that practitioners and researchers would benefit from making a ‘what if”
chart or spreadsheet based on cultural dimension scores and adaptability to internet usage.

Section V in this book is Modeling and Designing e-HRM Architectures. e-HRM as a research
field is an integration between IT-research and HRM-research. Both fields should mutually influence
each other in order to find answers to the core research questions in the e-HRM research field. The IT-
research side, in particular, can bring in a more engineering-based approach to counter-balance the social
scientific-based HRM side. In this book we have four chapters that aim at providing design guidelines
or architectures for e-HRM systems.

Chapter X1V, by Zacarias, Magalhées, and Tribolet, presents a bottom-up modeling framework. The
framework can be used for the analysis and design of HR behaviors, starting from the assumption that
the process of emergence lies at the root of the usage of technologies. The authors illustrate the way the
framework should be applied and how it works out through a case study.
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Furtmueller, Wilderom, and van Dijk, Chapter XV, propose applying the lead user method for e-
service settings, a method stemming from the new product innovation literature. In their study registered
applicants at an e-recruiting portal were compared with so-called lead users regarding new service idea
proposals. The results showed that most users suggested social-network features they were already
familiar with from other platforms, while lead users came up with more novel service solutions for dif-
ferent user segments.

Chapter XVI, by Laumer and Eckhardt, starts with an architecture for a next-generation holistic
e-recruiting system. Based on this architecture, the authors propose to extend it by adding employer
branding as a new component. They show how employer branding should be integrated in the existing
architecture to develop and implement an effective employer branding strategy. As a result, Laumer
and Eckhardt conclude that the newly proposed architecture is a first step towards a holistic e-HRM
management system.

Guiderdoni-Jourdain, the author of Chapter XVII, focuses on the regulation between online HR
designers and HR experts. She extends the concept of e-HRM by a systematic approach and uses it to
study the interaction between the different actors involved in an e-HRM project.

Section VI inthis book, covered by three chapters, ise-HRM Use and Performance Improvement. Fed
by the numerous empirical observations of the problematic acceptance of e-HRM tools and how e-HRM
tools can contribute to performance improvement, this issue demands continuous academic attention in
order to increase our understanding of e-HRM user acceptance and performance improvement.

Chapter XVII1, by Bondarouk, ter Horst, and Engbers, presents a study of the acceptance of HRIS
in small and medium-sized organizations (SMEs). The authors looked at this topic by investigating
perceptions about the use of these systems. Four case studies were conducted, and results showed that
e-HRM tools in SMEs are perceived as useful, but not easy to use. The companies involved in the study
considered the use of HRIS as helping them to make HRM more effective.

Chapter XIX, written by Tahssain and Zgheib, focuses on the questions of how to improve the ef-
ficiency of HRM and enhance its status in organizations. The authors show that information technology
can be of help in transforming the role of HRM departments in organizations. One of the challenges for
managers nowadays is to determine the success factors for implementing HRIS.

Welicki, Piqueres Juan, Llorente Martin, and de Vega Hernandez, the authors of Chapter XX, pres-
ent their experience in building a web-enabled workflow system for managing employee life-cycle
processes. They describe how the system was able to successfully manage a large number of employee
requests, brought reliability, traceability and auditability to employee life-cycle management processes.
The web-enabled workflow system became a core system for supporting HRM operations.

Section VII, the final section covered in this book is what we call Extended e-HRM Topics. The
previously described chapters cover topics that fit in a relatively narrow definition of e-HRM, namely
the use of internet technology-based applications for human resource management strategy and practices
implementation in organizations. However, within this definition, topics such as e-learning, trade unions
and IT, virtual teams, information overload, and shared service centers do not fit very well. These are
topics, though, that definitely interest researchers and practitioners within the e-HRM field. Therefore,
we have given them a place in our book.

Chapter XXI describes a study on the impact of information technology on individual learning
processes. The authors of this chapter, Guechtouli and Guechtouli, started with the question of whether
those technologies can possibly help increase an individual’s competencies in order to improve learning.
By using agent-based simulation, their results showed that communication through e-mail exchange
appears to make individuals learn more slowly than on a web forum.
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Michaux, the author of Chapter XXII, presents a study aimed at identifying the main trends and
international convergences when analyzing the impact of IT on unions and trade unionism, and lists
the challenges, opportunities, and threats that IT poses to trade unions in industrialized countries. The
author concludes that there is a tension between the opportunities and threats, which can translate into
four main types of challenges posed by IT for trade unions.

Chapter XXII1, written by Parot, deals with the question of coordination in virtual teams, more
specifically how the coordination in such teams takes place. The author starts from the assumption
that it is either trust or control that is needed for the coordination in virtual teams. By means of a case
study conducted in a high tech firm, Parot presents findings showing that coordination in virtual teams
is more formalized and more control-oriented, and that the role of the project manager is essential in
such teams.

Chapter XXIV is about information overload in the new world of work, written by ter Heerdt and
Bondarouk. A case study conducted at Microsoft suggested that information overload is not perceived
as a problem, but as a challenge and a possible future problem. Interestingly, some of the interviewees
in the case study suggested that the next generation of workers, the NetGen, will be better able to handle
information overload, as they may have incorporated the search strategies for finding information in a
large amount of data. The results of this study also seem to contradict the popular belief that the phe-
nomena of information overload is an increasing problem.

Finally, Chapter XXV, written by van Balen and Bondarouk, analyses the popular literature on HRM
shared service centers. By using a grounded theory approach, the authors analyzed 34 articles in the
international HRM literature for practitioners. The analysis shows that according to the popular HRM
literature, brand development or service improvement motivations for deploying HR shared service centers
lead to more positive impacts and a higher success rate. Solely economic motivations are not enough
to achieve added value. Further, the anticipated risks are not a good predictor for eventual impacts, and
finally, HR shared service centers have more positive impacts as they develop over time.

THE TARGET AUDIENCE

This book presents insights gained by leading professionals from research, consultancy, and the e-HRM

projects practice. Therefore, we believe that the twenty-five chapters of this book provide useful information

for academic researchers, consultancy firms, university graduates and e-HRM / HRIS practitioners.
We as editors wish you a very interesting journey through the state-of-the-art of e-HRM research.
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Huub Ruél, University of Twente, The Netherlands & American University of Beirut, Lebanon

Karine Guiderdoni-Jourdain, The Institute of Labour Economics and Industrial Sociology (LEST),
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ABSTRACT

Several organisations have adopted e-HRM technology as a platform for achieving transformational
change, improving HR operational processes, allowing distributed access to employees / managers and
providing better decision support. However, as a consultant working in this field, the author regularly
encounters organisations that fail to take advantage of the transformational potential of e-HRM, particu-
larly those in the United Kingdom public sector. This chapter argues that the concepts of sense-making
and technological frames may explain the inertia experienced in some organisations. It contends that
the analysis of technological frame domains provides a valuable lens for understanding and interpret-
ing e-HRM, where high levels of frame incongruence may act as a barrier to transformational change.
Research suggests that power relations between key groups of stakeholders, in particular HR Managers
and line managers, may influence these frames and shape attitudes to technology. This approach may
also provide the basis for strategies to manage e-HRM related change more effectively. Using a grounded
theory approach, the research, currently work in progress in support of a professional doctorate (DBA),
investigates how United Kingdom public sector organisations make sense of, plan for and implement
HR technology.

THE TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECT OF
e-HRM

A wide range of Human Resources (HR) pro-
cesses and information can now be managed
and devolved to line managers and employees

through web-based technologies using e-HRM
(‘electronic Human Resource Management’), with
potentially significant benefits in terms of cost
reduction and improved service levels (Ashton,
2001; CedarCrestone, 2006). Organisations make
a significant investment of time and resource in
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implementing e-HRM, with more than $1.5bn pa
being spent in Western Europe on related software
and implementation (Lykkegaard, 2007). At least
91% of midsize and large US organisations claim
to be using web based HR technology in some way
(Keebler & Rhodes, 2002).

As a consultant working in the e-HRM field,
theauthor has observedthatorganisationstypically
choose one of three paths when implementing HR
technology:

. Replication: Simply re-creating the content
and functions of the existing system(s)—
this is typically an IT ‘refresh’ activity,
often because existing technology becomes
non-viable or is simply out of date. There is
generally no intention to restructure HR/
Payroll services.

. Enhancement: New systems provide ad-
ditional functionality (such as self-service,
improved integration and reporting) but are
intended to have only an evolutionary impact
on the overall HR service delivery model.

«  Transformational: Involving a revolution-
ary restructuring of HR service delivery,
including the use of service centres, out-
sourcing and business partnering. E-HRM
effectively becomes an enabler for these new
approaches.

Reddington, Williamson & Withers (2005)
claimthatthe greatestbenefits ofe-HRM arise when
transformational outcomesare pursued andclearly,
HR technology has a role to play in supporting the
transformation effort. As Boroughs, Palmer and
Hunter (2008) observe, “The development of human
resources is bound inextricably to the technology
that serves it” (p.3). While HR transformation
appears to be the Holy Grail of e-HRM, the term
‘transformation’ itself is problematic, since it is
often mis-used and abused, covering a range of
activities from simple process redesign through
to dramatic change. One definition that seems
to capture the general spirit of current usage is
“the process of recreating or reinventing the HR
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function—such as re-engineering, restructuring,
implementing new systems or a new HR service
delivery model, outsourcing or co-sourcing—with
the specific intent of enhancing HR's contribution
to the business” (Mercer, 2007).

Althougharecentstudy by the UK’s professional
HR body, the Chartered Institute for Personnel and
Development (CIPD, 2006), provided evidence that
organisationsare beginning to use technology toen-
able HR transformation, in practice, the main focus
of many software implementation projectsremains
administrative efficiency and HR operational cost
reduction rather than strategic, transformational
outcomes (Ball, 2001). As Broderick & Boudreau
(21992) note, “most organisational investments in
HR informationtechnology supportonly anarrow
range of administrative decisions” (p.9) and the
author’s own experience suggests that the state-
ment remains largely true. Projects often pursue a
replication orenhancementstrategy, implementing
basic functionality during the first phase, then fail
to capitalise on the full transformative potential of
the investment in subsequent phases.

Research literature typically explains the im-
pact of e-HRM technology on HR transformation
under three, non-exclusive themes. The first of
these sees technology as creating more time to be
strategic—as HR processes become more efficient,
HR functions are able to devote greater time to
strategic matters. For example, Snell, Stuebner
& Lepak (2002), suggest that e-HRM technology
enables organisations to become not only cost-
efficient, butalso strategic and flexible, shifting the
emphasis towards people management processes.
The introduction of initiatives such as HR Busi-
ness Partners, a concept championed by Ulrich
(2997), is therefore enabled through the automa-
tion of transactional work. Several other writers,
including Davenport (1993); Gourley & Connolly
(1996); Hannon et al (1996); Liff (1997) and Tyson
& Selbie (2004) also refer to this transitioning
theme. Clearly, HR functions need to devote time
to strategic activity—Lawler & Mohrman (2003)
found that successful HR functions tend to invest
more time in planning, organisational design and
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development, career planning and management
development. However, we can be sure that the link
is co-relational not causal—simply having more
time will not make the function more strategic,
even though most studies are light on explaining
how the transition will take place.

Another common theme is that transformation
is achieved through the greater use of strategic in-
formation, whichrefocusesthe HR function. While
technology hasastrong capability for ‘Automating’,
it also has the capacity for ‘Informating’ (a term
first used by Zuboff in 1988), where informating
refers to generating new forms of information to
empower managers and provide data that HR spe-
cialists can strategically act upon. Othman (2003)
for example, refers to the ‘informated workplace’.
Lawler & Mohrman (2003) found that the greater
use of information technology may be associated
with HR being more of a business partner, arguing
that “..it is much easier for HR to gather strategic
data and analyze them in ways that can contribute
to forming and implementing business strategy”
(p.21). At its boldest, technology provides oppor-
tunities for virtual and networked organisations,
linking e-learning to knowledge management and
the potential for new HR business models.

A third theme is the symbolic nature of tech-
nology. Kossek et al. (1994) have noted the role of
technology instrategic positioning, thatcan “practi-
cally and symbolically represent the transforma-
tion of Human Resources into a strategic business
partner” (p.137). Likewise, Tansley, Newell &
Williams (2001) contend that technology plays a
critical part in driving HR transformation, acting
as a stimulus for a fresh approach to Human Re-
source practicesand newemploymentrelationships.
Kovach et al (2002) conclude that the engagement
of line managers in implementing HR technology
exposes linemanagersto HR issuesand givesthem
betterappreciation of HR practices, with significant
outcomes for HR transformation. The introduction
of technology therefore makes a statement about
transformational intent and becomes a powerful
vehicle for driving change.

e-HRM AND THE UK PUBLIC
SECTOR

The UK Public Sector generally has a poor repu-
tation for Human Resource Management, being
associated with low status, low influence roles
and representing an ‘enclave’ in the personnel
profession (Lupton & Shaw, 2001). While some
research (Kelly & Gennard, 1996) found that some
Personnel* Directors have developed a strategic
role in managing the consequences of government
changes, in others, the HR role has declined, as
industrial relations issues have seemingly become
lesscritical. Evidence seemstosupportthe ideathat
the HR function in the public sector is relatively
immature and less sophisticated than its private
sector counterparts (Harris, 2002).

As a result of the Gershon Report (Gershon,
2004), there has been pressure on the UK Public
Sector to become more efficient, by reducing over-
staffing and inefficiency. Transformation of the
HR function has therefore become a key priority
in recent years, awakening an interest in technol-
ogy. Although e-HRM has been widely used by
the private sector over recent years, many public
sector organisations are now embarking on a pro-
gramme of investment in e-HRM as part of their
transformation strategy, providing an excellent
research platform for investigating perceptions
of technology, its role and the approaches taken
towards implementation.

THE e-HRM LANDSCAPE

One barrier to greater understanding of HR
technology is that a multiplicity of terminology
is used—HRIS, HRMS, web portals, e-HR and,
of course, e-HRM, all of which serve to confuse
potential users. However, for the purposes of this
chapter, the term ‘e-HRM’ will refer to a fully
integrated, organisation-wide electronic network
of HR related data, information, services, data-



bases, tools, applications and transactions, best
summarised as:

Theapplicationofanytechnology enabling manag-
ers and employees to have direct access to HR and
other workplace services for communication, per-
formance reporting, team management, knowledge
management and learning...in addition to admin-
istrative applications. (Watson-Wyatt, 2002)

Figure 1 highlights the wide range of func-
tionality contained within contemporary e-HRM
technology:

Functionality may be categorised into two
areas, each of which has different but significant
transformational potential. The first of these (Pro-
cess Technology—Ilower half) provides support
for basic transactions, now well-established and
the foundation of all commercial HR technology.
These functionsinclude managing payroll, personal
/ organisational data and routine administration
and are aimed at reducing costs and achieving
HR operational efficiencies through automation.

Figure 1. e-HRM landscape
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The second group, shown in the upper half, are
‘Human Capital’ functions, aimed at supporting
people managementactivities suchas performance
management, skills profilingand analytics. Because
of the wider impact on business outcomes, these
functions are more strategically oriented. It has
been suggested elsewhere (Foster, 2006) that the
term ‘e-Human Capital Management’, or ‘e-HCM’
should be usedto describe these more sophisticated
applications of HR technology.

Thismodel, developed by the author, has proved
to be highly useful as a strategic planning tool to
demonstrate the ‘art of the possible’. In reality,
the impact of HR technology is likely to be some
combination of process and human capital func-
tions, analysis of which is beyond this chapter.
However, the breadth of literature on these themes
isrich enough to suggest that definitions ofe-HRM
which focus only on operational or administrative
outcomes are likely to be inadequate.

While organisationsare becoming more sophis-
ticated and ambitious in their use of e-HRM, many
HR professionals and line managers continue to
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lack a clear knowledge of its transformative effect.
For some, technology is seen as little more than
an ‘electronic filing cabinet’, a basic repository
of data, with little understanding of its potential
for enabling change. As we have seen from the e-
HRM landscape model (Figure 1), there is now a
bewildering choice of functionality available, either
as a module in a company-wide ERP solution, as
standalone ‘best-of-breed’ software or as a series
of modules in traditional HR software. Arguably,
e-HRM technology is advancing faster than many
organisations are able to comprehend and imple-
ment what is available, raising questions about
how organisations make sense of what technology
can offer. This has critical implications for the ap-
proach to e-HRM.

MAKING SENSE OF e-HRM

The concept of sense-making has its roots in the
personal construct theories of Kelly (1955), which
see our understanding of the world as a social pro-
cess. Organisations are essentially a collection of
people trying to make sense of what is happening
around them through interpretations, translating
events, developing models for understanding and
assembling conceptual schemes—mapping out
their world to create an intelligible whole (Daft &
Weick, 1984). E-HRM takes place exclusively in
an organizational setting, with technologies that
are often new and unfamiliar. In order to interact
with technology, people first have to make sense
of it; in this sense-making process, users develop
assumptions, expectations and knowledge of the
technology, which then serve to shape subsequent
actions toward it. These perceptions have a power-
ful influence on expectations—Ginzberg (1981)
showed how users’ expectations of technology
influenced their perceptions of it and how cogni-
tiveand ‘micro-level processes’ became important
to understanding these perceptions. The mental
models formed when exploring technology are
important sense-making devices during processes

of organizational change (Bartunek & Moch, 1987).
As Weick (2005 p.411) states “sense-making starts
withchaos and involves labelling and categorising
tostabilise the streaming of experience, connecting
theabstractwiththe concrete”. Thisideaof creating
‘order out of chaos’ will be familiar to anyone who
has been involved in a technology project, where
goals are discovered through social processes in-
volving argument and debate (Daft, 1986).

If we accept that the use of e-HRM is funda-
mental to HR transformation, then being able to
comprehend, plan for and ultimately implement
e-HRM becomes a core organisational capability,
not just for HR teams, but for all business lead-
ers. Various explanations are available as to why
organisations differ in their ability to make sense
of e-HRM. One useful concept here is the idea of
‘absorptive capacity’. Zahra and George (2002),
adopting the earlier work of Cohen and Leventhal
(1990), define absorptive capacity as the acquisi-
tion, assimilation, transformation and exploitation
of knowledge to produce a new organisational
capability. Those with higher absorptive capacity
(i.e. those better able to make sense of its potential)
will naturally be better able to exploit technology?.
Likewise, group learning processes may also be
seen as important mechanisms in understanding
and developing technological knowledge. Bond-
arouk (2006) argues that acceptance of technology
is related to group learning processes, which can
only be achieved through complex interactions.
Using Kolb’s (1984) learning theory, Bondarouk
describes a 5 step action-oriented group learning
approachwhere individuals startto use technology
in a haphazard way and gradually, through shared
understanding, mutual adjustment occurs inwhich
the use of technology is agreed.

TECHNOLOGICAL FRAMES

Orlikowski & Gash (1994) argue that the concept of
‘technological frames’ offers a useful analytic per-
spective forexplaining and anticipatingactionsand



meaning. Frames are related to sense-making and
personal constructs, being cognitive structures or
mental modelsthatare held by individuals, typically
operating in the background with both facilitating
and constraining effects. These individual frames
of reference have been described as “a built-up
repertoire of tacitknowledge that is used to impose
structure upon, and impart meaning to, otherwise
ambiguous social and situational information to
facilitate understanding” (Gioia, 1986 p.56). They
have a powerful effect on people’s assumptions,
expectations and knowledge about the purpose,
context, importance and role of technology. Frames
can be both positive and negative—where they are
positive, there is shared understanding and mutual-
ity, whereas negative frames can become “psychic
prisons” thatinhibit learning because people “can-
not look at old problems in a new light and attack
old challenges with different and more powerful
tools—they cannot reframe” (1991 p.4).

E-HRM implementation projects are often
intensely political in nature, due to the challenges
associated with the cost of investment and the
changes to ways of working that are involved.
Strong frame congruence may therefore be seen as
acritical pre-requisite of project success and where
frame incongruence exists, difficulties and conflict
may arise. Orlikowski & Gash (1994), researching
the introduction of Lotus Notes into a consultancy
organisation, found that three ‘domains’ charac-
terised interpretations of technology:

. Technology in use: People’s understanding
of how the technology will be used on a day-
to-day basis.

. Nature of technology: People’s images of
the technology and their understanding of
its capabilities and functionality.

. Technology strategy: Their understanding
of why the organisation acquired and imple-
mented the technology.

The current research is aimed at exploring
how various organisational actors make sense of
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e-HRM by examining how the various frames of
reference between stakeholders shape the planning
and developmentofe-HRM, both beforeand during
implementation. Itsuggests that thisunderstanding
iscritical toan organisation’s ability to plan forand
ultimately deliver HR transformation. If stakehold-
ers are unable to make sense of technology and
agree common (congruent) technological frames,
as a minimum there will be issues of resistance
and potentially significant barriers to progressing
beyond administration towards transformational
HR.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Approach

The underlying methodology of the research is
based on the formative work on grounded theory
by Glaser & Strauss (1967). Grounded theory is
an inductive approach to theory development that
attemptstoaccountforobserved behaviourthrough
a series of theoretical propositions. In this case,
the focus is on how organisations make sense of
e-HRM, its use as a transformational tool, how it
is perceived by HR and line managers and how
those perceptions are manifested through to final
implementation and use.

Research Sample & Approach

Several methods were used to collect data, the
primary method being a series of semi-structured
interviews. Research also included documentary
analysis, workshops, participatory observation
and the maintenance of a reflective diary. Inter-
views were aimed at obtaining an insight into
the sense-making processes of human resource
professionals and line managers with regard to
the use of e-HRM technology. Participants were
drawn from public sector organisations at dif-
ferent stages of their implementation of e-HRM
technology, a mix of consultancy clients of the
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author or obtained via direct approaches through
networking atconferences, eventsetc. Participants
either used, or expected to use, a range of software
products to meet their e-HRM needs. Some initial
screening was performed against participants to
understand the current stage of their project and
whether reasonable access could be granted. The
organisations participating were:

. 6 Local Councils (with extended access to
one Council)

. 1 regional police constabulary

* 2 Government agencies

. 1 Health Authority

To date, 41 interviews have been conducted,
including HR professionals, HR Directorsand line
managers on an individual basis, plus a series of
group workshop discussions with line managers.
Interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours
and were recorded and transcribed for analysis.
Intervieweeswere encouraged toengage inabroad-
ranging discussion in order to provoke responses,
rather than the interviewer being a ‘speaking
questionnaire’. Views were invited on the context
of e-HRM, including an insight into what progress
had been made with technology, concerns relat-
ing to its introduction and their perceptions of the
impact of technology. They were also asked about
the role of the HR function and the people manage-
ment capability of the organisation. Line manager
access has proved to be challenging—experience
suggests that HR managers are protective of their
‘customers’ and initially act as gatekeepers. They
are often reluctant to give permission to meet line
managers until they have at least been through the
research process themselves.

KEY THEMES

A prototype template analysis approach was used
toanalyse interviews. Althoughoriginally intended

to provide context for the technology discussion,
two key themes arose consistently throughout:

Theme 1: Risk-averse, bureaucratic and under-
valued—An HR function under pressure.

It was no surprise to find that interviews sup-
ported the stereotypical idea of a public sector HR
function, struggling to establish a credible repu-
tation and highly concerned with demonstrating
value. The HR functions studied were typically
working under great pressure, with sub-optimal
resources, often failing to deliver a good service.
Line managers were especially critical of the qual-
ity of HR service delivered:

They don't give a s**t [Council, Line Manager]
And:
We get a c**p service [Council, Line Manager]

All too often, interviews portrayed organisa-
tions as highly rule-bound and bureaucratic. Line
managers frequently expressed a concern that the
HR function was defensive, risk averse and often
uninterested in strategic people development is-
sues:

We’re probably a bit more slaves to the rules of the
processes here. | think probably we made things a
bit difficult for ourselves in areas—we do tend to
tie ourselves up in knots and | do think it sets us
back, a different way with more freedom would be
good. [Council, Line Manager]

Even HR Managers confess a tendency to:

Play itsafe, rather than make adecisionwhich needs
to be made. We’re less bold in making decisions,
we’re good atadministrative decisions butlessbold
on big decisions. [Council, HR Manager]



For many line managers, it seems that HR is
‘only there for the bad things in life’, rather than
providing strategic support for organisation devel-
opment activities:

HR is much more like a sort of emergency plumber
service, thereto give us help when things gowrong,
such as where we have a long-term sickness issue
or for sorting out the back-office processes like
salaries and sickness. [Council, Line Manager]

The lack of strategic focus or direction was a
source of frustration for managers:

I’m not sure we’ve all got a shared understand-
ing of what the hell they’re supposed to be doing.
I think that’s the problem. For me, it’s a people
business; we should have a very strategic view
of what the role of our HR support is. [Council,
Line Manager]

Of course, the meaning of “strategic’ in public
sector HR termsinvites wide interpretation, beyond
the scope of this chapter. For one HR manager,
strategic had a very operational meaning:

Strategic means assessing the policies, making sure
the council operates in a consistent way and like
any organisation employing people, that people
abide by it. [Council, HR Manager]

One recurring theme was that line managers
seemed toappreciate the contribution of individual
HR people but were dismissive of the functionas a
whole. A complex relationship exists between line
managers and functional HR staff that is beyond
this chapter to explore.

Theme 2: Line Managers are perceived as lacking
people management capability.

A second major theme was a series of strong
concerns about the capability of line managers
in their people management role. HR managers
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expressed this in terms of a frustration with line
management’s need for constant ‘hand-holding’
whenever people management issues arose. A
common view was that:

Some managers would like HR to come along
and take away the people management function.
[Council, HR Manager]

HR teamswere typically cynical about the abil-
ity of line managers to cope with managing people
and were critical of their ability to perform basic
tasks such as attendance interviews, grievance
discussions, or running performance management
processes. As one HR manager stated:

| see it time and time again, one recent example is
where a senior manager was in aterrible state, she
had never thought that as part of being a manager,
she would find herselfin an employment tribunal,
she didn’t have the skills to manage the situation.
[Council HR Manager]

Line managers themselves commented that
their colleagues:

Won't face up to their responsibilities, disciplinary
processes can take forever because the managers
don’t like disciplining, grasping the nettle and
dealing with it. [Council Line Manager]

An often expressed sentiment was that line
managers tend to see people management as a
secondary activity to the ‘real” management duties
of managing a budget and providing an opera-
tional service, describing people management as
“anecessary evil”’ [Council, Line Manager]. Some
HR managers were even forgiving of poor people
management:

There are some managers for whomit’simpossible,
they’re managing huge numbers of people, there
is legislation which requires them to work within
boundaries, they don’t have the luxury to be good
people managers. [Council, HR manager]
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However, one organisation, a Government
Agency, saw the development of managerial ca-
pability as so important that they defined it as a
key driverintheire-HRM strategy, seeking a need
for a transformation in management culture and
the HR approach:

That’s part of the culture change, we’ve beentrying
to give managers more accountability andtrust. It’s
been a hard year for the centre, because they feel
they have to check everything—we said we’re not
going to be checking everything in future. Some of
the managers think everything will get checked.
[Government Agency, HR Manager]

Although not stated so explicitly, other HR
managers expressed an aspiration that improved
line management capability may be an additional
outcome of the e-HRM investment, where technol-
ogy acts as the ‘symbolic’ representation of a new
way of working (see Tansley, Newell & Williams,
2001).

THEORY DEVELOPMENT

Following the structure proposed by Orlikowski &
Gash (1994), research findings were analysed from
the perspective of an interpretative technological
frames model using the prototype template analysis
structure. The three core technological domains
formthe basis for comparing differing views about
the use, nature andstrategy of technology, revealing
varying degrees of frame congruence and some
significant frame incongruence.

Technology in use: People’sunderstanding of how
the technology will be used on a day-to-day basis.
This domain addresses the operational perception
of e-HRM—that is, how technology is being (or
will be) used to support HR delivery, particularly
in administrative areas. Without exception, HR
managers were enthusiastic about the automating
impact of e-HRM:

What we’re really hoping in terms of the new com-
puter system we’re introducing is that it will take
away some of that pressure, particularly on some
ofthe administrative things which will now be done
automatically. We are relying very much onthis new
system doing that. [Council, HR Manager]

HR managers tended to assume that managers
would intuitively understand the benefits of using
the technology, making assumptions about how
readily they would adapt to e-HRM in daily use:

Managers will see the benefits quickly ... they ‘renot
stupid, they will see it. There’ll be a bit of work,
but a lot of gain. So I’m hoping that there will be
a balance and the fact that there is a vast amount
of information available to them that they will
actually appreciate that overall it is a good thing
for them. [Council, HR Manager]

Line managers often had a different view on
the benefits that had been achieved:

There was an attempt at trying to tell us what the
benefits were but I don tthink I 've reapedthose ben-
efits yet. [Government Agency, Line Manager]

We were all trained some time ago, it may be that |
haven'’t picked up on some of this. I think it’s quite
difficult. [Council, Line Manager]

Far from seeing the benefits, there was a sense
that HR had simply transferred its work in another
form:

I remember leaving the training session and think-
ing, well that’s another load of extra work for me
forno perceived benefits. I don t mind putting extra
effort in if I’m going to get something tangible
at the end of it, and | just thought well here we
go, we’ve a great deal more to do. [Government
Agency, Line Manager]



There was quite a bit of resentment initially about
the system and | have to say my team were quite
sympathetic, saying this is going to give you a lot
more work and feeling sorry for me and they were
kind. [Government Agency, Line Manager]

Even HR managers expressed cynicism at the
benefits argument:

Let’s be honest, however you dress self-service up,
you’re giving them an additional task to do that
they didn’t do before, that work doesn’t actually
go away and if you transfer it over you can fool
yourself into thinking you’ve actually made some
efficiency savings and you haven t. [Council, HR
Manager]

Othershad adesire to returnto more traditional
ways of working:

I always preferred the old system, where once ayear
you get a manual form and confirmed. This system
doesn’t pick up those people who have forgotten
or can't be bothered to tell you they’ve moved
home whereas it it’s just relying on remembering
to go in. It all sounds a bit dodgy. [Council, Line
Manager]

I think it’s good for processing between the manag-
ers and HR but | think between the staff and the
managers it’s cut the tie a little bit [Government
Agency, Line Manager]

Some HR Managers expressed frustration at
negative line management responses to e-HRM
and recognised the need to embed the technology
deeply into a new way of working:

I think they want the accountability but they dont
want to fully own the responsibility that goes with
it. I think managers do kind of want it both ways.
The organisation is saying one thing and allow-
ing another. We have to follow it through, let’s say
it much firmly, much more clearly. [Council HR
Manager]
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Althoughmanagers often placed ahighvalueon
improved managementreporting, they were gener-
ally far less ambitious in their expectations than
HR managers, often questioning whether e-HRM
functionality would be relevant to them:

I’m not sure [managers] would want too many
fancy functions because they dont have very much
freedom to act anyway... more sophisticated tools
wouldn’t be that much use to them. [Council, Line
Manager]

Although there is a broad level of agreement
about the potential of e-HRM for administrative
improvements, with high expectations about how
itwill be delivered, there appears to be amismatch
of views aboute-HRM in practice, revealing short-
comings in the way that the new systems had been
implemented.

Nature of Technology: people’s images of the
technology and their understanding of its capabili-
ties and functionality.

This domain deals with the overall capabilities
and potential of e-HRM and the perceived impact
ontherolesof HR and line managers. HR managers
generally held a highly positive view of e-HRM
capabilities, with several describing it in terms of
a ‘magic bullet’, solving a variety of process prob-
lems. This is not uncommon in IT projects and can
lead to highly unrealistic expectations (Markus &
Benjamin, 1997). For example:

Self-serviceisgoing through meteoric development,
isn’t it, in terms of the potential of what it can do,
there’snothing thatwe can’tdo through self-service.
[Council, HR Manager]

Some HR managers saw e-HRM as a form of
‘expert system’, not just managing transactions
but helping managers decide what to do next, in
the form of online alerts to prompt actions. As one
HR manager stated:
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It would be the manager’s friend—basically the
manager would relate completely to that system
and itwould help him or her actually manage their
staff. It gives them all the information they need,
members might say we need to know the turnover
inyour area. In future, no matter what the person-
nel question is that comes up—I want the manager
to feel confident they can interrogate the system
easily and out it comes in a report. [Council, HR
Manager]

Otherswere morerealistic, yet saw the enabling
potential:

It’spartly aboutbeinganenabler, alarge percentage
of the personnel staff are out there professionally
qualified, and I would like them to be using that
as much as possible which means having fewer
of them and fewer of them passing bits of paper,
also it’s much more motivating for them. [Council,
HR Manager]

Otherssawe-HRMasan opportunitytomake a
step change in the maturity of the HR function:

There were two drivers really, one was definitely
efficiency to get the cost of the service down and
the other driver was to get a more modern and
professional service to meet the needs of the busi-
ness. They were the two catalysts of change really,
efficiency and modernising the service. [Govern-
ment Agency, HR Manager]

HR teams often tended to see the implemen-
tation of e-HRM as having a positive impact on
line manager roles, giving them a set of powerful
tools to manage their staff. Indeed, a commonly
held view was that once implemented, e-HRM
had helped to raise the profile of the HR function
as a result:

| think a year ago, some managers would have
thought ‘I don’t know what HR does’, but they are
now trying to use HR technology to link into their

systems, their processes which in turn makes it
better for everybody. [Council, HR Manager]

From an HR management perspective, e-HRM
was often expected to have major impact on
management accountability. Some organisations
had integrated e-HRM into other management
activity:

We do other things around reporting so that on the
personnel intranet site you can set an alert which
tells you for example when the latest turnover fig-
ures for your department are available so I’ll do
a report, put it on the intranet and you get an alert
telling you about it. [Council, HR Manager]

Others saw e-HRM as a tool to monitor the
activities of line managers, perhaps even ‘weeding
out” the weaker managers:

When | ask them what they’ve done about absence,
withthisnew system, they can’tsay they dontknow.
[Government Agency, HR Manager]

With the system now, we can do compliance reports
on who has done appraisals, who hasnt, who has
recorded absence and who hasnt, and they are
regular kind of reports... it goes to the Directors,
it goes to members, they go to the chief executive.
[Council HR Manager]

In fairness, many respondents were pragmatic
about the “policing’ role of e-HRM:

I don’t think that technology is seen as the tool for
policing us. Managers can get a breakdown of
absence and there are lots of reports available for
monitoring so in that sense they are getting some-
thing out of the system. Staff may not have cottoned
on to that yet but | personally think it’s great that
we’ve got the information there and we can do
something about it. [Council, Line Manager]

11



It will take us out of the role of chasing managers,
having to police them, instead the system should
help them and only that small minority of managers
that aren’t capable will say the system is coercing
them, thatthe technology isn’tdelivering. [Council,
HR Manager]

However, interviews revealed major frame
incongruence with regard to the capabilities and
outcomes of e-HRM; whereas HR managers saw a
step change in their capability, line managers often
did not recognise or acknowledge the transforma-
tional outcomes or where e-HRM might change or
enhance their line roles.

Technology Strategy: People’s understanding of
why the organisation acquired and implemented
the technology.

This domain addresses the more strategic
aspects of e-HRM and is particularly relevant to
transformational objectives. Unless actors have a
common point of reference and clear understand-
ing of the transformational effect of e-HRM, a
process-focused strategy is likely, so strong frame
congruence aboutthestrategic objectivesofe-HRM
would appear to be a pre-requisite. However, we
find very different frames of reference among the
two key stakeholder groups. Some HR Managers
took the view that e-HRM would lead to a ‘time-
shift’ transformation, where the automation or
devolvement of administrative workload would
allow the HR function to concentrate on strategic
issues. Others saw a more active, direct transfor-
mational impact of e-HRM, where the technology
itself would enable higher levels of managerial
capability:

Eventually, we want to reduce HR administration,
but also it’s about strategic change, giving line
managers the tools to be more effective, that’s what
it boils down to, putting things online, Personal
Development Reviews, sickness etc. we’re giving
you all that technology, they will have to deal with
it in future. [Police Authority/HR manager]
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Thereisachain—thetechnology candrive changes
in the way that managers operate and the way we
recruit—I also get really enthusiastic about this.
[Council HR Manager]

Expectations ofatransformational impactwere
high among many HR managers, many believing
that technology would change their role at the stra-
tegic level by improving managerial capability. This
view was also shared by some line managers:

It was always seen as a way of helping managers
do their job better with better management infor-
mation, understanding learning and development
interventions, looking attheir record of attendance,
all of those things, so it was more a tool to do your
job but not the end in itself. [Government Agency,
HR Manager]

The other aspect to it is that you’d hope that not
only will it allow us to take out posts across the
organisation, but if set up properly it should allow
mangers to manage their teams in a better way.
[Council Line Manager]

There is also evidence in this domain that e-
HRM has had a transformational impact. When
asked about the relationship between HR and line
managers, one HR Director responded that:

Yes, the good ones use the information or know
the information is there and will ask us to get
more involved in professional issues rather than
processes. The less good ones will still complain
about having to do personnel work. [Council, HR
Manager]

The whole system coming has completely changed
their perceptions they are now beginning to see the
value of it, to take away the tedious systems and
they’ll see it pay back for all the work they’ve put
in, | see self service as a starting point. [Govern-
ment Agency, HR Manager]
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While there were doubts about the true transfor-
mational potential of e-HRM, several line managers
also saw see the strategic potential of technology,
although they also questioned the capability of
the HR function to deliver the strategic potential.
Some HR interviewees were well aware of the
limitations of technology:

The system won’t make us strategic—because we
have to believe we are already strategic. [Council,
HR Manager]

However, one interviewee responded:

No, | think that’s rubbish. I think because of the
nature of HR you are driven operationally. | think
the biggest barrier is professionals not having
the capability to be strategic and really focusing.
[Council HR Manager]

However, some managers were highly cynical
about the likely impact of e-HRM:

My feeling is that time will just be swallowed up
with day to day work. I’ve never yet seen—and one
of the reasons why I’ve been a bit of a wet blanket
in terms of supporting the system—I’ve never yet
seen a successful personnel system and I’ve seen
three. The reason is they all get watered down and
Personnel say “we can’t do this”” and managers
don’tgetengaged and the managers say thatitdoes
nothing for them. [Council, Line Manager]

Even where there are transformational aspira-
tions, the ability of the function to realise those
aspirations in the form of detailed plans is weak.
As one HR professional said:

I don’t think we’ve thought it through. We know
we’re going to save some costs, but beyond that
we don’t really know what to expect. [Council,
HR Manager]

One finding of concern was that HR Business
Partners (those staff directly supporting line manag-

ersinaninternal consultancyrole) tended toavoided
involvement in e-HRM projects, seeing little or no
relevance to technology beyond administration. It
has been difficult to test this technological frame,
since several planned interviews with Business
Partners were cancelled at short notice. It may be
that this subset of HR managers underestimates
or misunderstands the potential transformational
impact of technology, whichwould also restrict the
scope of transformation programmes. Attemptswill
be made to explore this frame further as research
progresses.

ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS

Interviews reveal that HR managers and line man-
agers have very different views of technology in
terms of its day-to-day use, capability and strate-
gic value. Using the technological frames model
developed by Orlikowski and Gash (ibid.), we can
compare attitudes along the three core technologi-
cal sense-making domains. Table 1 summarizes
the key themes from interviews in tabular form
against these domains:

There is an irony lurking here—while the
HR function regards technology as an enabler of
transformation and a tool to enhance its strategic
impact, ifthe line managers itserves doubtthe gen-
eral strategic capability, why should they trust HR
management to introduce a strategic HR system?
A poor track record of strategic HR engagement is
more likely to lead to a belief that technology will
also be poorly implemented. If this is true, then an
analysis of e-HRM limited to the three technologi-
cal domains may provide an inadequate explana-
tion of sense-making processes. We must also
examine the contextinwhich technology operates,
in particular the power relations between groups
of stakeholders, forming a three-way relationship
to technology. This is consistent with Klein and
Kleinman (2002), who argue that power relations
play a key role in the social shaping of technology.
As a result, the following proposition is made:
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Table 1. Technological frames for HR managers and line managers

STAKEHOLDERS

DOMAIN

How HR Managers see e-HRM

How Line managers see e-HRM

Technology in use

Managers will understand and use the system and
will intuitively grasp the system
The manager’s friend: alerts, warnings, guidance

Technology takes lot of time to get working and needs
an investment from users to get benefits; it’s just one
more thing to learn

HR is ‘dumping its dirty work’

Those with experience feel that that the system doesn’t
help them much

Nature of technology

Initially see technology as a way of reducing the
cost of HR operations, reduced headcount
Technology seen as a magic bullet, expert system,
giving them greater control over non-compliant
managers

Believe that e-HRM will make managers better at
their roles

Believe e-HRM will produce better HR information

Technology should bring about process improvement
“These things never work”.

Technology not likely to be ‘sold’ to managers prop-
erly.

Assume that better management information will be
delivered

Cynicism that it will lead to meta-regulation from the
centre

Technology strategy

Strategic aspiration often limited to administration
and HR services

Desire to make long-term shift in HR function (time
shift)

Doubt that technology will bring about a shift in
strategic focus

Technology is unlikely to impact on professional
HR roles

Technology is an opportunity (but only one among
many other strategies)

HR needs to prove its operational capability before
they can be trusted to implement technology

Context is critical: technological frames are
moderated by the power relations between groups
of actors, in this case, the mutual opinions of HR
teams and line managers.

One particularly revealing interview with a
Local Council Line Manager highlighted the need
for transformational e-HRM decisions to be taken
in the context of a clear HR strategy, by a credible
HR function:

Table 2. Power relations: Moderating frames

Without a clear vision of where the authority needs
to be, we re struggling to fit with HR initiatives, it s
still an authority with glib statements about what it
wants to do. If it embeds properly, the information
will be invaluable in helping to develop a strategic
approach, but without the information, no, it will
struggle to be any more than something that en-
hances processes. [Council, Line Manager]

Table 2 sets out these additional ‘power rela-
tions’ domains, examining how HR managers

DOMAIN HR Manager View

Line Manager View

HR function Under valued

strategic capability

Lack good information or know how to use it
Technology will improve strategic information

HR is bureaucratic and policy driven

Value individual HR people but not the function as a
whole

No clear idea of the role and strategy of HR

Doubt that HR can deliver strategic e-HRM

Management
capability

Managers need a lot of ‘hand holding to manage people
Managers don’t understand their people management
responsibilities

Technology will improve managerial capability +
weed out the weak managers

People management sometimes seen as a ‘necessary
evil’, secondary to operations

Colleagues won’t face up to their people management
responsibilities

No coherent view on technology
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Figure 2. Relationship of core frames, moderating frames and technology strategy

Technology

in Use

CORE FRAMES

Nature of
Technology

Technology
Strategy

HR Function
Capability

POWER
RELATIONS

People

Management 4—
Capability

Replication

TECHNOLOGY
STRATEGY

Transformational

and line managers see one another. For example,
whereas HR managers are likely to believe that
e-HRM will improve strategic information, line
managers often doubt that the HR function has
the ability to deliver strategic e-HRM and deliver
transformative change. Sadly, one key area of
frame congruence is with regard to line manager
capability—Iline managers believe their colleagues
don’ttake itseriously and HR managers agree with
this, seeing technology as a means of identifying
poor managers. One conclusion from this is that
transformational objectives with regard to technol-
ogy are more likely to be supported and shared
where good levels of credibility and capability
are in place.

Whenviewed in conjunctionwiththethree core
technological domains, power relations domains
offer a new insight into the context of e-HRM
implementation. (see Figure 2)

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The technology to bring about transformational
HR change has existed for some time. While some
organisations have succeeded in e-enabling their

HR organisation, others have created bold plans
but have been unable to bring them to fruition. One
reason for thisisthatsoftware capability is often far
ahead of organisational ability to take make sense
of and take advantage of its potential. As a result,
greater understanding is needed about the process
through which organisations define and understand
e-HRM, as well as how they plan for its use.
This chapter argues that this process is not
simply about understanding technology in terms
of the three core domains (use, nature and strat-
egy), but that power relations between groups of
stakeholdersalso moderate attitudes towards it. So,
where the HR function doubts that line managers
are capable of managing people effectively, or
line managers doubt that HR knows how to get
the best out of technology, there will be an impact
on expectations of what technology can achieve.
While there appears to be basic frame congruence
about e-HRM as an administrative tool, there is
likewise significant frame incongruence on the
relevance of e-HRM forachieving transformational
outcomes. These include a major gap between
what HR feels it has achieved and the reality of
those managers that are using it, who can tend to
feel under-prepared and under-whelmed by their
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experience. It appears that HR managers and line
managers lack a common language or frame of
reference for discussions about technology—as
long as there is mutual disrespect between the two
groups about their capabilities, these discussions
will always be strained. By examining the differ-
ent, often polarised attitudes of line managers and
HR teams towards technology, we can cast light
on which frames of reference are shared within
and across groups and with what consequences. It
may be that, ironically, organisations which do not
already have strong HR capability tend to pursue
technology replication or enhancement strategies
rather than transformational ones.

An investigation of e-HRM is in itself a sense-
making process and the concept of technological
framesisproving to beavaluable tool foranalysing
and categorising stakeholder attitudes. Research
continues into this area and it would benefit from
greater input by line managers, to understand
better their relative technological frames and ex-
plore the impact of power relations. Of particular
value would be to identify the conditions that
lead to increased or decreased congruence, SO
that transformational objectives could be more
precisely stated and realised. Frame analysis may
also prove to be a useful tool in tracking changes
in the meanings ascribed to technology over time.
To address this, this research will continue into
2009 with further interviews planned with line
managers. It is hoped that this work will make
an important contribution to real-world usage of
e-HRM and the development of tools to support
change management initiatives.
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KEY TERMS

e-Human Capital Management (e-HCM):
Technologies that are specifically focused on
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supporting the people management aspects of an
organisation, providing managers with the tools
to support this activity

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP): Sys-
tems such as SAP and Oracle, covering a wide
range of business functions such as Finance,
Manufacturing, Logisticsand Procurement. These
large systems typically have a Human Resources
module.

HR Transformation: “The process of rec-
reating or reinventing the HR function—such as
re-engineering, restructuring, implementing new
systems or a new HR service delivery model, out-
sourcing or co-sourcing—with the specific intent
of enhancing HR’s contribution to the business”
(Mercer, 2007).

Human Capital Technology: Systemsor parts
of systems that support the management of people,
such as providing decision support, planning and
employee data

Process Technology: Systems or parts of sys-
tems that re aimed at supporting transactional HR
processes such as payroll, personal data manage-
ment, enrolment etc

Sense Making: People in organisations try
to understand what is happening around them
by making interpretations, translating events,
developing models for understanding or bringing
out meaning and assembling conceptual schemes.
These sense-making processes are thought to be
critical in influencing the decisions that are made
about e-HRM

Technological Frames: Cognitive structures
or mental models that are held by individuals
that impose structure on and provide meaning
for social and situational information to facilitate
understanding. They influence our assumptions,
expectations, and knowledge and can be positive
and negative.
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ENDNOTES

! Many UK Public Sector organisations still
refer to the Human Resources function as
‘Personnel’. The significance of this is beyond
discussion in this chapter.

I see the concept of absorptive capacity as
analogous to a sponge, that becomes full of
water and has no further capacity for ideas
until more capacity becomes available
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HR Portal:

A Tool for Contingent and
Individualized HRM

Cataldo Dino Ruta
Bocconi University, Italy

ABSTRACT

Intellectual capital is today considered a key issue in analyzing the critical determinants of company
performance. Companies design more and more human resource (HR) strategies when creating and
developing intellectual capital. HR portals are applications that enable single personalized access points
designed for specific user profiles and organizational positions. Our clarifications and recommendations
highlight that HR portal implementation and use can be contingent if the HR function offers a specific
set of HR applications to single employees based on differentiation strategies. HR portal implementa-
tion and use can also be individualized if the HR function offers a set of alternatives where the single
employee can choose a personal HR configuration that is still aligned with the strategy and based on the
differentiation of the workforce. Our contribution intends to underline the role of HR portals as a tool
for the pursuit of a mature differentiation strategy of the workforce, where the technologies can increase
the opportunities for negotiating and exchanging preferences and expectations between employees and
the HR function.

INTRODUCTION

Recent studies have ascertained the positive rela-
tionship between HR strategy and organizational
performances, such as individual performance
andturnover (Arthur, 1994), market-based perfor-
mance (Huselid, 1995), return on investment (ROI)

(Delery & Doty, 1996), employee retention and
firm productivity (Guthrie, 2001). Other authors
have discussed how intellectual capital, which
has been described as the sum of all knowledge
firms utilize (Nahapiet & Goshal, 1998; Subra-
manian & Youndt, 2005) can be explained in
terms of organizational performance, and more
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generally, competitive advantage. Furthermore,
Youndt, Subramanian and Snell (2004) found that
organizational performance can be enhanced by
HR configurations, facilitating the development
of intellectual capital. Despite the numerous
studies on the theme, it is still not clear how the
variables of HR configurations and intellectual
capital interact. There is a gap in literature with
regards to the current debate focusing on the de-
velopment of some Information Technology (IT)
tools that are intensely changing the HR function
role (Lepak & Snell, 1998) and the contemporary
organizations’ way of doing business. Investiga-
tions and arguments are however intensifying,
as the implementation of HR portals, state of the
art IT applications which support HR practices,
provide many relevant benefits to the creation and
development of intellectual capital.

Objective of this study, aside from filling in
some of those intermediate gaps, is to integrate
HR strategy theories and configurations, intel-
lectual capital, and information systems and
explore the concept of HR portal alignment and
personalized HR configuration as key variables
for future HR strategies.

Proposition 1: the HR portal configuration,
if aligned with the HR strategy, will increase
employee contributions to intellectual capital
creation and development.

Proposition 2: the HR portal configuration, if
offering a range of alternatives through which
employees create a personalized HR configura-
tions, will increase employees contribution to
intellectual capital creation and development.

The first section of this article discusses the
theoretical background of the manuscript, link-
ing strategic human resource management and
information system theories. Thereafter, the
interpretation of the contingent and personalized
HRM strategies through the design of HR portals
is presented. Implications for theory and practice
are discussed in the final section.

INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL AND HR
PORTALS

Intellectual Capital and
Organizational Performance

Amongst the most widely accepted manage-
ment constructs, intellectual capital has now
been firmly established (Dean & Kretschmer,
2007) and defined as the gap between a firm’s
market value and its financial capital (Edvisson
& Malone, 1997), collective brainpower (Stewart,
1997), knowledge and knowing capability of a
social collective (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), and
knowledge and competence for brand, reputation
and customer relationships (Teece, 2000). The
dimensions of knowledge employed and activated
in the organization are emphasized by its holistic
approach together with the impact of knowledge-
based activities on the performance of the orga-
nization (Youndt, Subramanian & Snell, 2004).
A considerable number of recent studies have
examined the development, use, and performance
effects of intellectual capital, contributing a more
accurate classification of the intellectual capital
dimensions (Bontis, 1998; Edvinsson & Malone,
1997; Stewart, 1997) and presenting intellectual
capital as a multidimensional entity composed
of three basic types of capital: human, social
and intellectual (Subramaniam & Youndt, 2005).
The entire knowledge base of the organization
is grouped together by these three sub-domains
according to its nature and knowledge-bearing
entity—individual, network and organization.
Human capital is defined as the knowledge
each employee has within the organization. Their
knowledge, abilities and skills form part of the
company’s knowledge resources and constitute
a unique source of innovation and strategic re-
newal (Shultz, 1961). Social capital instead, is
the knowledge in groups and networks of people
(Burt, 1992; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998),consist-
ing of knowledge resources embedded within,
available through, and derived from, a network
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of relationships. Organizational capital includes
a more comprehensive and formalized type of
knowledge: codified experiences stored in data-
bases, manuals, patents, routines, structures, and
so forth (Tomer, 1987; Walsh & Ungson, 1991).

Treating human, social and organizational
capital as discrete and independent constructs
helps to understand more abstract concepts such
as intellectual capital. Looking at an organiza-
tion’s overall profile of intellectual capital in the
aggregate—as they can not be created, developed
and leveraged in isolation—may be beneficial in
order to comprehend how it develops and drives
performance. A strict interconnection in fact ex-
ists between them and a single action on one of
themis likely to have animpact on the intellectual
capital in its entirety.

As can be seen from empirical evidence, the
combination of human, social and organizational
capital (Youndt, Sumbramanian & Snell, 2004)
can form unique intellectual capital profiles for
companies, whereas the tendency is to focus pri-
marily on one type of capital and its development
based on the perceived organizational perfor-
mance and competitive advantage (Subramaniam
& Youndt, 2005). For a better understanding of
how HR portals can enhance knowledge flows
in organizations, the classification of intellectual
capital, its integrated character and unique profile
based on strategy, must be considered.

The HR Portal Potential

Shilakes & Tylman (1998) defined the HR portal
as an application that provides employees (users)
withasingle gateway to personalized information
needed to make informed business decisions. Mer-
ril Lynch, an American financial institution, first
used the word HR portal in 1998 to describe an
integrated access pointto their corporate informa-
tion (Kakumanu & Mezzacca, 2005). A number
of authors believe that HR portals are targeted at
accomplishing different key functions according
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to their basic characteristics (Bottazzo, 2005;
Rose, 2003; Voth, 2002), and are able to design
and structure a completely new way of working
(Strohmeier, 2007), altering routinesand based on
national cultural characteristics (Ruta, 2005).

For the user, they represent first of all an in-
formation pool, combining data from different
external or internal sources, and this integration
process can be more dynamic and adaptive through
portals: combining diverse documents, capturing
changes in data and information and monitoring
knowledge flows. Portals are therefore interac-
tive tools enabling bi-directional exchange flows
whilst the use that is made of the portal and views
on corporate information can be personalized by
tailoring ad hoc information and adapting the
portal interface acccordingly. This personaliza-
tion process is crucial as it enables people to set
the portal in accordance with their own needs and
requirements. Individual employees on the other
hand, are responsible for uploading personal data
(e.g. personal information, etc) and directly and
autonomously consulting areas of personal interest
(e.g. remuneration, benefits, working hours, holi-
days, communities of practice, databases, etc).

At the same time, HR portals allow HR staff
to distinguish the various interventions, granting
access to some areas of the portal according to
needs and authorization and profiling the work-
force whilst considering individual differences,
preferences, capabilities, roles within the orga-
nization and future organizational and strategic
needs and thereby gaining the highest value from
the human capital.

HR portals are usually organized into macro
areas and offer employees the following options
in terms of access (Ruta, 2005):

. The HOME folder is mainly dedicated to
general corporate information: different
areas lead to different information, such as
links to the most popular access functions,
a search engine to surf the portal faster, a
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People Finder to gain information on col-
leagues, a Frequent Questions and Answers
area and a Feedback and Support area.

. The LIFE/WORK folder, with personal and
password protected access for employees.
This represents an area linked with the HR
function: information is exchanged and
transactions with the company take place
here.

. The ORGANIZATION folder is a more
content/country specific area sharing in-
formation on a specific division or country
branch. A survey/poll area and a bulletin
board is often included here.

. The MY portal folder represents the most
personalized area of the whole HR portal.
Each individual can customize this section
according to their interests and needs and
often includes a calendar of events and
reminders akin to a personal diary.

Table 1. A framework for the HR portal applications

The interpretation of the role of the HR portal
needs further consideration withinthe intellectual
capital framework. Youndt & Snell (2004) consider
the information technology infrastructure as the
basis for the development of high levels of orga-
nizational capital which leads to the assumption
thatan HR portal configuration that is focused on
accessible, user-friendly, and integrated informa-
tion systems can be considered part of a firm’s
organizational capital. Although acknowledging
the HR portal as a crucial function of IT, its role
can be amplified through boosting the develop-
mentof the three dimensions of intellectual capital
using a series of application that impact on skills,
knowledge, networks, documents, etc.

Thedifferent HR applications that configure an
HR portal need to be designed and implemented
coherently with the HR strategy. Table 1 below
synthesizes the most used HR applications with
specific impact on the forms of capital supported
(Ruta, forthcoming).

Forms of Capital Supported

Generic HR applications

Human Social
Capital Capital

Organizatio
nal Capital

Personal folder (updating)

Training (e-learning, course selection)

process and feedback reports

Performance appraisal: management of the

third partv evaluation

Competence Mapping: self assessment or

Career development

e-Recruitment (extemal)

Job posting (internal)

People finder

Expertise finder

Communitv of practice (forum, chat, blogs)

best practices, etc)

Communitv of practice (report, documents,

Vision, Mission and Strategv

positions)

Organizational Structure (macrostructure and

Processes and methods

Organirational values

Customers’ profiles

Pavroll data
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Although the HR applications have generic
titles in this model, it is quite common to find
titles by IT products and brands. The objective is
to gain an understanding of the general function-
alities of these applications and their contribution
in sustaining the three forms of capital.

A further benefit of the introduction of an HR
portal is that it leads to a natural reconfiguration
of the HR function and its tasks, allowing it to
develop into a more strategic HR function. This
only takes place if HR staff become relevant
players in defining the organizational strategy, its
implementation and management, which, in turn
enhances HR’s strategic role. HR staff become
responsible for the critical task of aligning people
into the firm’s strategy and are accountable for
monitoring resources and their development as
well as for creating suitable opportunitiesto foster
this development.

The use of a technological instrument such as
an HR portal finally allows HR staffto differenti-
ate between various interventions, profiling the
workforce and taking into account individual dif-
ferences, preferences, capabilitiesand roles within
the organization and future organizational and
strategic needs, extracting the highest value from
the human capital. The HR function should also
have the possibility to answer employees’ and the
organization’s needs by adopting a new business
and strategic point of view, trying to effectively
measure the value of intellectual capital and the
IT dimensions.

If HR managers strategically align the HR
portal with the HR strategy, with the employees’
preferences and adopting a new strategic point
of view, then employees could be managed and
monitored more easily. Inthe nextsection, the main
issues of a strategic human resource management
(SHRM) based on differentiation strategies are
presented. The section on solutions and recom-
mendations discusses the contingent and person-
alized approach for HR portal configurations,
according to the propositions presented above.

24

HR Portal

CONTINGENT AND INDIVIDUALIZED
HR

Managing a Differentiated Workforce

The development of intellectual capital is greatly
affected by Strategic Human Resources Manage-
ment (SHRM) . Training programs, for instance,
help employees build relationships with their
peers and transfer and share knowledge amongst
themselves (increasing their social capital) butalso
increase employees’ personal knowledge and hu-
man capital. Similarly, knowledge that potentially
forms the foundation for organizational learning
and knowledge accumulation (organizational
capital) can be created as individuals learn and
increase their human capital.

Although the correlation of HR investments
with human capital has been evidenced (Guthrie,
2001; Huselid, 1995; Huselid, Becker & Beatty,
2005), very little research has examined the
effects of HR configurations on social and or-
ganizational capital. This issue has successfully
been addressed by Youndt & Snell (2004) with
the development of three types of HR configura-
tions: Acquisitionand Developmental—in order to
develop Human Capital (through intensive/exten-
sive staffing, competitive pay, intensive/extensive
training programs, promotions), Egalitarian and
Collaborative—for the development of Social
Capital (through broad banding, team structure,
socialization, mentoring), Documentation HR and
Information Systems—for the development of
Organizational Capital (through soft management
system to motivate employees to share and record
their knowledge and experience and HR policies
thatreinforce knowledge capture and access). The
implications are that HR activities do not directly
boost the company’s performance, but instead
help the development of the three types of capital,
whichinturn, drive organizational performance.
Every company can have a unique organizational
capital profile and as a consequence a unique
HR configuration when following a contingency
perspective based on strategy.
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When applying the contingency perspective
within the organization, it is usually oriented to
individualize positions that are most critical for
executing the strategy (Huselid, Becker & Beatty,
2005; Lepak & Snell, 1999, 2002). Lepak & Snell
(1999, 2002) argue that in order to appropriately
manage employees it is not possible to rely on a
single HR configuration (architecture) and thus de-
veloped a framework for differentiating employee
groups on the basis of their strategic value and
uniqueness. Huselid, Becker and Beatty (2005)
suggested a strategy of differentiation among A,
B and C positions, designing an appropriate HR
configuration for each of these positions able to
support the performances of players A, B, and C.
A set of HR practices for each position must be
coherent with the strategy (vertical fit) and coher-
ent amongst themselves (horizontal fit).

On the basis of the theory presented, it can
then be argued that there are core positions that
directly impactonintellectual capital creationand
development. In order to develop the unique intel-
lectual capital profile each core position must have
an HR configuration designed to chiefly support
one of the three forms of capital: human, social
and organizational. To introduce and integrate
the HR portal potential of managing employees
requires individualization of each HR configura-
tion which then represents a single personalized
access pointdesigned for specific user profiles and
organizational positions. A specific goal of the
HR function, through an appropriate and strategic
HR portal configuration, is to manage positions
in order to create and develop intellectual capital
which then increases its effectiveness.

Solutions and Recommendations:
The Strategic Alignment of the HR
Portal for Intellectual Capital
Creation and Development

The importance of Information Technology (IT)-
business alignmenthas been documented for some
time now. Reich & Benbasat (2000) proposed a

definition of alignment as the degree to which the
information technology (mission, objectives, and
plans) is designed and implemented according to
the business mission, objectives, and plans. IT
delivers systems and services that are crucial to
the company’s strategy, operations or user needs
where such an alignment is present. Executives
can consequently distinguish the contributions
that IT makes and users are more likely to ac-
cept and utilize IT resources (Huang & Hu,
2007). This study adopts a contingency-based
perspective according to which IT resources in
themselves may add little value, and only when
they are planned and used to support a firm’s
main strategic objectives, do they play a major
role in improving a firm’s performance (Oh
& Pinsonneault, 2007). The lack of alignment
between information systems (IS) and business
strategies, according to Henderson and Venkatra-
man (1999), is the reason many businesses fail
to realize value from investments in information
technology. The correlation between ISalignment
and performance or organizational effectiveness
has instead been demonstrated by Chan, Huff
and Copeland (1997). A key issue in information
system management is the relationship between
business strategy and IT alignment (Brancheau,
Janz & Wetherbe, 1996), however, the alignment
of information systems and business objectives
has yet to be fully developed despite a profusion
of research on this theme (Chan, 2002).
Hendersonand Venkatraman (1999) developed
a Strategic Alignment Model focusing on how IT
based decisions enhance or threaten those made
in the HR domain. The Strategic Alignment
Model pertaining to this study requires that two
types of alignment between business and the
HR portal be specified: the strategic integration,
contending with the HR portal capacity to both
shape and support HR strategy, and the opera-
tional integration, referring to the link between
organizational infrastructure and processes and
IS infrastructure and processes. As the aim of
this study is HR portal configuration, the focus
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is specifically on the strategic integration, exam-
ining the impact of the HR Strategy on the HR
portal and vice versa.

Theimpactofthe HR Strategy onthe HR portal
(HR portal substitution). This study assumes that
HR managers are the HR strategy formulators
who decide to leverage one or more dimensions
of intellectual capital according to the overall
business strategy objectives. The differing HR
configurations are consequently designed accord-
ing to positions within the organization, which in
IT terms also means differentiating by profiling
the access of those specific positions to the HR
portal, thereby supporting the chosen HR strategy
and configurations.

The “HR Portal Substitution” variable mea-
sures this concept. It measures the capacity of
the HR portal to support all the HRM processes
ensuring the correct balance between face-to-face
and technology based activities. This measure-
ment is calculated with the following ratio: the
“Number of HRM Practices implemented in the
HR portal that are not technology driven” by the
“Number of HRM Practices defined in the HR
configuration thatare not technology driven”. The
specification “not technology driven” means that
those practices can also be designed and consid-
ered withoutan IT infrastructure. In this case the
ITinfrastructureisafacilitator of the processitself
(e.g.. performance appraisal, recruiting, etc)

The impact of the HR portal on the HR
Strategy (HR portal leverage). Generating new
HRM processes delivered through HR applica-
tions implemented in the portal is a further key
role of the HR portal because it shapes the HR
Strategy and contributes to its alignment. This
effect is extremely crucial and relevant in the
interpretation of the alignment in order to avoid
a simple substitution effect. This study therefore
assumes that “technology driven” HR practices
(those that could not have been designed and
considered without an IT infrastructure, i.e. e-
learning, virtual communities, job posting, etc)
can be implemented by the HR staff and planned,
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supplemented and shaped directly by employees
reinterpreting the technology for their own pur-
poses (Ciborra, 1997).

The “HR Portal Leverage” variable measures
this concept. It measures the capacity that the
HR portal has to transform and shape a new HR
configuration, to implement new applications
and increase the number of HRM processes ac-
tivated throughout the portal. The measurement
is calculated by the “Number of HRM Practices
implemented inthe HR portal that are technology
driven”. The specification “technology driven”
means that those practices could not have been
designed and considered without an IT infra-
structure (e.g.. e-learning, virtual communities,
job posting, etc)

Considering the approach of a clear HR differ-
entiation strategy where positions are valued and
segmented based on their strategic contribution
and uniqueness (Lepak & Snell, 1999), this study
proposes a first measurement of HR portal align-
ment for each specific position in an organization.
The formulashown in Figure 1 isthe combination
of the two variables presented above:

The HR Portal Alignment for one specific
position is the result of the “HR Portal Substitu-
tion” multiplied by the “HR Portal Leverage”. The
alignment is zero when for that specific position
(i.e. salesmanager) none of the basic HR processes
are implemented into the HR portal or when
none of the technology driven HR practices are
implemented in the HR portal. In both situations
HR managers are not using the portal potential
to better execute traditional processes or even to
develop new ways to deliver HR processes.

In order to have a more reliable measure of
alignment and to assess the HR portal Alignment
for all the positions identified in a certain organi-
zation, this study proposes a second formula as
shown in Figure 2.

Following the main model in Figure 1, the
HR portal Alignment is linked to the creation of
intellectual capital and can be explained based
on the formula shown in Figure 3 that expresses
the moderating effect:
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Figure 1.
HR Portal Substitution HR Portal Leverage
MNumber of HRM
Practices
implemented in the
ottt || oot
HR Portal Alignment driven implel:':?tlgsin -
for one specific % | “iRronabatere
position Number of HRM technology driven
Practices defined in
the HR configuration
that are NOT
technology driven
Figure 2.
HR Portal Substitution HR Portal Leverage
MNumber of HRM
Practices
implemented in the
HR portal that are
HR Portal Z driven implemented in the
k=1 HR portal that are
Alignment Mumber of HRM technology driven | k
Practices defined in
the HR configuration
that are NOT
technology driven "
M = number of positions in the organization
Figure 3.
Intellectual S
niellectual " v
Capital Zk: i [HR Configurations x HR Paortal Alignment] «

M = number of positions in the organization
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The formulae presented in this section should
be interpreted only as a guide to researchers’
interpretations and practitioners’ decisions. They
arenotintended asameans ofactually calculating
indexes or exact measurements.

SOLUTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The Personalized HR Configuration
of the HR Portal for Intellectual
Capital Creation and Development

Canwe be certain thatall personsinasimilar role
are motivated, committed and treated fairly if the
organization adopts the same HR configuration?
This study considers that organization does not
only consider astrict vertical (top down) strategy
approach (the strategic alignment of the HR portal
configuration) where people must behave accord-
ing to specific rules and procedures set in the HR
applications. HR managers can design a broad
framework of applications where people canselect
alternatives in order to behave strategically yet
follow their preferences. The HR portal is then a
tool that can help employees attain a personalized
HR configuration.

This interpretation is coherent with the em-
ployee-organization relationship (EOR) theory
that is focused on the relationship between the
employee and the employer, based on assump-
tions of social exchange (Blau, 1964) and the
inducements—contributions model (March &
Simon, 1958).

While there are differing views on social
exchange, there is a general consensus amongst
theorists that social exchange involves a series of
interactions that generate obligations to recipro-
cate (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). There are
essentially three fundamental aspects to social
exchange: relationship, reciprocity and exchange.
A social exchange relationship begins with one

28

HR Portal

party conferring a benefit on another. Feelings
of mutual obligation are created between the
parties once the beneficiary reciprocates, and is
then followed by a series of benefit exchanges.
Social exchange relationships consequently in-
volve repeated exchanges of benefits in which
both parties understand and abide by the “rules
of engagement” — an obligation to reciprocate is
created when a benefit has been bestowed.

Coyle-Shapiroand Conway (2004) argue thata
simply focus on exchange and reciprocity may not
consider all the range of norms that explain how
individuals behave in their relationship with the
organization. Whilst a complementary relational
framework based on employees’ concern for the
welfare of the organization, termed communal
exchange (Clark & Mills, 1979), may help ex-
plain positive organizational behaviors beyond a
reciprocation motive, itisgenerally characterized
by the giving of benefits to meet the needs of the
other party without expecting that these benefits
will be reciprocated.

The HR portal can be considered a virtual
organizational site that facilitates reciprocal and
communal exchange processes. Through the HR
portal, the organization communicates and pres-
ents specific opportunities to single employees and
they decide how to behave and reciprocate. The
HR portal is also the place where HR managers,
amongst other actors, can monitor employees’
contributions and plan if and how to reciprocate.
Most of the exchange processes that occurs among
different actors in the organization can now be
supported and tracked by the HR portal whilst
employees can change the data, information and
knowledge presentedinthe HR portal. Inthis way,
the virtual site works in both directions: from the
organizationtothe employeesand vice versa. This
approach isnotintended to underestimate the role
of face-to-face interaction amongst employees
and managers, but merely intends to point out
the potential of transparency and fairness which
canincrease the quality of employee-organization
relationships.
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As aconsequence, one of the main issue of the
EOR theory, aside from the relationship and the
exchange process, is the specification of agents
representing the organization (Coyle-Shapiro &
Shore, 2007). Accordingto Levinson, Price, Mun-
den, Mandl and Solley (1962), employees view
actions by agents of the organization as actions
taken by the organization itself. Theassumptionin
EOR researchistherefore that employees view all
possible agents and contract makers (evenadmin-
istrative contract makers such as human resource
policies and mission statements) as grouped into
one “humanlike” bundle. The humanization of
the organization can be harnessed in the contract
maker so that the employee hasarelationship with
one single entity (i.e., the organization).

Anemployee’simmediate manager is likely to
play an important role in shaping an individual’s
psychological contract according to Shore and
Tetrick (1994) whichissupported by Liden, Bauer,
and Erdogan (2004) who claim that the “immediate
supervisor playsacritical role asakey agent of the
organization through which members form their
perceptions of the organization” (pp. 228).

The role of the immediate manager may be
one of facilitating the fulfillment of, or breaking
the terms of, the more distal exchange which
is however not likely to come to the forefront
until triggered by an event such as the layoff,
restructuring, removal or addition of benefits,
or policy changes. Based on agency theory, they
argued that a relatively narrow exchange with the
employee is expected, and that the role assigned
to the immediate manager is to put into practice
formalized contractsthat lay out clear expectations
forthe behavior and performance of the employee.
Yet the opposite is expected from a dynamic
capability perspective where, based on a rapidly
changing environment (Coyle-Shapiro & Shore,
2007), EORs needtobe highly individualized and
regularly revised by the manager to address the
changing needs of the organization. Theorizing
therefore on the specification and role of the agent
could begin from the context in which exchanges
are embedded— the organizational strategy.

The HR portal changes the scenario of agents
and relationships in EOR theory. The HR portal
allowsemployeesto interactdirectly with multiple
and selected agents, and can be considered a chan-
nel where expectations and preferences are col-
lected. Following a contingency perspective, the
HR function doesn’t offer the same set of practices
to all employees. It differentiates the workforce
and defines sets of practices for different positions,
based on SHRM and the differentiation strategy.
EOR theory suggests a balanced approach in the
relationship, where employees can negotiate and
exchange resources. For this reason, one possible
option would be to design a range of alternatives
(of the same practice) for each position (employee).
Inthis way, the HR portal becomes a place where
exchanges of resources occur (opportunities and
preferences). Each position has a certain range
of alternatives and employees build their own
personalized HR configuration.

The HR portal can be interpreted as an “HR
market place” that activates negotiation pro-
cesses between employees and the organization
(HR function, managers, etc). For instance, an
employee has to develop a specific competence
and can choose from among: training courses,
e-learning, one-to-one or virtual learning; or an
employee can decide the parameters of the incen-
tive systems from among group, organizational
or individuals goals or a combination of them; or
an employee can contribute to the organization
by formalizing methodologies or leading a com-
munity of practice. In these scenarios technology
cannot be the only tool for negotiation, but it is
certainly a strong facilitator. HR portals increase
transparency and fairness, decreasing the risk of
agent’s opportunism.

A top down strategy must coexist with a bot-
tom up approach of behaviors. The aim of the
organization is to design organizational mecha-
nisms, improving individual and organizational
performance, where both these approaches work
together. Inthe HR portal context, the HR function
has to design HR portal configurations based on
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strategy, setting a range of alternatives in order
to meet employees’ preferences.

Researchers have theorized this approach
knownasthe individualized organization (Lawler
I11 & Finegold, 2000), however, only with the full
potential of the HR portal is the HR function
able to effectively design and manage employee-
organization relationships.

FUTURE TRENDS

Inthe near future the concepts of e-transformation
and human resource management technologies
will simply become human resource management
processes as technologies become familiar and
available in all contexts. In this new scenario,
the HR portal is not only a tool implemented to
simplify the employees’ access to data, informa-
tion and knowledge, but will become a new way
to setthe employee-organizationrelationship. The
HR function has to differentiate the workforce
but at the same time has to make the portal a
place where employees can create their own HR
configurations, meeting their preferences.

Some significant future directions forresearch
areindicated with this setting Firstly, relationships
need to be tested through guantitative analysis
with better and more reliable measurements of
the contribution of the HR portal for the develop-
ment of intellectual capital. Secondly, the design
focus should be complemented with an in-depth
analysis of the implementation process of HR
portals. Not all well-designed and aligned HR
portals are actually used by employees. Nonethe-
less, as employees consider the portal a good way
of improving individual performance, alignment
could be one variable to clarify usage. Thirdly,
the effect of misaligned HR portals on individual
performance and internal communication would
be interesting to study. This is an important area
of research that could explain the success of the
HR portal as a crucial tool for HR effectiveness.
Fourthly, how to design the set of alternatives
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and how the employees make their choices is an
important research area that can improve the ef-
ficacy of such technologies in the workplace.

CONCLUSION

Thiswork isintended to offeran integrative model
forHR portalandintellectual capital development.
A firm’s workforce should always be concentrated
on increasing intellectual capital consistent with
the company strategy. An organization’s specific
strategic position significantly influences the
impact of HR practices on performance: the rela-
tionship between the use of specific HR practices
and organizational performance is contingent on
anorganizationstrategy. Empirical evidence sug-
gests that a tighter fit between human resource
competencies and strategy leads to superior per-
formance. Considering the theoretical background
and the particular features and characteristics of
the HR portal, some explicit advantages can be
derived from the alignment and the design of the
HR portal. It is HR managers who are account-
able for HR Portal design; they are responsible for
selecting the content and the proper configuration
through the adoption of different applications
and the design of specific practices. The differ-
ent components and configurations they select
will intrinsically guide and support employees’
activities coherently with the company strategy.
The expansion of human, social or organizational
capital is impacted by different practices whilst
different applications can be rejected according
to their contribution to the development of the
different components of intellectual capital.
Through the configuration of the HR portal,
HR managers canalignand leverage the workforce
contribution to the company strategy. However,
differentalternatives of practices must be designed
atthe same time in order to meetemployees’ pref-
erences. These findings, together with the existing
literature on HR portals, confirm the propositions
of this study and underline the strategic role of the
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HR portal and the necessity of its management in
order to achieve superior performance, both in a
contingent and individualized approach.
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KEY TERMS

HR Portal: An application that enables com-
panies to unlock internally and externally stored
information, and provides users with a single
gateway to personalized information needed to
make informed business decisions.

HR Portal Alignment: The degree to which
the HR portal is designed based on the business
mission, objectives, and plans. When alignment
exists, the HR portal delivers systems and ser-
vices that are crucial to the company’s strategy,
operations or user needs.

Human Capital: Thereare four individual fac-
tors which, when combined, define human capital:
the genetic inheritance, education, experience,
and attitudes about life and business.

Intellectual Capital: The sum of the knowl-
edge an organization is able to leverage in the
process of conducting business to gain competi-
tive advantage.

Personalized HR: The possibility that em-
ployees can create a personalized HR configura-
tion, based on a range of alternatives that the HR
function offer to employees.

Organizational Capital: All the knowledge
withinthe company that has been institutionalized
or codified through several instruments, such as
databases, routines, manuals, patents, etc.

Social Capital: The connections at organi-
zational level, within different individuals and
parts of the organization, and at inter- organiza-
tional level and their ability to create and share
knowledge.
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ABSTRACT

The evolution of the managerial discourse is the result of fashion lifecycles that sometimes have no
rational or technical foundations and find no real application within the firms. Taking our cue from the
new-institutional perspective, the chapter explores the real labor transformation processes related to
the introduction of e-work projects, considering their outputs, outcomes and impacts. The study is based
on a multiple-case analysis and underscores the relevance and impact of information and communica-
tion technology (ICT) on both “rational” firm's productivity and “normative” employees’ psychologi-
cal contract, also considering different institutional environments. Some critical issues and guidelines
inherent the design and implementation of technology-based work systems are discussed, such as the
dual perspective approach (the organizational and the employer viewpoint) during the needs-analysis
and goal-setting phases; the relevance of coherent organizational culture and human resource practices;
the removal of organizational structural constraints; the management of cognitive resistance; and the
importance of the evaluation and monitoring phases.
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INTRODUCTION

Many economic business analyses confirm the
strategic relevance of both internal resources and
organizational flexibility: in the global scenario,
modern firms can remain competitive if these
are able to continually develop distinctive com-
petencies (Grant, 1991, Lepak, Takeuchi & Snell,
2003, Prahalad & Hamel, 1990), maintaining their
agility and efficiency (Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj
& Grover, 2003). According to this double impera-
tive, firms invest in their human capital to attract
new talents and to generate new knowledge and
skills (Taylor & LaBarre, 2006) and yet are also
on a continual search for organizational solu-
tions capable of responding to changes that are
unpredictable. These dynamics have a substantial
impact on the organizational structures and oper-
ating systems that influence the working practice
and relationships within the firms (Rousseau &
McLean Parks, 1993).

The new technological opportunities seem to
bridge the two diverse outlooks of flexibility and
knowledge development, yet have a huge impact
on the labor processes (Empirica, 2003; Valenduc
& Vendramin, 2001).

Is ‘e-work’ just a managerial fashion or a real
practice? Do firms invest in technology to support
new ways of working to create real business op-
portunities or toenhance their social legitimization
among the institutional environment?

BACKGROUND AND MAIN FOCUS

In recent years, the academic and managerial
literature (the “discourse”) on e-work has devel-
oped by also taking into account the impact of the
technology on work flexibility (Robinson, Kraatz
& Rousseau, 1994).

Some scholars suggest that the evolution of the
managerial discourse—what is said and written
about managerial issues - is the result of fashion
lifecyclesthatsometimes have norational economic

foundations (Abrahamson, 1996) and which do
not always find valid application within the firms
(Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999).

According to the new-institutional theory,
institutional pressures lead to convergence in an
organization’s structural features through a pro-
cess of isomorphism. Indeed, the isomorphism of
organizations that share a common context helps
to legitimize the actual organizational methods,
thereby increasing the likelihood of survival (Hin-
nings & Greenwood, 1988; Powell & DiMaggio
1991).

These institutional pressures include the legal
aspects that characterize the socio-economic con-
text, but also, and more generally, ideas, values,
and beliefs that are exogenous to the organiza-
tion. Isomorphic processes are social processes
that could be the result of the dissemination of
fashion “waves”, which induce organizations to
adopt (sometimes only formally) specific practices
to enhance their legitimization among customers
and stakeholders.

Management fashion-setters propagate fash-
ions, by which we mean transitory collective
beliefs that certain management techniques are
at the forefront of management progress. These
fashion-setters—consulting firms, management
gurus, mass-media business publications—do not
simply leverage fashions onto gullible managers.
Indeed, to sustain their images as fashion-setters,
they must lead the race to anticipate the emergent
collective preferences of managers for new man-
agementtechniques; develop rhetoricthat describe
these techniques as the vanguard of management
progress; and disseminate these rhetoric back to
managers and organizational stakeholders ahead
of other fashion-setters (Abrahamson, 1997, Barley
& Kunda, 1992; Guillen, 1994).

Inrecent years, the development of managerial
literature on the technology mediated employee-
organization relationship has mainly focused on
the technology impact on work flexibility (Brodt
& Venburg, 2007). ICT working solutions are
undoubtedly a managerial fashion.
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Several management scholars have recognized
two contradictory types of employee-management
rhetoric (McGregor, 1960), adopting the terms
“rational” and “normative” to distinguish between
the two.

The key assumption underlying the rational
rhetoric is that work processes can be formalized
and rationalized to optimize productivity. There-
fore, management’srole istoengineer or reengineer
organizational machinesand systemsto maximize
production processes and to reward employees for
adhering to such processes.

The key assumption underlying the normative
rhetoric is that employers can boost employee
productivity by shaping their thoughts and capi-
talizing on their emotions. The role of managers
is to meet the needs of employees and to channel
their unleashed motivational energy through a
clear vision and a strong culture. Therefore, the
normative rhetoric prescribes methods of hiring
and promoting those employees who possess the
most suitable cognitive and psychological profiles,
aswell astechniques that satisfy the psychological
needs of employees through benefits, enriched tasks
and empowered management styles. These offer
ways to survey and shape employee thoughts and
loyalties with visionary leadership and organiza-
tional cultures in order to channel the motivational
energy and creativity that these techniques release
(Imperatori & De Marco, 2008).

We adopted the new-institutional perspective
to analyze the new technological solutions for e-
work as managerial fashion. Indeed, this “fashion
perspective” focuses on two important aspects of
the technology and work flexibility issue, which
we want to test through our research project:
first, does management adopt technical solutions
in a rational way to enhance their productivity
or in a normative way (i.e. socio-affective adop-
tion) merely to legitimate themselves with their
stakeholders? Second, could managerial fashion
technigues have a lower impact in practice than
in managerial discourse?
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E-Work Solutions as a “Rational”
Way of Organizing Labor

Theadvent of ICT is changing the traditional ways
of working as well as affecting the individual’s
spatial relations within the company (McKinlay,
2002; Stover, 1999). ICT is a critical resource in
creating organizational value (Kohli & Devaraj,
2004).

Mobile technology, which can support com-
puting-on-the-move through the use of portable
devicesandwireless networks (Malladi & Agrawal,
2002, Varhney & Vetter, 2000), has emerged as the
next wave of the IT revolution. Mobile technology
includestechnological connectivity infrastructure,
such as Wireless Application Protocol (WAP),
Bluetooth, 3G, and General Packet Radio Service
(GPRS), as well as mobile information appliances,
suchasmobile phones, PDA, and laptop computers.
By extending computing and the internet into the
wireless medium, mobile technology allows users
tohave “anytime-anywhere” accessto information
and applications, which provides greater flexibility
in communication, collaboration and information
sharing (Shung et al., 2006).

Thechangesunderway inthe ICT sphereenable
the progressive abandonment of the old work logics
because sharing space is no longer a constraint to
whichto subject many types of employees. Indeed,
notonly doesthe organization transfer certaintypes
of knowledge through the electronic channels to
the workforce, but also the people working inside
and outside the company exchange informationand
knowledge electronically (Anderson et al, 2003;
Gavensky, 2002; Kakihara & Sérensen, 2004).
Potentially, these factors translate into a gradual
leaving behind of the traditional concept of work
space to create the basis of the “e-worker” rhetoric,
according to which technology is a mediator of the
relation between the employee and the company
and enables the work to be moved from inside to
outside the organization. This can foster different
positive outcomes for the organization, such as
the possibility to relocate production and business
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units, trim labor costs, enhance organizational
and workforce flexibility, coordinate geographi-
cally remote operations, and improve the use of
organizational space and working time.
Nevertheless, several companiesthat have cho-
sen or offered this method of distance work have
retraced their steps and “e-working”, cited in the
managerial discourse as a flexible and innovative
solution, is finding it hard to get off the ground.

E-Work as a “Normative” Way to
Organize Labor

Rousseau and McLean Parks (1993) describe the
employee-organization exchanges as promissory
contracts, where commitment of future behavior
is offered in exchange for payment. According to
this definition, employees develop some expecta-
tions about the organization’s context and adapt
their behaviors according to their perception of the
reciprocal obligation (Gouldner, 1960).

Research on labor contracts suggest that they
are idiosyncratically perceived and understood
by individuals (Rousseau, 1989; Schein, 1980).
Subjectivity can lead todisagreements between the
parties on terms and their meanings, especially in
transforming organizations, where the reciprocal
obligation can vary in time. The subjective inter-
pretation of the labor contract has been called the
“psychological contract”. Originally employed by
Argyris (1960) to underscore the subjective nature
of the employment relationship, the present use of
the term centers on the individual’s belief in and
interpretation of a promissory contract. Research
has confirmed that employees look for reciprocity
in a labor relationship and that their motivation to
work is heavily influenced by their perceptions:
the more the relationship is perceived as balanced,
the more the employees are disposed to contribute
and perform, even beyond the duties called for by
their role (Organ, 1997; Van Dyne, Cummings et
al.,1995).

ICT enables work solutions that move the work
from inside to outside the organization and can

have different positive outcomes onthe employees’
perception of the organization’s determination to
meet their needs. In a word, ICT solutions could
have a positive impact in shaping psychological
contracts as a form of signaling.

E-WORK: ADOPTION AND RESULT
METRICS

To measure the two main adoption perspectives
of our research project (rational vs. normative),
we propose a framework that is generally used
to evaluate the implementation of public policies,
especiallywhentheresults: (8) may be both tangible
and intangible; (b) have to be evaluated according
tothe different stakeholders, sometimes with objec-
tives that do not coincide; (c) can be evaluated from
botha“rational”” and a“normative” viewpoint; and,
ultimately, (d) when the “what”, how” and “when”
guestions are of key relevance to the evaluation
process because the decisions about these issues
tend to determine the final results (Hirschheim &
Smithson, 1999).

The evaluation model proposed assesses public
policiesaccordingtothree differenteffects: outputs
(i.e. products-services generated), outcomes (i.e.
results when products reach their target market),
and impacts (i.e. underlying problems addressed
or developed by the program in the longer term)
(Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973).

The preliminary conditions are definitely ap-
plicable to the evaluation process of the aims and
results of the projects analyzed. Therefore, we
decided to use the same framework to measure
the results of the four projects object of our case
studies to identify and understand any differences
and homogeneity between the projects and to clas-
sify and code their relative managerial process as
“rational” or “normative”, according to our research
objectives.

Specifically, in line with the two formats
adopted, we will operationalize our variables
according to the following indicators. Normative
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adoption: dominant focus: impacts; secondary
focus: outputs (as a mean); residual: outcomes.
Rational adoption: dominant focus: outcomes and
outputs (as investment); residual (but evident and
persistent): impacts.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Inaccordance withthe descriptive and explanatory
nature of the research project, multiple-case studies
weredesigned inordertoanalyze the organizational
variables, including their development from when
they were established to the present day, as well
as identify the various determinant factors. Our
research is based on a longitudinal study of four
emblematic cases: the European Mobility Project
at IBM; the Italian Tele-working Systems at I.Net,
the Italian (international) Agile Mobile Worker
Project at Unisys and the British BT Workstyle
Project at British Telecom in the UK. All the proj-
ectsanalyzed had the goal of enhancing workforce
mobility through technology.

The relevance and the significance of these
projectsto ourresearchis confirmed by the fact that
each of them: (a) centers on advanced technology
solutions; (b) uses metrics to measure project suc-
cess; (c) adopts the longitudinal perspective (from
needsanalysistotheimplementationandevaluation
phase); (d) produces different outcomes/results; and
(e) are representative of different project phases.

While British Telecom, IBM, I.Net and Unisys
are fourseparate companies, they each share several
key features that make them good comparable for
the purposes of our research. Indeed, each one
focuses on internal technological innovation (i.e.
employs technology-oriented people highly famil-
iar with new solutions) and external technological
innovation (i.e. supplies clients with technology
solutions).

The heterogeneity of demographicvariableswas
offset by the strict homogeneity of the sampling
parameters directly connected to the research
question (Miles & Huberman, 1984). E-work is an
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umbrella term for the working processes related to
the new spatial dimension of organization enabled
by the new ICT solutions.

The adoption of a longitudinal approach means
we can move beyond the comparative analysis of
static solutionsandtrack the evolution of the project
analyses themselves.

Data Collection

Data was gathered through document analysis,
semi-structured interviews with the HR and, in
some cases, the line managers, and project leaders
of the four organizations.

Each case study followed a standard protocol
(Yin, 1993). The first interview with the main
contact person—usually the project leader or the
HR manager—aimed to: (i) enrich our background
information; (ii) identify the start-up and consolida-
tion phases ofthe project; and (iii) identify the main
projectobjectivesand results. We asked our respon-
dentsto give adetailed description of the following
variables: projectobjectivesand overallaim, project
sponsors, project organization, target population,
project phases, main constraints and facilitators,
technological supports and infrastructures and,
finally, the project results (see Table 1).

Alltheinterviewsadoptedacommonstructure,
consisting of an open-ended format that enabled us
to collect both factual data and personal impres-
sions. Our respondents were first asked to recon-
struct their personal experience of the project to
distinguish the facts from individual observations.
All the interviews were taped and transcribed.
Information collected at a later stage requiring
further probing or clarification of minor discrepan-
ciesmeantthatsome respondentswere interviewed
more than once. Multiple interviews helped us to
reconstruct a “story” for each process. Although,
our reconstruction was based on our respondents’
recall, combining multiple perspectives helped us
move beyond individual perceptual biases and
alleviated potential recall problems.
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Data Analysis

Themultiple datasourcesenabled ustocomparethe
perceived, declared, and subjective organizational
viewpointsof the actorsinvolved, aswellasgainan
objective organizational perspective that described
the organizational practices actually implemented
by each company in their mobile projects.

Data analysis used common methods for
grounded theory building (Glaser & Strauss,
1967; Miles & Huberman, 1984) and combined
within-case analysis with cross-case comparison.
Within-case analysis, based onrich information led
to insights that were further developed and tested
in the cross-case analysis. We began our analysis
with a detailed chronological reconstruction of the
project process. Each researcher independently
highlighted “critical events”, i.e. events or decisions
thatinvolved achange inthe organization. Our later
comparison of these independent analyses showed
substantial agreement. Our goal at this stage was to
identify the main features of each project and the
“nature” of theadoption (i.e. rational versus norma-
tive). At the end of this process, independently, we
gave a number to each variable of the evaluation
model (i.e. focus on output, outcome and impact)
to cluster the four projects studied. Furthermore,
we asked five students to read the scripts of the
cases and to grade the same variables. Finally, we
computed the average of the ten values assigned
to each of the variables, encoded according to the
following Likert scales (see Table 2):

Focus on outputs: (scale: 1 = low to 10 = high)
1= no investments (low attention); 5= as mean to
reach results (medium attention); 10=as an invest-
ment (high attention)

Focus on outcomes (scale: 1 =lowto 10 =high):
1=not defined ex ante, not tangible; not monitored
(low attention); 5= defined in a de-structured way
(medium attention); 10= measurable, tangible,
defined early; monitored (high attention).

Focus on impact: (scale: 1 = low to 10 = high);
1= no attention (low); 5= as by-product, to prevent

constraints (medium attention); 10= as the main
objective (high attention).

Finally, we analyzed the application of the
e-work solutions taking into account the relative
managerial processes. While our main research
focus was on the organizational viewpoint, we
also identified some organizational constraints
and facilitators, as well as getting an idea of the
employees’ viewpoints, also thanks to internal
climate surveys or similar methods.

Research Sample and Preliminary
Results

Case 1: The IBM Mobility Project

InNovember 1999, IBM launched its Europe-wide
Employee Mobility Project, an international and
inter-functional projectto develop andincrease the
work mobility initiatives offered by IBM, pinpoint-
ingand implementing technical and organizational
solutions for mobile work. The projectisstill under-
way and has already produced numerous effects.
The project was sponsored internally by two IBM
vice-presidents and involved the identification and
assignation of specificresponsibilities, as well as the
definition of organizational roles (Mobility Leader)
and co-coordinating bodies (Regional Mobility
Steering Committee and Mobility Project Team).

Project Design and Implementation

The project coded each IBM employee in a specific
category that defines them in relation to their pre-
vailingplace of work. This enabled the identification
of the home workers—who carry outalmostall their
work at home (otherwise known as e-workers); the
mobile workers—meaning those who carry out
almost 50% of their work off-site and who share
a desk; the customer workers—those whose work
is mainly carried out at the customer’s offices and
who are not allocated a desk, but if necessary can
use a shared desk; and the transition worker—
those who carry out part of their job off-site (30%

39



on average), but who are allocated a fixed desk for
their exclusive use.

These combined workers are on the rise com-
pared with earlier years and currently account for
41% of the total workforce. In addition, all those
employees who do not occupy a fixed desk account
for around 35% of the total. These data attest, on
the one side, to the size of the mobility phenomenon
in IBM EMEA and, on the other, to the fact that
35% of IBM EMEA’stotal workforce does notwork
regularly at the company’s premises and does not
have a fixed workstation. Currently, 85% of IBM
employees have been given personal laptop comput-
ers to provide an incentive for e-working.

Further, the company carried out a survey
in Italy that enabled it to segment the total IBM
Italia employee population according to the time
and uses of the remote connection method. This
segmentation met the need to associate the dif-
ferent user segments with the most appropriate
technical tools and supports in terms of efficacy
and efficiency.

The survey produced three user segments: (a)
the Anywhere & Always segment, which classi-
fies those employees who normally use the remote
connection to communicate with the company,
who do not have a fixed desk and who use the
remote connection for e-mails and to access the
internet and the company’s intranet, who spend
an average of 18.5 hours per month online; (b) the
Touchdown segment, which groups those workers
who normally connect remotely from home for an
average of 8.5 hours per month, and who use this
access to hook up to the internet and the corporate
intranetand, prevalently, tosend/receive fairly hefty
documents via e-mail; and (c) the Occasional seg-
ment, which comprises all those workers equipped
with a laptop computer for remote access and who
use it for amaximum of 11.5 hours per month, but
not in a systematic way. These employees account
for 22%, 43% and 35%, respectively, of the total
number of users.

After identifying these three segments, the
company studied specific support tools that would
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respond to the diverse needs in an efficacious and
efficient way. In particular, the Anywhere and
Always workers get a laptop PC and a GPRS cell
phone for connecting to the network. In addition,
a small number of the Touchdown segment was
wired with a dedicated ADSL line at home and,
naturally, a laptop PC, while the Occasional group
was equipped with a laptop computer.

Ultimately, to support the possibility of remote
access, a dedicated corporate intranet website was
designed specifically for IBM Italia. The website
was launched in September 2001 and streams a
quantity of useful information for distance work-
ing, promoting these methods also by presenting
the direct testimonials of the mobile workers.

Organizational Project Setting
The IBM EMEA Employee Mobility project is
part of the Business Operation function, a unit
that encompasses all the activities supporting the
group’s core business, which, on the other hand, is
related to sales and research and development.
IBMalso created an international project group
dedicated to the project on an ongoing basis. The
project group is not only international, but also
inter-functional, enabling the convergence of the
different project members who head up the HR,
Technology Development, Real Estate Manage-
ment and Internal Communication corporate
functions.

Measuring the Results

The Employee Mobility project also envisages the
opportunity to heighten IBM’s competitiveness
through a number of expected benefits for the
different categories of recipients, defined at the
beginning of the project. The company. The project
has enabled the company to improve its economic
health, thanks to the development of a corporate
image in line with the e-business era, the improved
management of the infrastructure, and increased
work productivity. This latter thanks to IBM’s
greater appeal in the job market and its improved
capacity to retain the high-potential employees,
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reduce absenteeism, and increase the time that the
employees dedicate to customers, but, above all,
thanks to the quantifiable and easily monetized
cost-savings in real estate management. In par-
ticular, much prominence is given internally to the
enhancing of the real-estate management results,
which are directly attributable to the project and
have freed up financial resources.

The number of people sharing a desk at IBM
EMEA has increased and the average number of
employees per shared desk is currently 2.6. In ad-
dition, the density of the workforce has increased
from 180sg.m. to 170sg.m per person.

Another result in Italy following the increase
in mobile workers is the imminent quitting of two
office buildings in the Milan and Rome areas in
the current year, which will enable the company
to more flexibly manage its work spaces.

The employees. The percentage of employees
who usethiswork method hasincreased, despitethe
reduction in the overall number of staff employed
by the EMEA group. Project-related results cited
include an improvement and strengthening in the
satisfaction of people generally; a more balanced
managementof family and working life; and greater
flexibility and autonomy in the time management
of clients (on a par with the hours worked). The
employee’s decision to join the project is usually
voluntary and is discussed with their manager.
More and more people in IBM interpret this new
method of working as an opportunity.

The clients. The IBM client has experienced
concrete benefits in the form of higher satisfaction,
which derives from the greater amount of time
dedicated to them by the IBM staff; a speeding up
of the transmission times of critical information;
and the more optimal response of the organization
generally.

Nevertheless, some critical issues related to
the social and interpersonal dimension of the
work do exist, including the possible diminishing
of the sense of belonging to the work group; the
possible loss of identification with the IBM group;
the loss of social relations with colleagues; and the

resistance related to the loss of status tied to the
symbols of space.

Some difficulties also exist in terms of the
inadequacy of the tools and/or human resource
management politics, with people remaining an-
choredtothe “traditional” places of work. Situations
have arisen where the employee has complained
of a feeling of being poorly valued by their boss,
who, for their part, have reported a fear of losing
control over their own staff.

Lastly, practical hurdles have been reported
related to the need to have an “alternative work
space”, one that adequately meets needs, which is
not always available at the employee’s home, and
to have access to the use of efficacious technologi-
cal supports.

Case 2: The I.Net Tele-Working System

I.NET groupisamarket leader in business security
and business continuity services and solutions. It
offers businesses a stable and secure technologi-
cal environment through its Internet Protocol and
Business Factory networks where IP network-
based applications are provided. I.NET’s offering
is therefore focused on designing, producing and
managing solutions thatrespond flexibly, modularly
and comprehensively to the ICT requirements of
its client companies, drawing on a portfolio rich
in services, solutions and know-how. At end-2007,
I.Net had about 250 employees.
October2000saw I.Net launchits Tele-working
System, an inter-functional pilot project to help
some internal employees accommodate specific
individual work and life balance needs. The project
was coordinated by the Human Resource Dept.
and involved different line managers. However,
the project has now been closed and none of I.Net’s
employees are currently involved in the scheme.

Project Design and Implementation

The projectinvolved ten Pre-sales Engineers. I.Net
decided to focus on this organizational role only
for the pilot version, due to both the nature of the
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pre-sales work and the initial motivation of the
sample group.

In addition, the company decided that the
teleworking solutions were suitable only for those
organizational roles/employees with the following
features (based on the job level and the individual
level of evaluation): (a) possibility to control pro-
ductivity, even at a distance; (b) low level of paper
document management; (c) high level of time-
management and self-organization skills.

The project started with six workers on a
voluntary basis. The employees were enabled to
work from home two days a week. Of course, also
at 1.Net (like 1BM) technological advancement is
clearly the vehicle that makes it possible to activate
and diffuse mobile work. The possibility of always
being “connected” to the company’s offices using
technical tools, such as a personal laptop computer
and cell phone, makes it practical to work from “a
distance”.

Each teleworker was supplied with a home
ADSL connection, a company mobile phone, and
an 1.Net laptop computer.

Organizational Project Setting

The I.Net Tele-working project was designed and
managed by the Human Resource function, which
had to address a number of normative, structural
and behavioral problems.

From the normative perspective, Italian legis-
lation was a project constraint due to its rigidity,
internal articulation, and ambiguity (especially in
terms of the teleworking contract details). I.Net
addressed these problems by deciding to stipulate
a private agreement with each teleworker.

From the structural perspective, the company
encountered some problems related to the control
systems (of work contentand times). To solve these
problems, it decided to use an application system
that enabled it to code the working processes. In
addition, as mentioned earlier, it supplied the em-
ployees with the necessary technical equipment
(i.e. laptop computer; mobile phone, and ADSL
connection).
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Finally, from the behavioral perspective, the
company decided to limit flexible off-site work-
ing to only two days per week in order to prevent
feelings of isolation, a low level of corporate iden-
tification, and ensure social interaction among all
the employees.

Measuring the Results

After the first six months, the project was re-
evaluated internally in a structured way based on
internal interviews conducted by the HR depart-
ment. The evaluation aimed to measure the em-
ployee satisfaction of all the teleworkers involved
in the project, but also their bosses and some other
employeesto better understand the internal climate
around the project.

The preliminary results of the project were
favorable from all internal perspectives, leading
to the involvement of additional employees and
raising the total number of teleworkers to ten (from
the initial six).

Fromthe company’s perspective, akey criticism
was the lack of the employees’ physical presence
in the event of unforeseeable emergencies.

Case 3: The Unisys Mobile Working
Program

In 2002, Unisys launched its Mobile Program in
Italy. The program was incepted by the Italian HR
department and channeled through the company
intranet.

The e-working project was the idea of the
Director of Human Resources, who personally
promoted it to increase the Unisys employees’
possibility of reconciling their working life with
their private life.

Project Design and Implementation

The program was announced and a pilot program
launched involving 20 employees, mainly vol-
unteers, covering diverse corporate functions,
including administrative and office staff.
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The volunteers were given specific training and
an ad hoc workstation at home from which they
could also connect and work via the company’s
intranet. On average, these employees work two
days per week from home and the other three days
in the office

The program was open to all the company’s
employees (i.e. administrative staff, system
developers) on a voluntary basis, although each
volunteer had to have specific prerequisites, such
as a good level of working autonomy, good past
performance, and to have been on the payroll for
at least one year.

Unisys supplied each mobile worker with a
laptop, ahome ADSL connection, a mobile phone,
and a printer, while some were also given an ergo-
nomic office chair.

Questionnaires were handed out six months
after project launch to both the employees and
their bosses to gauge their satisfaction with the
e-working system.

The average results of that survey revealed a
high level of employee satisfaction and a medium
level of management satisfaction.

Since then the program has been hit by inertia
(meantime the HR Director also changed) and the
number of staff involved in the project was still 20
at end-2006 (although some have since left and
others have come on board).

At the start of 2007, however, the project was
given a new lease of life because of the project
implemented by the parent company; called “Ag-
ile”, this project has broad international scope and
sets common goals for all the Unisys subsidiaries:
the containing of real estate costs to 2.5% of sales.
This new momentum has spawned a number of
new initiatives for the re-launch of the Mobile
project and as incentives for the employees to get
involved.

First, the company decided to shape its own
internal model for structuring and organizing its
space to meet the new needs, setting up a Business
Centre, where anyone could book a predefined
time slot—through the corporate intranet from

wherever they may be—to use a desk and a phone
at the office. The goal is to ultimately organize all
the offices in this way with the aim of reshaping
and rationalizing the use of space.

Measuring the Results

To date, the results of the project launched in
2002 are modest, even though we clearly need to
separate the period in question into two phases:
the first between 2002 and 2006, the second from
the beginning of 2007 to the present day.

Indeed, the nature of the project has changed
considerably inthis latter phase, whenthe company
launched initiatives, also structural, to reorganize
its work methods. The second part of the project is
still in the launch phase, but has already produced
the first visible results in terms of the growth in
the number of employees enrolled in the program
in the year to date and, above all, in terms of a
new drive and orientation towards achieving the
financial performance targets set.

The company has decided not to involve the
labor unions for now, keeping the project in trial
form with the aim of proceeding in an incremental
logic so as not to trigger any internal resistance.
In its present state of evolution, it is not possible
to check results further, but the HR department
says it has received favorable signs in terms of
both the increase in the number of employees
involved and the absence of internal resistance,
along with the adaptation of the infrastructures
deemed necessary.

Among the main problems and constraints,
the most cited (from different perspectives) are:
lack of a feeling of corporate identity (from the
individual perspective) and inadequate country-
urban technical infrastructures (i.e. in terms of
connection speed and reliability). Finally, in this
case study, surprisingly, theworking culture was not
perceived as a constraint but a facilitator, thanks to
the advanced level of the Unisys technical culture
and working practices. Indeed, at the worldwide
level, Unisys had already adopted in 1996 an ef-
fective HR ERP system (i.e. PeopleSoft) that well
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supports and enhances the Agile Program output.
Further, the company intranetalso is highly devel-
oped and largely used as a managerial tool in the
organization-employee relationship.

Case 4: The British Telecom (BT)
Workstyle Project

BT is one of the world’s leading providers of com-
munication solutions and serves customers in 170
countries in Europe, the Americas and Asia Pacific.
Its core business is mainly that of networked IT
services, local, national and international telecom-
munication services, and higher-value broadband
products and services. In the UK, BT serves over
18 million business and residential customers with
more than 28 million exchange lines, as well as
providing network services to other licensed op-
erators. The group mainly operates four customer-
facing business lines: BT Retail, BT Wholesale,
and Open Reach, which operate almost entirely
within the UK and serve the consumer, business
and wholesale markets with a broad spectrum of
communication products and services; and BT
Global Services, which provides networked IT
services to meet the needs of multi-site organiza-
tions. BT Group plc is listed on the London and
New York stock exchanges.

The BT Workstyle project is one of Europe’s
most successful and largest flexible working pro-
gram. Launched 20+ years ago, the BT Workstyle
project counted 70,000 BT employees in 2006, of
whom 11,600 are contractually employed by BT to
work from home. Currently, around 50 employees
sign up for home working every week in the UK
alone.

Project Design and Implementation

BT pioneered its flexible working policies over 20
yearsagotomeetaclearbusinessneed. Thestarting
point of the project was the awareness of the fact
that the true competitive advantage of the digital
networked economy is the ability to anticipate
and respond quickly to change. BT perceived that
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the traditional 9-5 working day could not satisfy
the demands of either the business or the people
working in the new economic and social environ-
ment. The group realized that its true competitive
advantage would be created by its ability to attract
talent on a global scale and the ability of that talent
to anticipate change, the speed at which it could
respond to new opportunities, and the 24/7 avail-
ability of products and services. BT’s first official
home workers were established in 1986. Between
1986 and 1998, the group launched a series of pilot
and trial programs, introducing other forms of
flexible working such as annualized hours, time
banking, compressed hours, and the occasional
home-based working. Atend-1998, BT set a target
of 2000 home workers for the year 2000, which
it achieved in the first quarter of that year. By the
end of the year, that number had increased to 5000
home workers.

Examples of flexible and home working can
be found in every area of BT’s business, from
Systems and Solutions to Technical Design, HR,
Finance, Directories, Customer Service and many
others. Flexible working now extends to nearly
80,000 people across BT. A typical home worker
is anyone from a Senior Executive to a Personal
Assistant anywhere in its business.

Becoming a home worker is a very simple
process. Each BT employee has the option to work
from home and requires solely the approval of their
line manager. BT’s Workstyle website enables
the manager to place an order for a new contract
and authorize the purchase of equipment and/or
furniture, while the individual is responsible for
ordering their business e-mail address, stationery,
and whatever else they may need.

Organizational Project Setting
The BT Workstyle project incorporates the fol-
lowing key elements: cultural change; creation of
flexible estate; accommodation rationalization; a
flexible technology platform.

The project was introduced from top to bottom.
Senior executives were strongly encouraged to be
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early adopters in order to demonstrate manage-
ment commitment. In addition, the HR, Estate
Management and IT departments forged a close
working relationship.

Clear polices and practices were established
and publicized. Metrics such as quality of service,
productivity, staff retention, and sick leave were em-
ployed. The focus shifted from rewarding people’s
attendance to rewarding people’s contributions.

Table 1. Study sample: Initial comparison

A key focus of the internal campaign was to
celebrate those individuals who were working suc-
cessfully in a new flexible environment.

In terms of accommodation and flexible estate,
the company established several ad-hoc buildings
aroundthe world (about 170) and also remodeled the
company flagship HQ as a workstyle building.

Interms of the technology platform, BT s work-
style technology architecture provides platforms
for the ordinary flexible worker as well as for more

. No. of .
Project operative Proj Project employees requisites Technical | Organizational Main Main Project
e roject actual . - results/
origin enrolled/tot | for program support support constraints | facilitators Ny
sponsor phase metrics (levels)
(current) enrolment
Strategic aim and Business Maturity | 3000/13000 Everyone is Various, Intranet “Presence = Sponsorship. | At market level
costs reduction. Operations (IBM EMEA admitted on a | depends on | campaign. productivity” | IT culture. (legitimacy);
Dept. Southern voluntary the needs of | Appropriate culture. Intranet and | at employee level
Region). basis. the users: reward and HR systems. HR ERP (satisfaction);
IBM MOBILE Segmented. genera}ly, an peﬁormance _Social ) at company level
PROJECT ADSL Ime_, PC | evaluation interaction (rea_l estate cost-
and mobile systems. savings)
phone, Skills assessment
intranet
access.
Employee HR Dept. Maturity | Currently 0. 1. Possibility to | ADSL line, PC Rigidity of IT culture. At employee level
satisfaction /ended | Was 10/250 control and mobile legislation. Personal (satisfaction); at
Internal climate. (total). productivity; phone, Isolation. drivers company level
2. Low paper | Intranet. Controlling (geographical | (employer
document productivity. dispersion). branding).
flow; 3. Good IT emergency.
I-NET time- Infrastructure
TELEWORKIN management costs
G SYSTEMS N )
skills.
4 Voluntary
basis but only
for some org.
Roles
Employee HR Dept. and | Maturity | Max 20/400 Voluntary ADSL line, PC | HR support Infrastructure | Personal At employee level
satisfaction. Top (total) basis. Good and mobile reliability driver. (satisfaction);
Internal climate. Management level of phone (connection Internal IT at company level
working Intranet speed). system and (legitimacy with
UNISYS autonomy; Lack of culture. clients).
MOBILE good ) personal
PROJECT performance; space at
( PHASE 1) at Ieast one home (tq use
year with the as an office).
company
Cost-savings Top Start-up | Currently Voluntary ADSL line, PC | HR support plus | Infrastructure | Sponsorship Prospectively as
Management 20/250, basis and mobile office reliability IT culture for IBM.
(number is idem as phase | phone equipment and | (connection Intranet, HR
increasing) 1. Intranet. structure. speed) ERP
UNISYS expansion Lack of Business
AGILE underway; personal Center.
PROGRAM segmented. space at
(PHASE 2) home (to use
as an office)
Labor unions .
Strategic aim and Top Maturity | 70,000/431.800 | Voluntary ADSL, ISDN, Training. Cultural Sponsorship. | At market level
cost-savings Management (number basis. GPRS, 3G and | Online help constraints (at | Strategic (legitimacy);
increasing). Line manager | Wi-Fi. team. the driver. at employee level
approval Intranet. PC Public and beginning). Clear policies. | (satisfaction,
(based on an | and mobile transparent Necessary Metrics. productivity,
internal phone, practices. equipment retention..); at
\?JORKSTYLE agreement Blackberry. and work company level
between the Desk platform space. (real estate and
PROJECT : i .
employee and | with HR cost-savings);
his/her boss). | ActivCard. at social level
Fixed/mobile (lower pollution
telephony, impact, whole
working tools. CSR; diversity
politics).
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specialized staff who need to access corporate ap-
plications from home or other locations. Another
crucial factor inthe cultural change was fast access
to the BT corporate intranet.

Measuring the Results

The move toflexible working has helped BT Group
save more than 725 million of euro per annum in
property management costs alone. BT has built a
number of brand new buildings for BT employees
around the world, installing hot desks and touch-
down areas to move thousands of staff from fixed
toflexible working. Part ofthe projectalso involved
redesigning the BT Centre in Central London and
BT currently has 1,500 workstations used by up to
4000 BT staff every day.

Introducing home-based working gave BT the
opportunity todraw onabigger pool of talent, retain
workers in whom it had invested significantly in
training and development, and make hefty savings
inrecruitmentand training costs, while also reduc-
ing overheads—every fulltime home worker saves
BT approximately £6000 per year and research
has shown that these home workers are between
15 and 31 per cent more productive.

BT home workers are taking 63 per cent less
sick leave than their office-based counterparts. The
retention rate following maternity leave stands at
99 per cent compared with the UK average of 47
per cent.

Further, BT estimates that it has eliminated
the annual need for more than 300 face-to-face
meetings and the ensuing travel needs to get to
those meetings.

Onthe customer side, the BT Workstyle Project
means that BT people are more project-based and
a virtual team across many disciplines can be put
together quickly to address and solve problems.

E-WORK: ORGANIZATIONAL
OUTCOMES AND CHALLENGES

The experiences of British Telecom, IBM and,
partly, Unisys in its second phase attest to the feasi-
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bility and usefulness of the new work methods and
solutions in optimizing work space flexibility.

The projects have enabled the companies to
improve their economic health, also thanks to the
developmentofacorporateimageinlinewiththee-
businessera, improve infrastructure management,
and increase work productivity, aboveall, thanksto
the quantifiable and easily monetized cost-savings
in real-estate management. In particular, much
prominence is given internally to the optimization
of the use and management of the corporate real
estate footprint, a factor directly attributable to the
project and which has freed up financial resources.
The BT Workstyle projecthasenabled the company
and its people to become more agile and efficient
in a 24/7 market. The number of people sharing a
desk at IBM has increased and the current average
number of employees per shared desk is 2.6. Uni-
sys is also paring property management costs and
has already sublet part of the office space released
thanks to Project Agile.

Allfour companies have spurredthe percentage
of employees who use this work method, despite
the reduction inthe overall workforce. The project-
related results outlined include an overall improve-
ment and strengthening in staff satisfaction; a
more balanced management by employees of their
family and working life; and greater flexibility and
autonomy in the time-management of clients (on a
par with the hours worked). The employee’s deci-
sion to join the project is usually voluntary and is
discussed with their manager. As outlined in Table
2, we coded our results according to the evalua-
tion model of outputs, outcomes and impacts. The
IBM results are measurable as program outputs,
outcomes and impacts, although less attention is
paid to the program impacts at the beginning. The
Unisys results are measurable as program outputs,
given that these relate to the preliminary phase of
the program, although recently, in line with project
advancement, we can also factor in the program
outcomes and impacts. The BT Workstyle project
results are measurable as program outputs, out-
comes and impacts.
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On the other hand, the I.Net project had a very
different organizational impact. Although it has
since been wound up, it was a successful initiative
that raised no internal resistance, either from the
employees or the line managers, and the project
was closed purely due to the changing needs of
the employees themselves. This project can be
easily compared with the first phase of the Unisys
program.

The stated goal of both the organizations was
to signal their employee focus, which they did
successfully. However, no other more productive
goals were perceived by the company. Currently,
no employees are enrolled in the I.Net program
and only a few are countable for the first stage of
Unisysprogram. The projects, thanksto I.Net’sand
Unisys’ internal climates and employer branding
status in the job market, enabled the companies to
improve their capacity to meet the work and life
needs of their employees and reduce absenteeism.
But even more importantly from the companies’
standpoint, the projects have sent the employees
an emotional signal that makes them feel more
embedded organizationally.

The [.Net and Unisys (first phase) program re-
sultsare measurable as the program impacts, while
the emphasis on program outputs and outcomes
are not as relevant.

Table 2 outlines the rational and normative
framework of adoption and enables us to code the
I.Net and Unisys (first phase) project adoptions as

normative and the adoption framework of the other
three projects as rational.

In addition, each of these cases highlights
the existence of common critical issues related
to the social and interpersonal dimension of the
employees’ work, including potentially negative
factors, such as a diminished sense of belonging
to the work group; a loss of corporate identity;
a loss of social relations with colleagues; and
resistance related to loss of status and perceived
career difficulties. Some difficulties also emerged
in terms of the inadequacy of the tools and/or hu-
man resource management policies, with people
remaining anchored to the “traditional” places of
work. Situations have arisen where the employee
has complained of a feeling of being poorly valued
by their boss, while these latter have reported a
fear of losing control over their staff.

Ultimately, practical hurdles have beenreported
related to the need to have an “alternative work
space”, one that adequately meets needs, which is
not always available at the employee’s home, and
to have access to the use of efficacious technologi-
cal supports.

These preliminary results lead us to draw the
following conclusions;

First, the case studies confirm a substantial
coherence between the managerial discourse and
the effective situation analyzed, even though the
scenario investigated seems privileged from this
viewpoint and that even the actors describe it as
unusual, especially those in Italy when compared

Table 2. Rational vs. normative framework adoption: operationalization

IBM Mobile I.Net Unisys Mobile Unisys Agile BT Workstyle
Project Teleworking Project Program (Phase Project
Systems (Phase 1) 2)
Focus on outputs 10 5 8 9 10
Focus on outcomes 10 2 2 10 10
Focus on impacts 2 in advance 9 in advance; 8 in advance; 5 in advance 6 in advance;
10 as results. 0 as results. 1 as results. (non yet 10 as results.

measurable) as
results.

(scale: from 1 = low; to 10 = high)
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with other successful European experiences (such
as BT Workstyle). This corroborates the theory of
Abrahamson and Fairchild (1999) on the temporal
divergence, in some cases, between managerial
discourse and practice, but, on the other hand, also
helps us to better understand the dynamics that can
help or hinder the convergence of practices with
managerial discourse.

Second, IBM, BT and Unisys adopted the
ICT solutions in a rational way, with measurable
outputs on firm productivity. On the other hand,
the adoption and implementation of ICT solutions
by L.Net (and by Unisys in its first program phase)
was more normative, achieving the primary goal
of having a relevant impact on the psychological
perceptions of the employees of the reciprocity of
the contractual obligations.

These factors enable us to confirm the possible
dualrole of ICT-working solutionsandtheir positive
impact on the employees’ psychological contract,
even when the adoption is solely nominal. In fact,
the employees tend to describe e-work as an op-
portunity that meets a number of specific working
expectations, suchasits positive effects on skill and
performance levels, a better work and life balance,
the saving of travel time (and costs).

Further, the case studies lead us to suggest that
only a rational adoption can be successful and
durable in the longer term. In fact, the adoption
of non-rational solutions can translate into project
hurdles when it comes to future development (i.e.,
not during initial implementation, but more in the
longer term for large-scale programs).

Generally, however, this work method is not
at all widespread, so it is certainly appropriate to
speak of a managerial fashion that still seems to
lack a consolidated following. Nevertheless, the
implementation of these managerial practices in
the four cases in question can help us identify
several critical points related to the managerial
discourse diffusion processes and also some use-
ful guidelines.
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E-WORK: PRELIMINARY EVIDENCE
ON THE MANAGERIAL DISCOURSE

The cases analyzed and enable us to form a few
preliminary considerations on the actual transfor-
mation of labor processes in e-work practices.

First, the adoption of specific technical-man-
agementmodelsseemsto differ sharply depending
onthe company’scompetitive scenario. Companies
that operate inmore dynamicenvironments subject
to greater competitive pressure report a higher ac-
ceptance of the new management models, as the
project survey has shown. Size also seems to be a
key variable. That size isimportantis attested to by
the factthat the larger companiesare contaminated
more quickly by orare more sensitive to managerial
discourse. The poor diffusion of some logic could
therefore be explained by the smaller average size
of the Italian companies.

Second, given the distinctive characteristics of
Italian companies, the differentiated use of par-
ticular flexible work methods could be explained
by their corporate structures—closely held and
controlled—where it is difficult to find a clear-
cut separation between owners and management
and where, in any case, the adoption stimuli are
lacking.

Third, the theory on managerial fashions
suggests that the diffusion of the managerial dis-
course goes through a “theorization” process, the
goal of which is to make the adoption of specific
techniques appealing to entire organizational cat-
egories, also those which group dissimilar forms
betweenthembutwhichshare exposure tothe same
environmental stimuli. The non-homogeneous
diffusion of the techniques in question can be
explained by the weakness of that theorization
process or, alternatively and more likely, by the
difficulty Italian companies have in seeing them-
selves as similar, independently of size. Further,
still referring to the weakness of the theorization
process, we underscore the failure to identify the
tools and univocal management systems required
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to manage the updated working models (partial
theorization process). The literature supports the
flexible work forms without, however, suggesting
or prescribing new human resource management
techniques and tools to align with the new work
models (e.g., new methods of controlling and as-
sessing performance).

Fourth, the theory on managerial fashions
suggests that, in periods of expansion, the com-
panies show a greater contamination of “rational”
discourses, or those that promote job productivity
through techniques thatemphasize efficiency, while
in periods of recession it is easier to find the imple-
mentation of techniques that emphasize the regu-
latory aspects of management and that implicate
investments in the relationship between individual
and company (Barley & Kunda, 1992).

Fifth, Guillen (1993) shows how the contamina-
tion is also influenced by the degree to which the
companies are trade unionized. A higher level of
unionizationtranslates intoahigher probability that
the companieswill adopt the diffused techniques of
the managerial discourse. Inrecent years, Italy has
seen the power of the trade unions diminish and,
therefore, this variable could explain the irregular
diffusion of the techniques in question.

Sixth, the institutional context can favor or
inhibit the theorization process and in Italy neither
the legal-judicial context nor the cultural context
yet seem ready to embrace flexible solutions.

E-WORK: HOW TO IMPLEMENT
LABOR PROCESS
TRANSFORMATION

Intermsofthe cultural context, this paragraphaims
to indicate several practical guidelines, based on
the results of our case studies, to help address the
different critical issues encountered in the process
of designing and implementing flexible solutions to
facilitate the “rational and aware” diffusion of the
managerial discourse on the subject of technology
and flexible work.

Our analysis, in a longitudinal and dynamic
perspective, indicates clearly the importance of a
logical development that envisages a first phase of
(@ analysis and design; a second phase aimed at
(b) the effective introduction of the flexible forms
mediated by technology; and a third and final phase
aimed at () the monitoring and measuring of the
results achieved by the project. It is important that
all these steps are designed and planned at the
beginning of the project.

Bilateral Needs Analysis and
Definition of the Goals

The redesign of the work times and spaces assumes
the upstream production of a feasibility study that
notonly analyses the needs of both the organization
and the employees, but also defines concrete and
realistic objectives. These bases will enable the or-
ganization to introduce new forms of flexible work
capable of marrying and reconciling the diverse
needs of the company with those of the individuals
without running the risk of designing projects that
lack coherence and which are de-contextualized
fromthereal needs of the interested parties. Several
projects fail because the organizational presump-
tions about people needs.

Moreover, employees have different expecta-
tions, request and wishes, that are related with their
individual motivational structures, life-cycles,
life-styles and so on. It is necessary to understand
what people really want and to categorize them
also considering their different needs.

Those premises pave the way for another essen-
tial step, that calling for the clear definition of the
objectives to be achieved by the organization and
their levels and measurements: the lack of defined
specific and measurable goals makes it hard, if not
impossible, to embark on the project process.

As seen in our case studies, the successful
projects are those that promote voluntary member-
ship and take into account the real needs of the
employeesandtheirtrendsinthe society. More over
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clear projects objectives are defined and monitored
across the time.

Introduction of Flexible Work Forms
Mediated by Technology

The managerial techniques used for dealing with
the flexibility of the work space require the evalu-
ation and overcoming of constraints (within and
without the company) and the development of some
organizational preconditions capable of maximiz-
ing adoption and acceptance.

Inmany cases, technology is a facilitator, a tool
that enables new forms of flexible distance work,
but there are other kinds of hurdles to leap, which
are (1) structural, (2) regulatory, (3) cultural, and
even (4) psychological in nature.

Structural Constraints

Some workers need to be in direct contact with
the company’s machinery and plants, which
thus ties them to the place and time of machine
loading, operation, and control: this constraint is
typical of an industrial organization but affects a
decreasing number of workers. Other jobs involve
direct contact with the client - where this latter
physically comes to the company at set times - or
with other employees or even with colleagues who
are members of the work group. Other restrictive
factors might include information and documen-
tation centers that cannot be decentralized. So, in
theory, flexible solutions are not always a good fit
for everyone: the corporate population needs to
be segmented in line with the feasibility and the
practicability of the various and possibly graded
solutions.

That means it is necessary to design flexible
and mobile solutions according to the specificity
of the working processes.

This also applies to the cases presented here:
even though the context is certainly more technol-
ogy and service-oriented, the presence of different
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types of employees required the implementation
of different solutions.

In addition, the office layout needed to be
adapted to the needs of the mobile population as
didthe informationtechnology structures (intranet,
videoconferences, distance-working tools, virtual
domains).

Regulatory Constraints

Ontheregulatoryfront, our case studies underscore
how Italian labor legislation has long impeded the
introduction of flexibility to the space-time aspect
of the work performance, given that it has not
yet been updated to cover the new working pos-
sibilities offered by technology. For example, the
restrictions and clauses that still today obstruct the
use of part-time or distance work methods, while
provided for in the collective contracts and many
company agreements, are not currently regulated
by an organic law. Legislation on security and
safety is also still lacking in this sense. However,
the cases researched attest to the feasibility of flex-
ible solutions despite such constraints.

Cultural Constraints

A particularly critical aspect in the adoption of
flexible work forms is the popular view of the
significance of “traditional” work forms and the
values that it rewards or, to the contrary, penalizes.
In Italy, the idea of “always being present” is still
widespread, by which “presence = productivity”.
This logic is clearly antithetic to that of “working
outside the company”. Therefore, it is necessary to
communicate the same level of value and to give
status to the new forms of work, to debunk the idea
that these are residual and sub-optimal.
Thataspectisespecially clearwhenwe compare
the Italian projects with the British. It is also clear
that cultural change not only requires time, but
involves other aspects of managing the cultural
change processes, such as starting from the top,
allocating training resources, and spreading infor-
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mation to supportthe managerial decision-making
processes through the transition.

Psychological Resistances

Another factor that can impede acompany’s adop-
tion of flexible work forms - at least in the initial
phases - is the possible psychological resistance of
the employees themselves. In the cases analyzed,
diverse measures were taken toaddress the natural
resistance to change deriving from the fact that
any change in working methods necessarily and
inevitably has an impact on the daily routines of
theindividuals, triggering fear and anxiety. Com-
panies need to focus carefully on these aspects
and start by preparing a communication plan
that provides all the information and guidelines
on the new solution to be introduced into the
organization and guarantees a response to any
requests for clarification by the employees. Our
case studies also suggest that companies should
not present such solutions as compulsory, but
propose them as a choice to be made voluntarily
by the employee.

Closely connected to the subject of the con-
straintsto overcome are the organizational precon-
ditions needed to ensure the successful outcome
of the project, which therefore need to be planned
in parallel with the other project design aspects.
These comprise the corporate culture and the hu-
man resource management systems (Lengick-Hall
& Lengick-Hall, 2006).

If the corporate culture tends to penalize (per-
haps in terms of career) the flexible management
of the work time, it will be difficult to get the
employee to accept it. Therefore, flexibility needs
to be given similar value and this value needs to
be diffused throughout the company, rewarding it
wherever it is represented.

The designing of transparent human resource
management systems - thanks to which the value
of flexibility is tangibly supported - is also closely
related to this theme. Management systems are an
indispensable organizational precondition for the

adoption of flexible work forms. The existence of
anorganizational system of work processes to meet
goals, which must be accompanied by anemployee
performance appraisal system to measure the
results achieved, is an essential part of the effec-
tive project. It is necessary to switch from a logic
centered on the physical presence of the employee,
their activities and their duties in the company, to
a logic oriented to achieving results in line with
programmed yet flexible processes. This translates
into new tools, but also new management logics
that need to be transmitted across all levels of the
organization (Martin et al., 2008).

Monitoring and Measuring Results

The last step in the introduction of flexible work
forms calls for both the continuous monitoring and
the final measuring of the results achieved by the
company and the employees. Continuous monitor-
ing is a key factor in enabling the correction of any
errorsand identifying any required changes; while
the accurate measuring of the results achieved
(better if concrete, tangible, quantitative) is of sig-
nificantimportance because it enables the objective
assessment of the effects of the projectimplemented
and, above all, supports future projects of asimilar
nature, aswellasthe decision-making process. This
aspect is especially significant because it marries
qualitative measuresand indicators with other more
quantitative parameters, which also have an im-
mediately recognizable economic-financial impact
and provide apeople-climate index, suchasthe real
estate implications (as in the cases of IBM, BT and
Unisys) and the perceived satisfaction. Therefore,
it is only possible to evaluate the results when the
objectives have been accurately defined.

CONCLUSION

The projects discussed attest to the business oppor-
tunities sparked by the newtechnological solutions
in supporting work flexibility, but, more generally,
in supporting the emotional relationship (i.e. the
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psychological contract) between the employee and
the organization. E-work solutions are particularly
relevant when they come to the actual nature of
the working relationship.

The employment market currently is the object
of afar-reaching cultural revolutionthatis affecting
the work relationship. Values and principles, such
as loyalty to the company and a job for life are
gradually giving way to concepts such as employ-
ability, professionalization, and entrepreneurship.
Our case studies underscore how the cultural and
institutional environment is a crucial factor in the
success of the labor transformation processes.

The companiesexplain (andjustify) thistrendas
instrumental to the flexibility and cost-reductions
demanded by an increasingly competitive and
global scenario. However, one might assume that
all this would lead also to a change in the context
and in the forms of social interaction between the
individuals working for the company and between
the company and the employee. Indeed, in this
sense, companies are moving towards organiza-
tional forms that force them increasingly to make
a trade-off between greater flexibility and the
diminishing of the organizational commitment of
the people who work for them.

The studied cases appear to confirm the
alignment of the managerial discourse with or-
ganizational practices, although our results are
also consistent with the “time-lag” theorized by
Abrahamson & Fairchild (1999).

Ultimately, the cases enable us to pinpoint a
number of critical issues and guidelines for the de-
signand implementation of technology-based work
systems—to sustainthe contamination of practices
-such as: the dual approach (the organizational and
the employer viewpoint) during the needs-analysis
and goal-setting phases; the relevance of acoherent
organizational culture and human resource system
(i.e., especially appraisal and reward systems); the
removal of organizational structural constraints;
the management of cognitive resistances; and the
importance of the evaluationand monitoring phases
during the project processes.
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KEY TERMS

E-Work Solutions: Managerial rhetoric that
means that employee-organization relationship is
mediated by ICT. E-work could enable both spatial
and time working flexible solutions.

Managerial Discourse: What is said and writ-
ten about managerial issues.

Managerial Rhetoric: Itis part of the manage-
rial discourse and it describes managerial fashion-
able techniques as the vanguard of management
progress.

Outputs, Outcomes and Impacts: They are
three effects along with is possible to evaluate of
public policies according respectively products-
services generated, results when products reach
their target market, and finally underlying prob-
lems addressed or developed by the program in
the longer term.

Psychological Contract: It is the employee’s
expectations about his/her labor relationships
(i.e. mutual obligations, values, expectations and
aspirations) that operate over and above the formal
contract of employment.
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Chapter IV
Early User Involvement and
Participation in Employee
Self-Service Application

Deployment:
Theory and Evidence from
Four Dutch Governmental Cases

Gerwin Koopman
Syntess Software, The Netherlands

Ronald Batenburg
Utrecht University, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT

This chapter theoretically and empirically addresses the notion that user participation and involvement
is one of the important factors for IS success. Different models and studies are reviewed to define and
classify types of early end-user involvement and participation. Next, five case studies are presented of
Dutch governmental organizations (Ministries) that have recently deployed an employee self-service
application. Based on interviews with developers, project managers and users it can be showed that
the deployment success of such systems is positively related to the extent of early user involvement and
participation. In addition, it was found that expectancy management is important to keep users informed
about certain deployment decisions. In this way, employees can truly use the self-service applications
without much support from the HR-departments.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2007, the Dutch House of Representatives
asked the Dutch Government questionsabouttheir
ICT-expenditures. Concerns were raised about
how much money was wasted by governmental
ICT projects that resulted in failures. The Dutch
Court of Audit was instructed to come up with a
reporton governmental ICT projects and the pos-
sible reasons for failures. When the report (Dutch
Court Audit, 2007) was finished, it named several
difficulties that can be faced when executing ICT
projects for governmental organisations. Among
this list is the impact of the changes caused by
the implementation of the IT-system. Users cur-
rent way of working may be completely changed
by changing work processes when the system is
introduced. Users therefore need to be informed
an trained to completely benefit from the system.
Another cause for problems is the need for clear
goalsand demands. Ifthe software developer does
not receive clear demands and wishes, the actual
end-product might not be what the government
thought it would receive.

In both of the mentioned problems users
play an important role in making the system a
success. There is already a lot of agreement on
the fact that users should be involved to produce
usable software programs. It is recommended in
ISO standard 13407 to get better insights in the
requirements for a software application. Most at-
tention to user involvement s still on the usability
testing of systems, which happens on a later stage
in the development process. However, the sooner
the end-user is involved, the more efficient it is
(Noyesetal, 1996; Chatzoglou & Macaulay, 1996;
Blackburn et al, 2000).

One of the challenges in involving users in
IT developments is the time factor that plays a
very important role in governmental IT projects.
Most of the decisions to implement or develop
new Information Technology have a political
background. This means the project will have to
be delivered at the end of the current cabinet’s

term. This introduces a certain pressure for the
project to be delivered as soon as possible. This
conflicts with the idea that user involvement will
take a serious amount of extra time needed in the
development of a new system (Grudin, 1991). The
systems that have the specific attention of this
research on first sight also seem to conflict with
this additional time needed in IT projects when
involving users. Main reasons for implementing
E-HRM systems and Shared Service Centres
(SSC) are increasing efficiency and productivity
(Verheijen, 2007; Janssen & Joha, 2006). For
the current Dutch cabinet this is very important
because it wants to decrease the number of civil
servants with a number of 12,800 to achieve a
cost cutback of 630 million Euros in four years
(Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Konink-
rijksrelaties, 2007).

Another difficulty in the involvement of users
is the selection of the right groups of employees to
have participating in the project (Grudin, 1991).
This is especially true for most governmental or-
ganisations, because they employ a large amount
of civil servants. As the applications that are the
subject of the research are mainly aimed at self-
service these are all potential end-users. This is
a very diverse group and it can be considered a
challenge to make the right selection of users from
this total population.

In this paper we address the question which
methods are currently used within the Dutch
governmental institutions to involve end-users
when deploying employee self-service applica-
tions. We also investigate the relationship between
end-user participation and involvement and the
success of such e-HRM applications. Four Dutch
governmental organizations (Ministries) are
investigated that have implementing employee
self-service applications (i.e. e-HRM), which
offers the possibility to compare the different
developmentapproaches that are followed. Semi-
structured and topic interviews were held with
stakeholders within the Ministries to explore
which methods are already used to involve users
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in the process of deployment. Their experiences
are described and reflected upon at the closing
section of the paper.

THEORY

A Review on the Role of User
Participation

DelLone & McLean (2003) evaluated empirical
testing and validation of their original D&M
IS Success Model (DeLone & McLean, 1992)
by other researchers and developed an updated
IS Success Model. An adaptation of this model
is depicted in Figure 1. It is based on the three
different levels of communication that were al-
ready defined by Shannon & Weaver (1949). The
technical level is concerned with the physical
information output of a system, and evaluated on
accuracy and efficiency. The semantic level deals
with the meaning of the output of a system, and
specifically with how well the output conveys
the intended meaning. The effectiveness level or
influence level (Mason, 1978) concerns the effect
of the information on the receiver.

The top layer of the model contains three dif-
ferent quality dimensions. The two dimensions
at the left hand side of this layer are similar as in
the original D&M model (DeLone & McLean,

Figure 1. Adapted from D&M (Updated) IS suc-
cess model (DeLone & McLean, 2003)

Semantic level Technical level

System Quality Service Quality

Effectiveness leval

Use >

EVEe:

Effectivenass laval
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Intention to use
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1992). Terms to measure information quality were
accuracy, timeliness, completeness, relevance
and consistency. This concept and the terms
thus measure success on the semantic level. For
system quality these terms were ease-of-use,
functionality, reliability, flexibility, data quality,
portability, integration and performance. These
measures are related tot the technical success
level. The concept of service quality was added,
because of the changing role or IS organisations,
they more and more deliver services instead of
only products.

The use concept in the model measures suc-
cess on the effectiveness level. It is considered an
importantindicator for systemsuccess, especially
when it is “informed and effective” (DeLone &
McLean, 2003). There are however some difficul-
tiesintheinterpretation of the conceptuse. Ithasa
lot of different aspects, for instance voluntariness
and effectiveness. It therefore received critique
in research of the original model. One example
is that use is not a success variable in the case of
mandatory systems. DeLone & McLean (2003)
argue however, that no use is “totally mandatory”
and that mandatory systems will be discontin-
ued if they do not deliver the expected results.
The differences are thus on the different levels:
mandatory to use for employees, but voluntarily
to terminate for management. Nevertheless, to
overcome some of the difficulties, in the updated
model a distinction is made between intention to
use (attitude) and use (behaviour).

User satisfaction is considered a useful
measure in evaluating the success of informa-
tion systems (Ives, Olson, & Baroudi, 1983). In
most cases this subjective judgment by users is
considered to be more user practical, because of
the difficulties in measuring the success of IS
objectively (Saarinen, 1996; Lin & Shao, 2000).
The net benefits concept is regarded as a set of
IS impact measures, for instance work group im-
pacts and organisational impacts. More specific
measures are for instance quality of work, job
performance and quality of work environment.
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To reduce the complexity of the model these are
all grouped together, and which impact will be
chosen will depend on the information system
that is evaluated. These two concepts (user satis-
faction and net benefits) measure success on the
effectiveness level.

Lin & Shao (2000) investigated the relationship
between user participation and system success.
They found asignificant relationship between both
concepts, butwarnthatthe contextshould be taken
into account. Both user participation and system
success can be directly and indirectly influenced
by other factors. Based on the outcomes of their
data analysis they also suggest that “getting users
involved inthe development process may improve
their attitudes toward the system and enhance the
importance and relevance users perceive aboutthe
system”. Other findings were the positive influence
of user attitudes on user involvement and the fact
that users are asked more to participate when the
complexity of systems increases.

In a survey of 200 production managers
Baroudi et al, (1986) found positive correlations
between user involvement and user information
satisfaction and system usage. User involvement
inthis case was conceptualised asactivitiesduring
the development that enabled the users to influence
the development. Although, this is more towards
user participation, it does not completely distinct
the behaviour and psychological concepts. Inter-
viewing users and developers from 151 projects,
McKeen & Guimaraes (1997) found a positive and
significantrelationship between user participation
and user satisfaction. They also noted that projects
concerning systems or tasks with ahigh complex-
ity called for more user participation.

To positively influence the success of new
software applications, developers often turn to
user involvement. According to Kujala (2003)
user involvement can be seen as a general term
and refers to Damodaran (1996) who suggests a
continuum from informative to consultative to
participative. However, some researchers suggest
a difference between user involvement and user

participation. User participation will then be the
“assignments, activities, and behaviors that users
ortheirrepresentatives performduring the systems
development process” (Barki & Hartwick, 1989).
Userinvolvement can be regarded as “asubjective
psychological state reflecting the importance and
personal relevance that a user attaches to a given
system” (Barki & Hartwick, 1989). McKeenetal,
(1994) intheir research on contingency factorsalso
describe the development of the division of these
two concepts. The refined model is even further
extended, in that user the relationship between
user participation and system success is influenced
by other moderating variables like the degree of
influence, attitude, communication and type of
involvement. Inthisstudy therefore the distinction
between the two concepts user participation and
user involvement will also be used.

Several researchers do not only recognize the
link between user participation and system suc-
cess, but even stress the importance of involving
end-usersinthe development of software. Kensing
& Blomberg (1998) state the participation of end-
users is “seen as one of the preconditions for good
design” (see also Shapiro, 2005). The workers have
the information about the working environment
and organisation, which designers logically do not
always possess. Combining the domain knowledge
of the workers and the technical knowledge of
the designers is considered a foundation for the
development of a useful application (Kensing &
Blomberg, 1998).

Reviewing several studies on user involvement
Damodaran (1996) identified anumber of benefits
of participating end-users:

. More accurate user requirements: Nu-
merous problems or defects in software
applications can be traced back to poorly
capturing requirements at the beginning of
the development process (Borland, 2006).
Pekkola et al. (2006) also argue one of the
reasons for information system development
projects to fail are incomplete requirements.
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In their studies they found user participation
usefulingathering “credible, trustworthy and
realistic descriptionsof requirements”. Inturn
these accurate user requirements resultinan
improved system quality (Kujala, 2003).
Avoidance of unnecessary or unusable
costly system features: Two of the usability
guidelines given by Nielsen (1993) are “De-
signers are not users” and “Less is more”.
Designers might think of certain features
to incorporate in the application without
consulting end-users. Functionalities that
are completely logical for developers, might
be completely incomprehensible for users.
This might result in users having to spent
too much time on learning how to use these
functionalities or even not using them.
Designers might also have the tendency of
incorporating too many options to satisfy
‘every’ end-user. Besides the fact that users
might never know of these options and use
them, they can also work contra productive
by overwhelming to users. A lot of time and
effort for developing these features can be
saved by participating end-users.
Improved levels of system acceptance:
The levels of system acceptance can be in
positively influenced by user involvement in
several ways. Among the list Ives & Olsen
(1984) have found in other literature are for
instance the development of development of
realistic expectations about the information
system (Gibson, 1977). Also decreasing
user resistance against the new system and
actually creatingcommitment for itare other
results of user participation (Lucas, 1974).
Cherry & Macredie (1999) state participa-
tory design as a means to overcome the
acceptability problems systems might en-
counter without the participation of users.
Better understanding of the system by the
user: Logically duringthe participation users
will learn about the system by experiencing

the development (Lucas, 1974). This famil-
iarisationalso leadstotheincreaseinchances
users will come up with suggestions during
the development, because they will feel more
confident (Robey & Farrow, 1982). In the end
this greater understanding should lead to a
more effective use of the application.

. Increased participation in decision-
making within the organisation: Clement
& Van den Besselaar (1993) point to the fact
that participation is notonly restricted to the
design of an I T-system. The application will
probably change the way tasks are executed,
thus affecting the entire organisation and by
participating employees have the possibility
to influence this (Robey & Farrow, 1982). It
might thus not be restricted to the design of
the application, but also to other decision-
making processes within the organisation.

Although involving users is considered to be
useful, it also introduces a number of difficulties.
Firstly,alargeamount of auser’s knowledge about
the process or task the software application will
have to support has become tacit (Wood, 1997).
It might therefore be hard to get information
from these users about the way they work. An
example of this was also visible at the Ministry
of the Interior. Developers built a certain func-
tionality based on the description of how a task
was executed by employees without an applica-
tion. After implementation however, it became
clear in the former way of working an extra file
was created by users to keep track of the status
of the tasks at hand. Since this was not formally
part of the process, they forgot to mention this
to the developers. It was thus not incorporated
in the new application, while this would have
been relatively easy to realise. To overcome this
kind of problems it is possible to perform field
studies, which have the advantage that users do
not have to articulate their needs (Kujala, 2003).
Other researchers also suggest the use of (paper)
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prototypes to counter the difficulties users might
have in articulating their needs (Pekkol aet al,
2006; Nielsen, 1993).

Users can also be reluctant to have developers
observing them while they work (Butler, 1996).
They might express concerns about justifying the
time they would have to spent with the design
team or disturbing their co-workers. Solutions
to this problem are getting commitment from
management (Grudin, 1991) and having sessions
in separate rooms so no colleagues would have
to feel bothered. Besides these problems Butler
(1996) mentions the fact that these sessions are
considered to consume a lot of time, as well in
planning them, as in executing them. Several
researchers also point out the fact that involving
users most of the time delivers a large amount of
raw data that is difficult to analyse and to use in
decision making (Brown, 1996; Rowley, 1996).
This will make projects where users participate
more time-consuming and thus something devel-
opment teams want to cut back on. Grudin (1991)
also noted the judgement of developers that user
involvementwould take too much time. However,
as already stated, allocating more time upfront
will result in a faster cycle time for software
developers (Blackburn et al, 2000).

Some members of the design team might
simply not have the abilities needed to commu-
nicate efficiently with users (Grudin, 1991). They
might find it difficult to understand the work
situations of users or miss the empathy needed
when communicating with users that do not pos-
sess the computer skills they have themselves.
As a solution to the problematic communication
between users and developers, mediators could
be brought into action (Pekkola, Niina, & Pasi,
2006). They can act as a bridge between both
groups, translating the different concepts from
one group to the other. Mock-ups and prototypes
from the design team are for instance discussed
with users, while user input and feedback is given
to the design team. Developers can then focus on

the design and implementation of the application
instead of having to spent time and effort on user
participation methods.

Achallenge thatoccursevenbefore all of these
mentioned is the selection of user representatives
and obtaining accesstothem (Grudin, 1991). Even
when a application is developed specifically for
one organisation, developers might fear the risk
of missing acertainuser(group) intheir selection.
A possible solution is to define a few personas
based on intended users. A persona is defined as
“an archetype of a user that is given a name and
a face, and it is carefully described in terms of
needs, goals and tasks” (Blomquist & Arvola,
2002). This can be useful in organisations that
have large groups of users, which makes it tricky
to randomly take a small selection out of the total
group. Subsequently getting hold of the “selected’
end-users might also pose some difficulties.
There might be several barriers like information
managers acting as user representatives, but who
do not resemble the actual end-user. Also the
physical distance between developers and users
might create problems. One of the solutions is to;
if possible, have the development team working
on location of the customer. This way easy access
to users is possible (planned or ad hoc).

Early Involvement and Participation
of Users

Thereasons of having user participationare clearly
visible, but when should end-users engaged in the
development process? Several researchers sug-
gests that users should be involved early in the
process. For instance, if users are used as sources
inthe requirements capturing process, the number
of iterations are less than if they are not (Chatzo-
glou & Macaulay, 1996). Also capturing usability
problems early in the process is very rewarding.
Mantei & Teorey (1988) estimate that correcting
problems early in the development process cost
three times less than correcting them later on.
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Nielsen (1993) also supports the involvement of
users justafter the start of the design phase. Regu-
lar meetings between users and designers could
for instance prevent a mismatch the users’ actual
task and the developers’ model of the task.

In comparing software development firms
Blackburn et al. (2000) found that the ones that
were considered to have a faster cycle time, were
the ones that spent more time on for instance get-
ting customer requirements at the early stages of
the project. In their follow-up interviews of their
quantitative data analysis, managers mentioned
thatmuchtime in projects is consumed by rework.
To reduce this time it is important to capture the
needs of the users early in the development, so
before the actual programming has started. In
the end this will actually improve the speed and
productivity of the software developer.

Damodaran (1996) underlines the justification
of early user involvement by pointing to one of
the principles of a number of social design ap-
proaches. That s, organisations will just postpone
the detection of problems if there is no effective
user involvement. Again, problemsthat have to be
solved later on in the development, or even after
implementation, will result in higher costs.

User participation can take on a number of
forms in the development of a software product.
Kujala (2003) suggests four main approaches are
detectible, whichare user-centred design, partici-
patory design, ethnography and contextual design.
Since involving end-users from the beginning of
the projectis considered very beneficiary, the focus
will be onthose approaches and methods that take
place early in the development process.

Gould & Lewis (1985) in their research on
user-centred design recommend the early focus
on users and direct contact between development
teamand end-users. Thisimplies doing interviews
and discussions with end-users, even before any
design has been made. Also people should be
observed when performing tasks, as well in the
present situation as with prototypes that are de-
veloped during the project. Also the design should
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be iterative, this could for instance be realised by
using prototypes that can be reviewed by users.

Participatory design is considered to be a de-
sign philosophy instead of amethodology (Cherry
& Macredie, 1999). It is not prescriptive and
therefore the set of techniques that could be used
should be considered open-ended. The approach
does have some identifiable principles however,
firstly it aims at the production of information
systems that improve the work environment.
Secondly, users should be actively involved at
each stage of the development and finally the
development should be under constant review
(iterative design). Cherry & Macredie (1999) also
mention four important techniques, cooperative
prototyping being the main technique. The other
techniques are brainstorming, workshops and
organisational gaming.

Ethnography consists of observing and de-
scribing the activities of a group, in an attempt
to understand these activities (Littlejohn, 2002).
In the design of information systems it is defined
as developing “a thorough understanding of cur-
rent work practices as a basis for the design of
computer support” (Simonsen & Kensing, 1997).
Thereason for thisisthe occurrence of differences
in what users say they do, and what they actually
do (Nielsen, 1993). The approach is descriptive of
nature, is from a member’s point-of-view, takes
place in natural settings and behaviours should
be explained from their context (Blomberg et al,
1993). A typical method of ethnography is ob-
serving end-users while they perform their daily
work. This can be done following them in their
work, so designers being present at the office, or
recording the tasks on video and then analysing
this footage later on.

Similar to ethnography is contextual design.
It goal is to help a cross-functional team to agree
on what users need and design a system for them
(Beyer & Holtzblatt, 1999). The approach focuses
onthe improvement of the currentway of working
within an organisation. It thus is not only limited
to the design of a system, but also incorporates
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Table 1. POTENTIAL early participation methods

Method

Approach (Kujala, 2003)

Observation |

User-centred Design / Ethnography

Interviews

User-centred Design

Discussion |

User-centred Design

Prototyping

User-centred Design / Participatory Design / Contextual Design

Brainstorming |

Participatory Design

Workshops

Participatory Design

Organisational gaming |

Participatory Design

Video analysis

Ethnography

Contextual Inquiry |

Contextual Design

redesigning the work processes. Users are the
main source for data to support decisions on what
developments should take place. Specific meth-
ods to obtain information from users are (paper)
prototyping and contextual inquiry. The latter
method is a combination of observing users and
interviewing them at the same moment (Beyer &
Holtzblatt, 1999).

Co-development, ethnographic methods and
contextual inquiry are participatory methods
that are located early in the development cycle
(Muller, 2001). Most of the approaches actually
span the entire development. Table 1 summarises
this section and lists the techniques that could be
used in the early stages of the development.

THE CASE: EMPLOYEE
SELF-SERVICE APPLICATIONS

As stated in the previous section the type of
system and the contextual environment are im-
portant factors to keep in mind when measuring
IS success. In this paper we focus on Employee
Self-Service (ESS) systems that represent one
of the fast developing trends in the domain of
e-HRM (Strohmeier, 2007; Ruél et al, 2004).
This type of systems is specifically relevant for
this study as it directly relates to the issue of user

participation, as it aims to empower employees
within organizations.

ESS is defined by Konradt et al. (2006) as
“corporate web portal that enables managers and
employees to view, create and maintain relevant
personnel information”. Konradt et al. also iden-
tify four different basis channel functions the
ESS can support:

. informing employees aboutrules and regula-
tions

. providing interaction the access to personal
information

. supporting transactions, like applications
for leave

. delivering for instance payslips or training
videos

All of the above tasks are normally done by
the organisations’ HR departments. Fister Gale
(2003), in her study on three successful ESS
implementations, describes reducing the work-
load of these personnel departments is a major
reason for implementation. For instance, chang-
ing personal information of employees in often
several databases normally had to be done by HR
employees. This can now be done by employees
themselves by filling in web based forms, resulting
in (real-time) updates of the databases of the HR
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systems. The web based nature of the ESS also
offer the possibility to significantly decrease the
paperwork that needsto be handled. However, the
benefits are not only on the organisations’ side,
employees also profit from the implementation
of ESS. They have instant access to information
and the effort needed for certain transactions,
like expense claims, is reduced. Managers also
benefit from the up-to-date information and easy
access to for instance reports, resulting in a better
overview over their resources.

ESS and User Satisfaction

Konradt et al. (2006) used the well-known
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM; Davis,
1989) to describe the influences of a systems’
usefulness and ease of use on user satisfaction
and system use. The research model they used in
their investigation is depicted in Figure 2. Ease of
use related positively to user satisfaction, as well
as to usefulness. Usefulness in turn positively
influenced both system use and user satisfaction.

Figure 2. User participation and application success

4"\

.
40}

S (EL)

=

(V]

5 (70)

= ) [ D2 ]

s

E

< |

| User Participation

>

64

A final relationship was described between user
satisfaction and system use.

A number of implications were drawn from
these findings to ensure the success of an ESS
implementation. The suggestion that system ac-
ceptance is mainly determined by the usefulness
of the system and its ease of use, implies that
enough attention should be paid to these factors.
Informing and involving employees during the
development is advised to influence the ease of
use and usefulness of the application. It should be
clear to employees why it is beneficiary to them to
use the ESS, toensure system acceptance. Ifusers
do not accept the system, the workload reduction
for HR department will not be realised. Instead
of the normal workload, HR employees will be
flooded with help requests by users who do not
understand the system or even are reluctant to
work with it.

Data and Methods

To determine in what ways users are involved
or enabled to participate in the development of

Legend

El Emplaza (earlier versions)

E2 Emplaza 4.3

D1 PeopleSoft (Ministry of Defense, earlier versions)
D2 Peoplesoft (Ministry of Defense)

PD HR-Portal (P-Direkt)

P1 P-Loket (Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports)
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software applications, interviews were held at
four Dutch ministries. The cases are described
below.

Emplaza at the Ministry of the Interior
and Kingdom Relationships

The person interviewed representing the Min-
istry of the Interior and Kingdom Relationships
is the project leader Self-Service / Emplaza. The
application is called Emplaza, a combination of
the words Employability and Plaza.

Thisself-service humanresourcesapplication
is used by approximately 5,500 civil servants
within the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom
Relationships. The application is also used by the
Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality
and the Ministry of Economic Affairs, resulting
in a total number of about 17,000 users. The
software supports up to twenty HR-processes, for
instance applying for leave or filing an appraisal
conversation. The application is actually a sort of
web application and functions as layer over the
actual administrative IT-system. It is built and
managed by an external party.

Atthetime of the interview anew release of the
application (version 4.3) was under development.
This will be the base for this case description.
Since the application is not entirely new some of
the reactions of the users can be expected based
on experiences from the previous releases. These
experiences also influenced the way in which
new releases or features are developed. This time
however, the release has taken more than a year
to develop because of some important differences
with previous situations. First of all the builders
were new to the project and therefore the advan-
tage of having worked together (as with previous
releases) was lost. Second, release 4.3 can be
considered larger and more extended in words of
number of functionalities. As a result testing the
application a considerable amount of extra time
was needed to testthis version. Finally, the change
inorganizational structure with the introduction of

P-Direkt (see next section) also took some time to
get used to. P-Direkt for instance now takes care
of communication between the external builder
and the user group of the Ministry.

For the development of the new releases key-
users or super-users were selected to participate.
These civil servants have a lot of knowledge
about the process the application is supposed
to support. By interviewing them they current
way the process is executed is determined. A
next step was to establish which forms should
be available to support task within the process.
After that the next task was to find out how the
forms and workflow should look like in Emplaza.
When agreement was found on these issues the
Functional Designs were created by the software
developer. Before theactual programmingstarted,
a number of applications that supported similar
HR-processes were investigated. Findings from
this analysis formed the starting point of how this
should be realized in the Emplaza application.

The key-users are thus very involved in the
business rules that need to be implemented in the
system. Other aspects they are asked to judge,
are the look-and-feel of the user interface and
the performance of the application. To do this
they have to use test-scripts that will force them
throughevery step and part of the new functional-
ity so they will be able to comment on all the new
developments. Members of the HR self-service
project team also test the application by looking
at it from the viewpoint of a ‘new’ user. They
specifically pay attention to the help texts that are
created for the end-users to guide them through
certain tasks.

A number of criteria were used in selecting
employees to participate in the development of
the new release. Participants had to have a lot of
knowledge and experience in the field concerning
the process at hand. Furthermore, they had to be
available to cooperate, i.e. they had to be freed
from their normal tasks. Finally, they also had
to be able to think constructively about the new
functionality. Most of the time it had become clear
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in earlier sessions whether or not people met this
latter criterion. For testing the application manag-
ers are asked to cooperate, they are selected on
their position within the organization and thus
all have a different role in the HR-process that is
going to be implemented in the system. It is tried
to have two ‘camps’: those who are sceptical of
ICT and those who feel positive about ICT.

End-users are actually involved just when
the new release has gone ‘live’ i.e. has gone into
production. Complaints and issues that come up
during the use of the application are gathered
and reviewed. These form the foundation for
the change proposals that are discussed on a in-
terdepartmental level. During these discussions
decisions are taken on which changes really need
to be implemented. If end-users are involved ear-
lier after all, most of them come from the central
apparatus of the Ministry. The reason for this is
that they are located close to the test location.
They are chosen as randomly as possible, so no
real criteria are used to select participants. This
way the development group hopes to get “fresh’
insights about the application.

P-Direkt to be Used Throughout
Several Dutch Ministries

In July 2003 the Dutch cabinet chose to start the
establishment of a Shared Service Centre (SSC)
called P-Direkt. Thisshould be aHuman Resource
Management SSC for Personnel registration and
Salary administration. Although the project had
some major problems, it is now still in progress
with the same main goal. It should lead to a more
efficient HR-column of the government (Ministry
of Internal Affairs, 2006). Two identified condi-
tions to reach this goal are joining administrative
HR-tasks and the implementation of digital self-
service. The latter of these recognised conditions
makes P-Direkt an interesting subject to examine
and see how user involvement or participation are
applied in this project.
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The respondent for this interview is the Test
manager at P-Direkt and is responsible for the
Functional Acceptation Tests and User Accep-
tation Tests of the HR-Portal that is currently
developed. This self-service HR-portal should
eventually be used throughout the entire govern-
ment. In contrast to the Emplaza 4.3 release this is
anentirely newapplication. Itis builtusing mostly
standard functionalities of SAP but, if necessary,
customization is also applied.

In the process of developing the self-service
application users are involved in different ways
andatdifferentstages. Right fromthe startseveral
workgroups are formed. These consist of civil
servants from several ministries that in the end
will use the application. The members of these
groups could be considered end-users, as they
willeventually use the application in theirnormal
work. However, they have a lot of knowledge
about the HR-processes the application should
support. These workgroupsare full-time dedicated
in the development of the application for a longer
period of time. One workgroup for instance has
been involved from the start in simplifying and
standardizing the HR-processes within the Dutch
Government. After twenty-four processes had
been defined they formed the basis to build the
technical system that should support them. The
workgroups were then involved in incorporating
the right business rules within this system. An
example of sucharuleis calculating the maximum
compensation that should be granted in different
situations.

At the final part of building the application a
number of end-users are asked to test the applica-
tion. This group of end-users do have knowledge
about the processes that should be supported, how-
everthey were notearlier involved in the develop-
ment of theapplication. The involved departments
are asked to send one or two employees to take
part in the User Acceptation Tests. Per session
seven to ten participants are asked to complete
the scenarios that are designed to guide them
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through a certain task. These tasks, for instance
filing an expense claim, are subdivided in different
steps. This way users cannot only comment on
the application in general but also notate findings
about specific steps in the process. In this way the
scenarios also contribute to being able to easily
group commentsabout certainsteps inthe process
or specific parts from all the different test users.
These grouped and summarized comments and
findings are then discussed by P-Direkt and the
builder of the application. During these discus-
sions it is decided which findings need fixes and
those are then builtwithintwo to three days. After
thata new test session is held to examine whether
or not the problems were sufficiently solved.

P-Loket at the Ministry of Health,
Welfare and Sport

The Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport uses
an application which is very similar to Emplaza.
Itis called P-Loket and was also developed for the
Ministry of Social Affairs & Employmentand the
General Intelligence & Security Service, because
they use the same payroll application. P-Loket is
aweb application, and functions as a layer on top
of this payroll application (PersonnelView, or P-
View). This situation is thus very comparable to
the one at the Ministry of the Interior.

P-Loketisatotally new developedapplication,
which can be used by employees to support them
in (personnel) tasks like for instance the filing
of a request for leave. In June 2007 around 12
different forms are supported by the application,
which can be used by approximately 2,250 civil
servants. These numbers should grow to about
18 forms and 5,000 employees by January 2008.
The formsand processes that should be supported
were chosen based on the outcomes of the stan-
dardisationworkgroup of the P-Direkt project. The
P-Direkt projectisalso the reason that after the 18
forms are finished no further developments will
be done. The P-Direkt application will eventually
substitute P-Loket.

From the start of the development of the ap-
plication (in 2006) it was already clear P-Direkt
would be the governmental HR self-service ap-
plication. However, for reasons of more rapidly
realisable efficiency benefits and to get used to
self-service applications, it was decided to still
startthe development of P-Loket. The first quarter
of 2006 was used as preparation and to come up
with a plan of how to approach the project. The
second quarter of the year was used to prepare for
the building, make a process design and setting
up authorisations. By the end of June the actual
creation of the application could start.

Building the application was done by an
external software company that also created the
P-View application. P-Loket was also atotally new
developed application forthem. However, P-View
and P-Loket are quite similar web applications,
which had some advantages. The links for instance
that had to be available, were already more or less
present and thus had not to be created completely
from scratch. They had one developer working
full-time on the project.

Employees of the Ministry were involved in
several ways during the development. The project
group that was formed at the start consisted of hr-
employees, members of the audit service and two
employees of the Information & Communication
department. The latter two were experts on web
(applications) and usability. Both these experts
had the task to look at the application from a user
perspective. The usability expert for instance
discussed a number of prototypes (on screen)
with the builder. By asking questions like “what
will happen if a user clicks this button?” issues
could already be addressed before anything was
programmed. Apart from the experts the project
group membersdid notattend tothe User Interface
of the application. Their focal point was on the
business rules that should be implemented.

Next to the fact that users were represented in
the project group, other civil servants were asked
to cooperate in an usability test. This test was
carried out by a third party and the main reason
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wasto resolve usability issues the software builder
and the usability expert from the project could not
agree on. The test was carried out with one test
person and a guide in one room, observers were
in another room to take notes and film the session
withacamera. Inselecting employees to take part
inthistest, the projectgroup tried to have abalance
in computer skills, male/female ratio and office/
field staff ratio. To find eight participants, contact
persons were asked if they knew employees that
fitted the necessary characteristics.

Another way to involve end-users was to have
sessions with managers to discuss the functional-
ity that supports performance review conversa-
tions with them. Per session the application was
demonstrated to three to twelve managers. It
took roughly five weeks to complete the sessions
with two hundred and fifty managers. Managers
couldimmediately deliver feedback in the form of
questions or remarks during the demonstration.
Although this way of involving end-users took
considerable time and effort, it was considered
to be very useful and contributing to the accep-
tance of the application. One of the strengths of
having different sessions was that certain issues
came up in numerous occasions. This made it
easier to establish the importance of a problem
or request. The issues from the different sessions
were combined and for each issue the urgency
was determined. Subsequently the impact of
solutions for these issues was discussed with
software developer.

Alsothe factthatthe project group was located
in the same offices as end-users that were not in
the project group offered the possibility to ask
these colleagues for their opinions in an informal
ad hoc way. The project group gratefully made
use of this opportunity during the development
of P-Loket.

PeopleSoft/HR at the Ministry Of
Defence

The Ministry of Defence started implementing
self-service on HR-processes in 2004, but with-
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out involving end-users. As a result the users
started having wrong interpretations about the
application. Therefore the Ministry started with
improving the self-service parts of the applica-
tion in 2006. The application is based on the
PeopleSoft HR-system and the first processes to
be supported were looking into personal data,
filing requests for leave and filing requests for
foreign official tours. Approximately 80,000 users
make use of the software, of which about 65,000
are permanent staff of the Ministry. Besides this
large group of users another point of consideration
is the sometimes disrupted relationship with the
formal superior. This is due to frequent shifts
within the organisation, for instance staff being
posted abroad for military operations. As a result
the application should offer the possibility to
delegate certain tasks to other superiors, planners
and/or secretaries.

It took about one and a half years from the
beginning of the project until the improved ap-
plication went live. As a start it was determined
which people and processes should be supported.
Subsequently the possibilities of the (then) current
application were investigated. There were three
important points of departure:

. Outcomes of using should be visible to the
user

. Employees use the application in good faith
(“the user does nothing wrong™)

. No training should be necessary to use the
application.

The main idea behind this is that the devel-
opment should not only be seen as supporting a
processes by an application, but also supporting
users in their actions when using the application.
Usability research was done by someone from
outside the Ministry who had no knowledge of
HR-processes or PeopleSoft. This person asked
the civil servants how the current application was
used. Some consultancy was done by external
parties, but it felt most of the work was done by
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the internal organisation to come up with the
advises and reports.

Besides the usability research, users were also
involved in other ways. Employees with reason-
able knowledge and skills about IT were asked
to name functional gaps in how the support of
certain processes. Next to that case studies were
done by randomly asking people in the organisa-
tion to perform tasks with the application. They
only got a short introduction of the task and
the reassurance they could do nothing wrong.
So nothing about how the application worked
was explained. After this users were observed
completing the tasks, while they were invited to
think-aloud. The moments when users hesitated
or were in doubt, were explained as moments in
the process the application should offer help. The
outcomes of this test were thus:

. Information on how the application was
used

*  Whether or not concepts and descriptions
were interpreted as intended

. Functional problems

Insights in perceptions on what has happened
by performing this task (“what will be the next
steps in the organisation?”)

These outcomes findings were incorporated
in the improved version of the software. It would
be valuable to perform such a test again now the
build is complete, however at the moment there
is no time available to do this.

Demands for support and help options are not
the same for every user, for instance because of
the mentioned differences in IT-skills. One of the
tools for help within the PeopleSoft application
is the “See, Try, Know, Do” principle. Users can
first look at a demonstration (see) before trying
it themselves in a simulation mode (try). A next
step is then to take a test to check if they under-
stand everything (know), before finally actually
performing the task with the application (do).

Users can use one or more of these functions to
support them in the use of the software.

In choosing people for the tests information
managers were asked if they could point out em-
ployees that met certain criteria. One criterion for
instance was whether or notthey were very skilled
in using IT. Although there were some criteria,
no standard profiles were used to categorise us-
ers in groups. To confront these users with the
improved application, during the development,
prototypes were used.

Cross-Case Comparison Analysis

The four case studies presented in the preceding
sections have several things in common. First
of all, they are of course all developments for a
governmental organisation. Secondly, they clearly
all support self-service on Human Resource pro-
cesses. Thirdly, they all serve a large number of
users, the HR self-service applications have a
range from 5,000 to 80,000. The fourth parallel
is that in all cases external organisations were

Table 2. Used methods to involve end-users

Prototypes Testing Use-research

Emplaza at
the Ministry
of the
Interior And X
Kingdom
Relation-
ships

P-Direkt

to be used
throughout
several
Dutch Min-
istries

P-Loket at
the Ministry
Of Health, X X
Welfare and
Sport

PeopleSoft/
HR at the
Ministry Of
Defence
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hired to assist in the development, although in the
case of the Ministry of Defence this was mostly
limited to advisory reports.

The previous sections also show that users are
involved or are able to participate in the develop-
mentof I T-systemsinthe Dutch government. Table
2 depicts the different ways users participated in
the different cases that were discussed.

It is clearly visible that users get most atten-
tion during the test phase of the development. In
all of the discussed applications end-users have
participated in one or more tests during the de-
velopment. Logically, this testing found place in
later phases, however in three cases prototypes
were used to be able to show users (parts of) the
application earlier in the process of development.
Non-expert end-users that participated from the
start of the projects were visible in two cases
(P-Loket at the Ministry Of Health Welfare and
Sport and PeopleSoft/HR at the Ministry Of De-
fence). Most of the users that were engaged from
the start had expert knowledge on the processes
that were computerised by the implementation
of the application.

Of particular interest is how the participation
of end-users might have influenced the success
of the applications in question. Figure 3 has the
differentapplications fromthe interviews depicted
in a diagram that scores them on success (y-axis)
and user participation (x-axis). Their position on
both axes is based on the interviews, but is of
course subjectively determined. It is not meant to
imply that any of the applications is ‘better’ than
the others. The concept of ‘application success’
is seen from the viewpoint of each organisation
and is based on:

. Time and effort needed for development
(relative to the amount of features)

*  Number of problems encountered during
tests and implementation

. Satisfaction with the end-product

. Contribution to increase in efficiency of the
supported tasks
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As a final step to complete the four case
studies among the Dutch Ministries, additional
information about the (perceived) success of the
ESS-applications was collected. This was con-
ducted through one short personal e-mail sent to
the interviewees, containing six system quality
criteria for which an answer on a 5point scale
was requested:

. The number of problems reported by users
in the user (acceptation) tests (ranging from
1 being “very few” to 5 being “seriously
many”)

. The amount of rework needed after testing
(ranging from 1 being “very little” to 5 being
“very much”)

. Current satisfaction with the application
by end-users (ranging from 1 being “very
dissatisfied” to 5 being “very satisfied”)

. The amount of questions that reached the
helpdesk shortly after implementation
(ranging from 1 being “very few” to 5 being
“seriously many”)

. Contribution of the application to the in-
crease in satisfaction (ranging from 1 being
“very little” to 5 being “very much”)

. The overall success of the application (rang-
ing from 1 being “very low” to 5 being “very
high™)

Table 3 shows the answers of the respondents
that were queried for four different Ministries/
cases.

Based onthese additional data, the actual rela-
tion between early user involvement, satisfaction
and application success can be estimated for the
four cases under investigation. Before we do so,
some remarks beforehand.

First, it should e noted that for Emplaza
both the latest version (4.3) and earlier versions
were investigated (E1). During the interviews it
became clear that in earlier versions a lot more
user participation was applied. The short com-
munication lines resulting from the programming
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Table 3. Scores by respondents to extra questions

Emplaza at the
Ministry of the
Interior and Kingdom
Relationships

PeopleSoft/HR at the
Ministry Of Defence

P-Loket at the
Ministry Of Health,
Welfare and Sport

P-Direkt to be used
throughout several
Dutch Ministries

1 Reported problems after test 5

2

2 Amount of rework needed

1

3 Current satisfaction level

n/a

n/a

5 Contribution to efficiency

n/a

5
4
4 Questions at helpdesk 2
4
3

6 Overall success

NN WD |w

Al IN

n/a

team working on the same location as users,
made sure users could be frequently consulted.
Atthe deployment of Emplaza4.3 end-users were
involved, but not at all before a working product
was developed. A number of problems arose in
the development and testing of the 4.3 version.
Some functionalities could for instance not be
implemented on time, because tests by key users
revealed to many hick-ups. User satisfaction with
the functionalities that could be implemented on
time however, was considered to be reasonable
high. Also, it would not be fair to let the low
score on participation of end-users to be the only
reason for the low score on application success.
There were numerous other problems mentioned
that contributed to the difficult development of
Emplaza 4.3, as described in section 3.2.1. Before
these problems are solved however, earlier ver-
sions can be considered relatively more successful
than the latest one.

Secondly, it needs to be considered that the
PeopleSoft/HR application also has earlier ver-
sions as ESS within the Ministry of Defence. In
the use of the initial version users encountered
too many problems. So, the second version was
developed to be an improvement of the first
version. A lot more attention for usability went
hand in hand with the increasing possibilities
for users to participate in the development. A lot
of problems were therefore found, resulting in

quite a lot of rework. Although not all difficul-
ties for users could be solved the second version
was considered to be superior to its predecessor.
This thus shows in participation, so the second
version is placed more to the right of the graph.
However, the success positioning is not as high
as might be expected with regard to the amount
of user participation. This mainly has to do with
the low scores on contribution to efficiency and
the overall success rating of the application by
the respondent.

Thirdly, it appeared that the P-Direkt appli-
cation to be used by several Ministries, is hard
to compare with regard to its success as Table 3
indicates. For questions 1 and 2, the scores by the
respondent were given 2 and 1 respectively. The
currentapplicationisstill only partly implemented
and used by two departments, while the goal is to
use it at all government departments. Therefore
questions 3 to 6 are not applicable in this case.

Fourth and final, we need to clarify how we
quantified user participation in order to score the
four cases on this dimension and plot it against
their application successes. We judged that the
Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports demon-
strated relatively the most time and effort spent
on user participation. For instance all managers
were approached by demo sessions and invited
to comment on the application. Although the
different approaches used are less than with the
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Ministry of Defence, the relative amount of time
spent is considered to be more, so the P-Loket
application is considered to score higher on user
participation than the second ESS-version at the
Ministry of Defence. Besidesthe delay in the start
of the project, not a lot of problems arose during
the development of the application. Also most of
the problems users experienced with the applica-
tion were caught in the different tests during the
development. The amount of rework to be done,
was therefore considered ‘much’, but it could be
done early in the development. Since the applica-
tion introduced self-service, it contributed a lot
to the efficiency of the organisation. From the
interviews it became clear that users participated
less in the cases of Emplaza 4.3 and the first ver-
sion of the Ministry of Defence, therefore the are
ordered at the lower end of this dimension.
Giventheseremarks, the user participation and
applicationscores forthe different cases are plotted
inFigure 3, recognizing that for two casesactually
two measurements in time are included.
Without claiming to have precise measure-
ments and quantifications, Figure 3 clearly con-

Figure 3. User participation and application success
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firms that user participation is positively related
to (perceived) application success. This is sup-
ported by both cross-sectional comparing the four
cases, as well as comparing the two Emplaza and
PeopleSoft/HR cases over time. The implications
of this hypothesized and convincing result are
discussed in next closing section.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

This paper departed from an analysis of current
literature on information system success, user
satisfaction and user involvement. A number of
researcheswere found thatdescribed what factors
influenced the success of information systems.
From the DeLone & McLean IS Success Model
the concepts of system quality, (intention to) use
and user satisfaction were found to be important
influential factors. Other findings mentioned the
influence of perceived usefulness and perceived
ease of use onuser satisfaction and intentionto use.
Subsequently these concepts could be influenced
by the involvement of users in the development

Legend

El Emplaza {earlier versions)

E2 Emplaza 4.3

D1 PeopleSoft {Ministry of Defense, earlier versions)
D2 Peoplesoft (Ministry of Defense)

PD HR-Portal (P-Direkt)

P1 P-Loket [Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports)
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process of new software applications. Nextto this
a distinction between the concepts of involve-
ment and participation was suggested. Several
findings of positive relationships between user
participation, involvement and system success
were presented. Inthe endthe literature study was
combined into a conceptual model. This model
visualised the mentioned links between anumber
of concepts of the DeLone & McLean’s IS Suc-
cess Model, the Technology Acceptance Model
and User Involvement & Participation.

The case studies portrayed are based on inter-
views with civil servants employed at different
governmental organisations. One of the outcomes
wasalistof currently used user participation meth-
ods. In line with the findings from the literature
study respondents also argued that users should
be involved early, however, not too early because
itwould delay the development process too much.
The challenges faced with involving users also
did not deviate from the literature section.

Investigating the cases points also to the posi-
tive effect of user participation onthe success of an
application. Projects that have users participating
in the development seem to be more successful
than the ones that show less user participation.
The only clearly visible exception is the case
of the Ministry of Defence. It might be hard to
compare the success of the different applications,
however the differences between versions of ap-
plications are obvious (Emplazaand the Ministry
of Defence).

Besides this confirmation of the positive results
of user participation, also anumber of lessons can
be learned when studying these cases. A number
of hints and points of attention were even explic-
itly mentioned by the respondents with regard to
user participation. A number of important hints
are listed below:

. User participation requires time and a
goodschedule: Itisimportantto think about
the consequences of participating end-users.
Input from users will need gathered and put

in order, this takes time. Subsequently the
results need to be analysed to for instance
decide which requirements should be in-
corporated in the design or which findings
should be solved. Using MOSCOW-lists, it
ispossibletorank requirements and sugges-
tions in “must have”, “should have”, “could
have” and “would have” items. To ensure
the project stays on schedule, itis necessary
to set deadlines when decisions need to be
made, otherwise endless discussions might
arise and requirements will keep changing.
Also concerning scheduling is to make sure
end-user are brought after some basic ideas
are already thought of by the development
team.

Try to find motivated end-users and have
something to show them: In choosing us-
ers to have participating in the project, try
to find the ones that will be motivated to
constructively think aboutthe application. It
might not be an easy task to do this in such
large organisations, but the network of the
project group or managers could be asked
to produce a list of possible participators.
To enable this set of end-users to come up
with useful suggestions, it is wise to visua-
lise parts of the application already. People
will find it difficult to supply ideas without
somethingthey cansee, evenasimple mock-
up will be fine to start a discussion.

Keep in mind the overall process that
needs to be supported or automated: The
development of the self-service application
itself is not the main goal of the project.
There is a process or task that needs to be
automated or supported. When designing,
developing and testing always keep in mind
this process or task. For instance observe
users when executing a task to find out what
other processes might be linked to this task.
Or, when testing, ask the test person about
his or her perceptions on what has happened
and what the next step in the process will
be.
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. Development team on location: Having
the development team close to end-users,
for instance on location, shortens the com-
munication lines. This enables more fre-
quent consultation between end-users and
programmers concerning for instance un-
certainties aboutrequirements or justasking
user’s opinions on what has been developed
thus far. Being able to follow the progress
more easily will also positively influence
the involvement of end-users.

. Expectancy management: Make suretotell
participating users what will be done with
their input and why. Not all of their sugges-
tions and problems might be implemented
orsolved. Inensuring they maintain willing
to cooperate it is important to communicate
why certain decisions have been made and
why some of their input is not visible in the
developed application.

Anumber of additional lessons were mentioned
by the respondents. It was mentioned to keep in
mind employees should be able to use the self-ser-
vice applications without too much support from
the HR-departments. Otherwise itwould only bea
shift of the workload for the HR-department from
HR-tasks to supporting users with the use of the
application. In that case the organisations would
not show the targeted improvements in efficiency.
A third important aspect to take into account is
the distinct decision process organisations like the
Ministry have. This was a confirmation of one of
the points in the report of The Netherlands Court
of Audit. The decision process includes fairly a
lot of people, takes considerable time and can be
politically oriented.
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KEY TERMS

Application Deployment: The adoption,
implementation and usage of an information
system or IT application within the context of a
organization

Employee Self-Service: Corporate web
portal that enables managers and employees to
view, create and maintain relevant personnel
information

Shared Service Centres (SSC): Newly cre-
ated organization units, mostly implemented
in large organizations to centralize supportive
activities as administration, facilities, HR and
IT-services

Semi-Structured (topic) Interviews: Case
study method to collect qualitative and/or intan-
gible databy questioning pre-selected respondents
in a non-conditional, informal setting.

User Participation: Assignments, activities,
and behaviors that users or their representa-
tives perform during the systems development
process

User Involvement: A subjective psychologi-
cal state reflecting the importance and personal
relevance that a user attaches to a given system

User Satisfaction: Subjective judgment of the
information system by the user. Used asameasure
for the success of an information system
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ABSTRACT

Inorganizations, researchers as well as professionals have generally observed insufficient use of computer
technologies when compared to their expected outcomes before their implementation (Bowers, 1995).
Reiterating in detail Orlikowski’s theoretical propositions, the authors try to impart a clear theoretical
status and to identify how transformation of the « artifact » can eventually transform uses. Using a lon-
gitudinal case study describing uses of a HR Intranet in an aeronautical firm, the authors want to show
that: computer technology conception integrating user s needs, which scientific literature usually calls
« user centered » conception, allows use development. However, data gathered in the interviews allows
stating that this kind of conception achieved to develop uses only because it was in a strong interaction
with corporate policy.
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INTRODUCTION

In organizations, researchers as well as profes-
sionals have generally observed insufficient use
of computer technologies when compared to
their expected outcomes before their implemen-
tation (Bowers, 1995). This phenomenon can
be explained through the characteristics of the
individuals using them: some have a negative
perception of technology, others fear the conse-
quences on their own activity or on their influence
within the organization (Markus, 1983; Marakas,
& Hornik, 1996). Even if these criteria must not
be minimized, the scope of this phenomenon
constrainsresearchersto identify complimentary
explanations.

In this reflection, the conceptual framework
proposed by Wanda Orlikowski (2000) emerges
as being clearly fundamental. This author offers
a coherent and structured conceptual framework
that allows analysis of the reasons that conduct
an actor to develop a particular use « style » for
a specific technology. She especially insists on
creative user capacities by showing that uses of
a given technology can be very different.

Reiterating in detail her theoretical propo-
sitions, our article develops her work on two
points. First, even though her theory allows for it,
Orlikowski does not develop concrete examples
showing how use evolves. We propose an ex-
ample. Then, by highlighting user’s creativity, she
seems to minimize the influence of the graphic
interface (what is seen on the screen) in the uses.
By naming it « artifact »—a term, which comes
from Orlikowski (Orlikowski, 2000)—our article
tries to impart a clear theoretical status and to
identify how transformation of the « artifact »
can eventually transform uses.

Using a longitudinal case study describing
uses of a HR Intranet in an aeronautical firm, this
exploratory research allows usto see that computer
technology conception integrating user’s needs,
which scientific literature usually calls « user

centered » conception, (Beyer& Holzblatt, 1998),
allows use development. But data gathered in the
interviews allows stating that this kind of concep-
tion achieved to develop uses only because it was
inastrong interaction with corporate policy. After
a literature review centered on Orlikowski paper
(2000), we will present our research design then
detail main results of our exploratory research.

COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY USE
LITERATURE REVIEW

In the computer technology research field the
question of use occupies a paradoxical position.
This question seems to have always been at the
heart of conceptors preoccupations and still, lit-
erature offers fewtheories allowing to understand
and to anticipate development of use in concrete
company situations. On this level, Orlikowski’s
contribution (2000) is particularly motivating.
After presenting it in detail we will continue by
developing two areas that she explored less: tech-
nology use evolution and the role of the graphic
interface (artifact) within this evolution.

Concrete Use are Relatively Absent
in Research Analysis

In the area of computer technology research, the
question of use occupies a paradoxical status.
On one hand, the question has been the object
of diversified and in-depth investigations. For
example, the « Human Computer Interaction »
(HCI) approach has focused on use since its goal
is to improve the « usability» of technologies
(Ruta, 2005). That isto say ergonomical technolo-
gies that demand minimal user learning in order
to be used. In a more cooperative development
logic, the Computer Supported Cooperative Work
(CSCW) approach has also focused on use of IT
solutions (Greif, 1988).

But, even if those literatures have placed the
uses at the very centre of their reflection, they
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talk finally very little of «real» uses for their
technologies. Indeed, the uses analyzed are more
often those of the designers themselves—who
test their tools in an attempt to improve them—
or those of specific users, often placed outside
their classical work conditions, put in the specific
position of «testers» of a technology. Indeed, if
scientific works and prototypes proliferate in
those communities, the successful implantations
of software remain rarer (Grudin, 1988; Markus
& Connolly, 1990; Olson & Teasley, 1996). This
fact makesthe analysis of uses more delicate since
it is known that the users positioned in a role of
«C0-designers» do not have the same behaviour
as the «real» users and these test situations (even
reconstructed or within the context of an experi-
ment) are rather different to real use situations
(Bardini & Horvath, 1995; Woolgar, 1991).

A New IT Structuration Perspective:
Beyond Appropriation Towards
Enactment

According to these considerations, we would like
to focus on the major contribution of Orlikowski
(2000). This author is one of the first to question
and to place companies’ employees’ practices in
the center of her reflexion as well as offering a
theoretical framework to analyze them.

By revisiting the theory of structuration
proposed by Giddens (1984) Orlikowski aims
at branching out distinctively from the “social
constructivism” approach (Mac Kenzie & Wajc-
man, 1985; Bijker & Alii, 1987; Woolgar, 1991;
Bijker & Law, 1992).

According to her, in this approach research-
ers focus too much on technology conception
methods. That led them to overestimate the role
of conceptors. In particular, those works lay on
a hypothesis which she felt unfounded: inventors
could integrate a framework so structured into
technology that users had only two choices, either
adopt or reject it..
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Orlikowski criticizes this hypothesis. She
shows that a same technology can be used in ex-
tremely different ways. This furnishes the proof
that technology does not embody structure.

Inher IT structuration perspective, Orlikowski
affirms that the concept of appropriation is too
limited because its position is related to the struc-
ture that was embodied into the technology by
the conceptors. So, for this author, in relation to
a specific technology, users demonstrate a much
greater creativity than “social constructivists”
admit. That shows two things :

. Firstly, it is impossible to say that a technol-
ogy is « stabilized », it can, however, be said
that a technology is « stabilized-for-now »
(Schryer, 1993) ;

. Secondly, the user’s creativity is not in rela-
tionto the structure butin relation to numer-
ous factors, which must be identified.

To accentuate these two elements, Orlikowski
suggests replacing the termappropriation by « en-
actment », which she takes from Weick (1969), in
order to designate the real use that actors make
of a specific technology.

This conceptual shift allows Orlikowski to
take distance with the « social constructivism »
approach. However, she needs to propose a cor-
responding theory. The main question is to iden-
tify the factors, that explain why the enactment
happens the way it does is needed. Orlikowski
considers that when technology is used in re-
current social interactions, it corresponds to a
« technology-in-practice » : an intangible shape,
which intervenes in ongoing practices, through
facilities, norms and interpretive schemes. Each
type of « technology-in-practice » therefore
shapes specific facilities, norms, and interpretive
schemeswhichinturntransformthe “technology-
in-practice” that individuals enact.

Orlikowski (2000), considers “technology-
in-practice” as structure she can then mobilize
the theoretical framework of structuration to
analyze it.
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Figure 1. Enactment of technology-in-practice Orlikowski (Orlikowski, 2000, p.410)

______________

________________

Technology-in-Practice

e.g., hardware,

Facilities Norms
e. g., protocols,
software etiquette

Interpretive Schemes
e.g., assumpltions,
knowledge

Ongoing, Situated Use of Technology

The structure « technology-in-practice » is
in itself influenced by the other structures in the
organization (hierarchy relations, remuneration/
incentive system, etc.)

All these structures and the interactions
between structures are instantiated in recurrent
social practice that employees maintain with the
other members of the organization,

And the structures contribute in formalizing
the facilities, norms, and interpretive schemes
that shape their social interactions...

Therefore a detailed analysis of the different
structures can explain a specific « technology-in-
practice » that exists in the social environment
of a individual and can be analyzed concretely
through the facilities, norms and interpretive
schemes by which the structures are instantiated
in practice.

This IT structuration perspective developed
by Orlikowski lead us to ask two questions: the
first one concerns enactment transformation and
the second one focuses on the role of the artifact
in this transformation.

What Kind of Evolution for This
Enactment?

In her article, Orlikowski (2000) clearly suggests
continuing “the development of concepts that
address the role of emergence and improvisation
in technology” (p.411). Her propositions allow a
better analysis of how improvisation can emerge.
She also takes into consideration the fact that uses
not only emerge: “users always have the potential
to change their habits of use” (p.411). She even
lists factors explaining the transformations: a
change in the technology such as “deliberately
modifying the properties of technology and thus
how usersinteractwithit” (p.411), achange due to
experience (“users become more knowledgeable
about using theirtechnology” (p.412), or achange
in their activity “they have changed jobs and now
need to use technology differently”(p.412).

These changes can be deliberate as well as be
produced by inadvertence. Because « technology-
in-practice » isastructure, Orlikowski (2000) even
adds that a change in structure will « change the
facilities, norms and interpretive schemes used
in their use of the technology » (p.412).
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The case studies presented in this article are
limited, however, they show how use emerges.
It seems interesting to us to extend Orlikowski’s
reflexion by presenting a case study that describes
how uses are transformed and not only how they
emerge.

Over and above this first result, analysis will
allow us to go more into depth in understanding
certain use transformation mechanisms, which
are merely evoked in Orlikowski’s paper.

What Exact Theorical Status for the
“Technology as Artifact”?

It seems that the very strong innovative side of
Orlikowski’s article (2000) has widened the gap
between pre-existing literature and her own posi-
tion. Particularly, it seems that her desire to show
that users enact use that were not embodied into
technology by their conceptors has led herto under
estimate their role in technology construction.
More exactly, her article is ambiguous on this
point. Firstly, she clearly states that conceptors do
not embody structure into the technology they
produce (Orlikowski, 2000, p.406) but later, she
nevertheless, givesthem certainrecognitionwhen
she writes, « when people use a technology, they
draw on the properties comprising the techno-
logical artifact—those provided by its constitu-
ent materiality, those inscribed by the designers,
and those added on by users through previous
interactions... » (p.410). She even conceptualizes
this dimension when she states that technology
has two aspects: « technology-in-practice » and
« technology as artifact » (p.408). It still seems
that she uses this difference to show that tech-
nology uses cannot be limited to analysis of its
technological characteristics alone (p.409) and
they must, necessarily, be linked to the actor’s
« technologies-in-practice ». This distinction al-
lows for a true analytical breakthrough but there
seems to be a crucial question still unanswered.
Uses cannot be deduct from « technology as ar-
tifact » but it remains to be decided: Does « tech-
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nology as artifact » play a role in enactment or
not? Particularly, within the scope of our article,
we will show how artifact transformation can be
considered as a factor allowing for an enactment
transformation.

On this question, Orlikowski’s arguments
leave us thinking that she accords a very limited
role, almost null, to « technology as artifact » in
use development. In her case studies she never
actually makes a direct link between evolving
enactment and « technology as artifact ». On
the other hand, she links them systematically, to
different forms of « technology-in practice ». As
we have highlighted above, she has somewhat
acknowledged the role of conceptor embodied
technology characteristics. Citing some of her
earlier work (Orlikowski and Gash, 1994), she
also mentions that training and communication
related to technology’s functions could help de-
velop uses. Finally, even if she does not mobilize
them directly in her reflexion, her case studies
start with a presentation of Lotus notes technical
functions (Orlikowski, 2000, table 1, p.414). Inher
article, technology as artifact seems necessary
in understanding enactment but it is not directly
implicated in the analysis. An aim of our article
is to offer several precisions on the status technol-
ogy artifact could have in enactment analysis as
drawn up by Orlikowski.

RESEARCH DESIGN

After describing how our research offers to ex-
tend Orlikowski’s reflexion, we will present our
methodology and detail our main results.

Technology as Artifact, User
Centered Conception and Corporate
Strategy

We have observed above that certain ambiguities
in Orlikowski’s presentation could be explained by
the fact that she must position herselfinrelation to
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adominant approach, that of “social constructiv-
ism”. It seems to us that the ambiguities may also
come from the way Orlikowski distributes the roles
between conceptors and technology end-users. In
fact, even if the text is not perfectly clear on this
point, the reader could get the feeling that on one
side there are technology conceptors and on the
other people who use it. So, theoretical references
exist which allow us to affirm that conception and
use do not make-up two distinct phases in the
technology life cycle and it is therefore, unjusti-
fied to oppose them (Akrich, 1998).

Based on this observation, more and more
research conclude that a new type of « user
centered » conception is necessary. Conceptors
must take into consideration use when they create
a new version to increase « user friendliness »,
responsiveness and therefore, user satisfaction.
« User centered » conception first emerged in the
Human Computer Interaction (HCI) community
where conceptors goal isto create amore coherent
link between a « new » tool and pre-existing user
habits (Norman, 1988). Participative conceptionis
asupplementary step in the intention to integrate
users in the conception process from the very
start (Darses, 2004). In fact, with this method,
designersactually integrate users into conceptors
teams (Cardon, 1997), instead of « representing »
their needs through questionnaire statistics, situ-
ational work cases, films of user activities or use
scenarios, etc. (Pascal, 2007). Inthis case, the us-
ers goal is to diagnose the problems encountered
during use and to analyze videos of themselves
using the prototype, etc. with the help of the re-
searcher. Designers then, try to conceive a hew
prototype versionthat incorporates these remarks
and reduces challengesencountered (Brun-Cottan
& Wall, 1995).

Keeping in line with Orlikowski’s approach,
this type of conception could first avoid the main
designer’serrors. But, then, itcould help usto give
amore active role to artifact in use development.
To analyze this situation completely it seems im-
portant to us, to stay in astrict « structurationist »

framework, that is to clearly state that this « user
centered » conception can favorize certain uses
but that it can not lead users from a limited to a
strategic use by itself, for example. To understand
the role that this type of conception could eventu-
ally play in use transformation it seems essential
toresituateitinrelationto corporatestructureand
in relation to the dominant management style.

In fact, a reproach that can be made to this
type of conceptionisto be too focused onthe user.
To develop technology use, conception must be
based on more than just what the users want. For
it, artifact modifications must answer user wishes
as well as organizational strategic orientations.
A use that represents a strong user demand but
would be strictly opposite a firm’s strategic aim
seems generally unlikely to emerge. (Detchessa-
hart & Journé, 2007). Some authors have already
highlighted the importance of Top management’s
implicationonuses (Deltour, 2004). Bhattacherjee
(21998) underlines « organizational sponsoring »
as being a major facilitator in corporate IT intro-
duction. He explains it as management’s effort to
promote resource allocation and technology as
added value within the organization.

Using the case study below, we will attempt to
test the hypothesis, that a user-centered concep-
tion allows technology enactment transforma-
tion, when it is embedded into global corporate
strategy.

Research Methodology

The research presented here is exploratory. Phe-
nomena we will study are poorly known. Their
boundaries and logics are uncertain. Therefore,
the single case study seems to be the most ad-
equate research method (Yin, 1994). Among
data we collected in different firms', uses of an
HR intranet in an acronautical firm (called Aero)
seem the most appropriate to develop insight.
After presenting the firm and its intranet (2.2.1),
we will describe the population we have selected
for analysis (2.2.2).

83



User Centered Design, Coherent with Global Corporate Strategy, Encourage Development

Aero and its HR Intranet

Aero belongs to an international group in the
Aeronautical and Space sector. In Europe, Aero
has more than 12,000 employees. It is leader in
High Tech apparatus construction. The group’s
activitiesoccupy the complete supplier to customer
process and range from R&D right through to
specific hands-on training sessions for end us-
ers, including manufacturing (from raw materi-
als), assembly lines, sales, delivery, after sales
service, etc.

In 2000, a HR decision is taken to improve the
management - employee communication policy.
One of the actions was to develop a HR intranet
offering access to all the employees from the
firm’s web site. Guiderdoni studied the use and
social dynamics of this intranet from within the
firm’s communication department for four years
from 2001 to 2005.

Two distinct phases can be identified in the
intranet implementation. From 2000 to 2003,
HR communication and information strategy is
developed. Aero’s HR director decides to grant
the means and the tools necessary to manage and
to control the diffusion and the quality of HR in-
formation. He creates an internal communication
department under HR direction and implements
simultaneous person-to-person actions as well
as creating the “Corporate Intranet” (Kalika,
Guillou & Laval, 2002) a HR intranet accessible
to all the employees and offering, due to large
diffusion, general HR information. From 2003,
a new HR director reinforces the HR communi-
cation and information strategy. This translates
into reinforcing the HR intranet team in quantity
and in technical competencies. The “Corporate
Intranet” then migrates towards a “Specialized
HR Intranet” (Kalika, Guilloux & Laval, 2002)
offering much more targeted HR information.

The aim of this article is to understand how
and why the intranet was transformed this way
and if that transformation affects the way certain
employees use the tool.
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Sample Population Description

To analyze use transformation, longitudinal re-
search was necessary (King, Keohane & Verba,
1994). Data collection took place between 2001
and 2005. During this whole period, we used data
triangulationand saturation (Miles & Huberman,
1994) by mobilizing different research methods:
documentary analysis (in particular corporate
archives), semi-directive interviews and partici-
pating HR intranet project observation.

We also administered two opinion surveys
on the use of this intranet. The first phase of
interviews took place in 2001. Three employee
groups were identified: department managers or
equivalent, level 1 (a department has about 200
people), sub-department managers or equivalent,
level 2 (management of about 50 people) and team
leaders, level 3 (management of about 10 people).
53 semi-structured interviews were conducted.
The second phase of interviews took place in 2005
and there were 13 interviews. Only actors who
were identified during the first phase as having
specific uses (positive or negative) were targeted,
the objective was to verify if the uses had been
transformed.

With regard to this study, we have benefited
by the use of coding techniques and derived 9
code labels from the interview tapes and have
spread the data between these different themes.
Throughout the coding analysis stage, the author
made a number of changes to the list of codes; the
coding stage was a interactive process through
which patterns from the interviews emerged
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Initially, first-level
coding was carried out as a data reduction tech-
nigque summarising large segments of data, and
finally pattern coding was employed as a way
of identifying core themes across the interviews
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).

The above sample shows that data on use was
gathered all the way up the hierarchy. Neverthe-
less, in this article, we cannot present all our re-
sults. We have chosento focus on one actor, the one
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for whom the eventual transformation of use best
allows to complete Orlikowski’s (2000) thought :
the Assembly Line Manager.

In 2001, we identified this actor’s dominant
intranet use as a « limited use ». We identified the
« facilities », the « norms » and the « interpretive
schemes » he used to enact this “technology-in-
practice” in his daily activity. We interviewed
4 Assembly Line Managers again in 2005 and
analyzed the case of those with whom the HR
intranet use was transformed. We were then able
to identify their new « facilities », « norms » and
« interpretive schemes » but we especially asked
them to explain the reasons for this transforma-
tion. Their account shows that the 2001 opinion
survey allowed user demands to emerge. On this
basis, conceptors of Intranet developed a second
version better adapted to user expectations (« user
centered » conception phenomenon).

Butthat data highlightthe factthat this concep-
tion mode is not solely responsible for strongly
increasing intranet use. In fact, users underlined
several timesthatthisnew HR intranet conception
is pertinent because it allows a major corporate
strategic axe to be implemented. Top manage-
ment demands department chiefs to become real
«managers » (this goes beyond intranet, itself). It
seems, therefore, that it is the efficient combina-
tion of « user centered » conception and general
corporate strategy, which allowed use transforma-
tion for certain Assembly Line Managers.

RESULTS

After positioning the Assembly Line Managers
in the organization, we’ll use Orlikowski’s con-
cepts (2000) to describe the way they used the
HR intranet in 2001. After replace use within the
overall corporate policy, we will describe how
certain uses were recuperated by conceptors and
integrated into the new 2003 Intranet version.
Finally we will detail Assembly Line Manager’s
uses of the new 2005 HR Intranet.

Assembly Line Managers, « Very
Managers », Less « Corporate » HR
Intranet Users

The Assembly Line Manager’ssurvey conductsus
toenteradifferentworld: the world of production,
precisely industrial workshops and manufactur-
ing lines (airplanes, helicopters, etc.). In « his »
world, « his » workshop, the line manager is
«master » Corporate management has little hold
on this world. The line manager is generally a
charismatic leader, a man of action with a strong
personality, respected for his integrity, an excel-
lent technician with a human dimension capable
of making « fair » decisions.

Nevertheless, he is under the pressure of high
productionrates. Respecting final assembly dates
push him to be very demanding (overtime, Sun-
days, etc.) of the different teams he manages. The
work rhythm is so intense that the border between
private and professional life is often over stepped.
This leader must be extremely close to his « guys »
in order to achieve objectives.

« We are also top management’s representatives
in the shop, so it’s our job to maintain a positive
social atmosphere, that means we have to be on
the field constantly, so the guys are happy to come
to work every day. It’s also a sensitive position,
because you must be attentive: if a worker is not
right or upset, you have to go and see him quickly.
Talking with him, you understand that his child
is sick or his wife left him ... so, that’s when you
have to take the time and support him. You have
to maintain direct contact ». (William)

He is considered as the guarantor of team spirit
that can be found in the sectors used to working
with permanent urgencies?. This leader manages
an average of more than 200 workers. Generally
he works his way up through the ranks. Because
of that, he usually holds the technicity of the
product close to his heart.
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How does this type of person consider the HR
intranet? He spontaneously states: « | feel more at
home in the workshop than behind a computer »
(William). In 2001, the survey results are therefore
not very surprising: use of the HR intranet is rare
orinexistent. Thetool is seen as « awaste of time »
because « we can get the information elsewhere »
(Jean). Orlikowski’s concepts of (facilities, norms
et interpretive schemes) allow to better describe
this « limited use ».

By limiting facilities analysis to the sole HR
intranet artifact, we can observe it is of a « cor-
porate » type: the same space is accessible to all
the employees, whatever their hierarchy level.
The HR information is very general. It cannot
satisfy specific demands of line managers (bonus
management, salary increases, etc.). Concerning
behavioral « norms », production rate pressure
makes them favorize face to face or telephone
communication systematically (William, Jean,
Jesus). This behavior is also possible in the HR
field because there is a decentralized HR manager
in each workshop. The line manager has quick
contact (which corresponds to his work rhythm)
withthat person onatargeted subject (corresponds
to his needs). The HR intranet is, therefore, rarely

Figure 2. Assembly line bosses use HR intranet
in 2001

| Just in time production

l Strong charisma

Face to face relationship
Limited-Use HR Intranet

in practice relationship
Facilities Norms Interpretive
Face to face or Face to face schemes
telephone information « Computers are
request for secretaries »

¢

Assembly Line Bosses use HR intranet minimally,
sporadically and rarely
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used because it is contrary to these exchange
modes. Finally, in terms of interpretive schemes,
a computer is associated to secretarial tasks by
these actors. We can see here a supplementary
reason for limited use of the intranet by this
population.

Using Orlikowski’s (2000) conceptual schema
shown in Figure 2, we can describe the line man-
ager’s « limited uses ».

A « User Centered » HR Intranet
Re-Conception Coherent with Global
Corporate Strategy

The team in charge of the HR intranet requested
that 53 interviews to be administered to collect
users opinions. Criticisms listed below are poten-
tial improvements for second version conception
of the system. In fact, it can be deducted that if
managers found information on the intranet cor-
responding to their real needs and that if they
found strategic information that they could not
find « elsewhere » theiruse could increase. During
these interviews, they also added an element that
we had not yet evocated : they would like to find
more tools to manage team member’s competen-
cies, careers, etc.

These wishes expressed by the users were
globally taken into account by the conceptors of
the second version. In the latest version there is
no longer a global platform for all the employees.
There are now three distinct and independent
portals: one for employees, one for managers and
one dedicated to Human resources. The first plat-
form is still open to all employees and continues
to contain general HR information.

On the other hand, the second platform,
reserved for managers, answers the questions
expressed by line managers directly. This space
contains the HR tools they requested, specificand
adapted HR information and strategic information
they should not be able to obtain through other
channels (telephone, informal discussions, etc.),
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informations about corporate projects, strategic
evolution, etc. Reporting of regular round table
discussions betweenthe CEO and a few managers
can also be found here. This information offers
a strategic dimension that the first version did
absolutely not have. As we mentioned above,
it’s possible to consider that in 2003 the firm
evolved from a « corporate » HR intranet to a
« specialized HR intranet » in order to satisfy
user expectations.

The intranet artifact reforming seems to have
been positive because several line managers we
interviewed in 2005 stated they used intranet
more at that time than they had before. They did,
however, systematically link their increased use of
the system to a global transformation of general
corporate policy. Infact, in 2003 awhole newteam
of general managers (CEO, HRD, etc.) moved into
the firm. The line managers, along with all the
others, received at that time, an order to change
their management styles. Communicationaround
management was « omni-present in the firm, they
lay itonusinevery meeting thatwe have » (Gilles).
Even if certain managers can criticize the new
management’s latest trend, most of them are not
chocked by the obvious will for change. In fact,
the firm’s management had not waited for 2003
to start evolving and finally, the arrival of a new
team is often perceived as intensifying existing
and relatively legitimate policies.

The precisions on this context are important
because they allow to gain perspective about, on
one hand, uses developed by certain people, use
that stays unchanged for the majority and hence,
the interest but the limits of « user centered »
conception. Indeed, the line managers, who
use intranet more in the second version, do so
undoubtedly, because the « user centered » con-
ception bred an artifact more in line with their
expectations but especially because the new ap-
proach led to a specific intranet that helped them
to play their new role in a privileged fashion such
as in information transmission. This role is now
expected of them from their direct hierarchy as

well as top management. They do not consider
intranet, in and of itself, but as a tool allowing
them to embody the role they want and the role
that management wants them to take on.

Everyone does not, however, follow this logic
because some of the line managers metin 2005 did
not accept to take on the above-mentioned role.
Despite reaffirmed corporate policy and « user
centered » conception asameans, we observe that
asignificant number of managers have maintained
their traditional role as leaders preferring face-
to-face relations rather than computerized tools
even if they are specific and strategic.

Certain Uses Have Been Deeply
Transformed With the New HR
Intranet

To specify the new use characteristics of some of
the line managers, we suggest using Orlikowski’s
(2000) analysis grid again. In 2001, most uses
were limited. In 2005, some of them have a more
intensive use that can be qualified as « utilitarian ».
Concerning « facilities », these line managers say
they now read and use top management’s infor-
mation tools on strategic communication. They
also use certain HR team management tools that
were put on line such as absence management
workflow charts.

Interms of behavioral norms, the face-to-face
relationships are still privileged as one manager
declared “I participated in [a round table discus-
sion with the CEQ]. | found it good because it
allowed me to ask direct questions. Direct com-
munication is the best kind of communication.”
(Jean) However, some leaders evolve in relation
to this point and, in fact, find themselves more
in phase with supports offered on the intranet, as
another manager states: « what’s new is the way
top management initiated change ... We aren’t
passive anymore but active... Concerning intra-
net, the novelty is that it’s a reference for us...
We have never used the manager’s platform as
much. It’s a credible system, more user friendly.
» (Jesus)
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Figure 3. Assembly line bosses use HR intranet
in 2005

| Just in time production

[ Managerial Culture

| Mediate relationship
Utilitarist-Use HR

Intranet in practice
Facilities Norms Interpretive
Strategic HR Manager, schemes
Work-flow strategic Intranet helps in the
Powerpoint information informational relay
presentations relays role

¢

Few assembly Line Bosses use HR intranet
regularly to improve their managerial efficiency

In coherence with these new norms, interpre-
tive schemes have also evolved. Even if some
managers continue to say, “in production, a good
manager is in his workshop most of the time”, a
manager who uses the intranet states, “Commu-
nication has really evolved... I’'m in corporate
training, the intranet is really interesting, we can
findreferences to management books, I received a
Powerpoint presentation about global corporate
strategic orientations and major priorities. The
document was reproduced down to the lowest
level. For me, I’'m in perfect coherence with my
company’s, [as well as, the group it belongs to]
strategic objectives” (Jean). We are far from
the idea that “computers are for secretaries...”
(William).

Orlikowski’s (2000) concepts allow a synthesis
of HR intranet uses by « utilitarian » line mangers
using the schema shown in Figure 3.

CONCLUSION
The literature review showed that we have

few elements on use of IT developed in firms.
Orlikowski’s (2000) work seems to be the first
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to offer a real theoretical frame to analyze and
understand it.

Based on this author’s concepts, we have
analyzed HR intranet use by line managers in
an important aeronautical firm. The voluntary
managers barely used the system because itwasin
profound contradiction with dominant structures
of their activity: very strong time constraints,
preference for face-to-face communication and
charismatic based authority. Even though use
was extremely low, the survey, which aimed at
identifying the reasons for the low engagement,
allowedthe intranet managementteamto develop
a second version that partially satisfied expecta-
tions, that is to say, it offered HR tools and “hot”
HR informations on major projects and corporate
strategy.

During the second phase interviews, certain
actors clearly certified that the « user-centered »
HR intranet conception allowed them to develop
their own uses but they added that because the
IT system was coherent with global corporate
strategy (all the tools, and not only the HR intra-
net, were used to promote the new managerial
vision) it played such an important role in use
development.

This exploratory research seems to develop a
concrete example of how use can be transformed
(and not only emerge as Orlikowski’s case stud-
ies demonstrate) but also the role that technology
artifact can play in the development of use.
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KEY TERMS

HR Intranet: Intranet is a network based on
TCP/IP protocol, which can be linked to Internet.
HR intranet is the part of this tool dedicated to
on-line services offered by the Human Resources
department.

Middle Management: The category of
population characterizes by its specific position
between the Board of Management and the staff.
This population is one of the most important HR
clients to satisfy, because they are considered
as a key factor in the company’s transformation
through managerial style and discourse.

Strategy: Global mid-term orientation of an
organization supposed to give itastrongadvantage
compared to other firms in the market.

Structurational Perspective on Technology:
Wanda Orlikowski (2000) proposesto mobilize the
structurational theory (Giddens, 1984) to explain
why users develop different uses of a common
technology. She distinguishes two aspects in a
technology :

. Technology asatechnical artifact: “which
hasbeen constructed with particular materi-
als and inscribed with developers’ assump-
tions and knowledge about the world at a
point in time” (Thomas, Pascal, 2007),



User Centered Design, Coherent with Global Corporate Strategy, Encourage Development

. Technology as a technology-in-practice:
“which refers to the specific structure
routinely enacted by individuals as they
use the artifact in recurrent ways in their
everyday situated activities” (Thomas, Pas-
cal, 2007).

Those recurrent interactions and those “situ-
ated activities” are different by themselves but,
more than that, they are “situated in the structural
properties of social systems. Thus, in interacting
with a technology, users mobilize many structur-
als, those borne by the technology itself, and those
deriving from different contexts (group, commu-
nity, organization, company, etc.) in which their
uses are developed.” (Thomas, Pascal, 2007). In

this perspective, those different interactions and
those different structurals explain the diversity
of uses of a common technology.

User-Centered Design (UCD): User-centered
design is a project approach that puts the needs,
wants and limitations of intended users of a tech-
nology at the centre of each stage of its design and
development. Itdoes thisby talking directly tothe
user at key points in the project to make sure the
technology will deliver upon their requirements.
In this project approach, such testings are neces-
sary because it is considered as impossible for
the designers to anticipate how real users interact
with the technology they propose.
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ABSTRACT

Companies new to the e-HRM technologies are overwhelmed by the dilemma of choosing either the
ready-made, off-the-shelf e-HRM systems, or develop their own e-HRM systems in house in order to
implement the e-HR transformation. Therefore, this research was done to shed some light on the differ-
ences and similarities between off-the-shelf e-HRM systems and in-house developed ones, with regards
to some elements developed in a preliminary framework, such as the implementation and development
approaches, e-HRM activities they facilitated, application types and characteristics, and e-HRM out-
come and benefits. This comparison provided insightful information that could help companies make
the most effective choice between the two systems. It was found through this research that factors such
as continuous user involvement, effective communication, and strong change management are most
considered by companies that develop e-HRM in house, while advocates of off-the-shelf e-HRM systems
are most affected by success factors such as business process reengineering, planning and vision, and
project management. Another finding was that increasing efficiency, providing customer-oriented service
excellence, and improving self services were top goals accomplished by companies developing their e-
HRM system in house. These findings, beside many other ones discovered in this research, would help
companies decide which system best fits their needs and accomplish high levels of effectiveness gained
from the transformation of their HR function to e-HR.

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.
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INTRODUCTION

Human Resources Management has always been
the first business process to use the emerging
technologies of the new era. As a matter of fact,
Payroll Administration is known to be one of
the earliest business processes to be automated
(Lengnick-Halland Mortiz 2003, p.365). Through
the use of technology and information systems,
human resources departments of companies
around the world are able to use computers to log
employees’ data and interact electronically with
them. These functions and more are offered to
Human Resources personnel and other employ-
ees through what is called the Electronic Human
Resources Management, or e-HRM.

Since the 1960s many firms (large and small) all
over the globe have been implementing 1T-based
Human Resources Management applications in
order to reduce the amount of associated costs.
Ball (2001) pointed out that by 1998, 60 percent
of the Fortune 500 companies used a Human
Resources Information System (HRIS) to sup-
port daily HRM operations. The main benefits
of HRISs are focused on improved accuracy, the
provision of timely and quick access to informa-
tion, and the savings of costs (Ngai & Wat, 2006
based on Lederer, 1984; Tetz, 1973; Wille & Ham-
mond, 1981). For the human resources activities,
e-HR has the potential to enhance efficiency by
reducing cycle times for processing paperwork,
increasing data accuracy, and reducing human
resources workforce (Lengnick-Hall and Mor-
tiz, 2003). Effectiveness can also be influenced
by empowering both employees and managers
to make better, accurate, and timely decisions
(Lengnick-Hall and Mortiz, 2003).

HRIS started to be more internet-technology
based since the second half of 1990’s, where its
aim was not only to support the HR department
itself, but to target managers and employees’
effectiveness. The term electronic Human Re-
sources Management (e-HRM) was coined and
has become a dominating label for HRM services
delivered through internet-technology based ap-

plications. Ruél et al (2004) define e-HRM as a
way of consciously implementing HRM practices,
policies and strategies supported by or fully
delivered through internet-technology based ap-
plications. Terms like Management Self-Service
(MSS) and Employee Self Service (ESS) started
to be used as well. The purposes of implement-
ing e-HRM systems broadened in comparison to
those connected to HRISs.

During the e-commerce era in the 1990s, the
term e-HRM emerged to basically refer to con-
ducting Human Resources Management functions
using the Internet (Lengnick-Hall and Mortiz
2003, p. 365). Nowadays, many organizations are
implementing e-HRM within the strategic design
of their core businesses. Some Organizations
require the use of standardized HR management
tools such as payroll, employee benefits, recruit-
ment, training, etc. These organizations mainly
refer to off-the-shelf e-HRM solutions offered
by third party such as Oracle, PeopleSoft, SAP,
or IBM, where they perceive efficiency and
fulfilment in these ready-made systems. Others
require customized Human Resources Informa-
tion Systems (HRIS) tailored to best fit their
business’s needs. One of the key advantages of
in-house developed HRISs is that they save HR
staff time in dealing with the elements of the ap-
plicationasthey already know and understand the
parameters of their own software (Thaler-Carter
1998, p.22).

One objective therefore becomes the main
purpose of this research and that is to compare
and contrast the in-house developed and off-
the-shelf e-HRM systems with regards to their
implementation, associated costs, usage, and
effectiveness.

LITERATURE BACKGROUND

Anessential step ine-HRM systemsimplementa-
tionisthe decision whether to buy an off-the-shelf
e-HRM software package (in many cases part of
an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) package
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like Oracle/Peoplesoft or SAP) or to develop e-
HRM systems in-house. As Kovach et al. (2002)
describe, asmall company might prefer to depend
on consultants and outsource all aspects of design,
implementation, and operation, while alarge com-
pany could prefer to opt for in-house development
of e-HRM systems by their own IT department.
Widely believed benefits of off-the-shelf systems
ingeneral are time-saving, proven system quality,
andavailability of expertise throughthe provider.
On the contrary, disadvantages of off-the-shelf
systems are the lack of customization/flexibility
and dependency on vendor-expertise. In order
to avoid these down-sides companies might opt
for in-house development of an HRIS system.
Exact figures regarding the differences/similari-
ties between off-the-shelf e-HRM and in-house
developed e-HRM, do not really exist.

To take further the point issued by Kovach et
al (2002), in case of e-HRM, the acceptance and
usage of applications by employees and managers
is critical to successful implementation and the
generation of results. That makes the decision
whether to ‘buy or make’ even more important,
and seems to favor in-house development over
off-the-shelf implementation. However funded
knowledge on this issue is lacking so far.

The annual CedarCrestone survey (2006)
shows that many organizations lay out more
expenses for outsourced solutions (mainly off-
the-shelf) than they do for in-house development.
Three main reasons are explained: organizations
with in-house software development mostly have
fragmented system operations which cause them
to overlook embedded costs within distributed
operations; outsourcing assures better view and
control of costs; and outsourcing is a solution for
organizations that struggle to control costs due to
the complexity of their operations (HR Technology
Trends to Watch in 2007 2007, p. 1). On the other
hand, the CedarCrestone survey (2006) notes that
some respondents sense thatin-house HR solutions
positively affect employees’ productivity and can
be easily and swiftly integrated into the current
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system, while off-the-shelf software would cause
difficulties during the integration phase.

In this study, the authors will concentrate
on the issue of the differences and similarities
between off-the-shelf and in-house developed e-
HRM implementations. We define implementation
broadly, from the first initiation to the evaluation
of results of e-HRM, and semi-technical (i.e.
type of applications/functionality/design) and
organizational issues (i.e. change management,
HR restructuring, etc).

Technology plays the role of enabler that helps
HR to deliver the workforce support and manage-
ment based on business needs (Gueutal & Stone
2005, p. 2). New web technologies have enabled
HR to perform certain paperless tasks that used
to consume time and human resources in the old
ages of HR. Furthermore, technology-enabled
HR functions have evolved into human capital
management (HCM), as Gueutal and Stone (2005,
p. 2) agree with Ruél et al. in stating that HCM
and e-HR are the responsibilities of everyone in
an organization, from employees to executives.
Nevertheless, Hendrickson (2003, p. 383) stresses
the factthatthis change in information technology
has created significant challenges for HR profes-
sionals to get updated with the latest information
technology while simultaneously transforming
HR processes to e-processes.

From these definitions arises a general un-
derstanding of what e-HRM is. In this research,
e-HRM is the management of an HR network
that connects employees, managers, and HR staff
through web-technology-enabled channels that
provide them with an electronic access to human
resources transactions, strategies, policies, and
practices.

Benefits, Goals, and Objectives of
e-HRM

The fast changing world of business stipulates
organizational flexibility, capability, and rapid
response in order to succeed (Lepak & Snell
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1998, p. 215). Therefore, e-HRM must attain
objectives such as strategy-oriented focus, flex-
ibility, cost containment, and service-providing
excellence (Lepak & Snell 1998, p. 215). Strategic
orientation can be achieved by concentrating on
the transformational HR activities mentioned in
section 2.2, while flexibility can be reached by
updating HR processes, policies, and practices
to counter the rapidly changing business world.
Efficiency, on the other hand, can be achieved by
many ways such as staff reduction, elimination
of manual processes, and timeliness. However,
cost reduction can only be considered beneficial
if there is no loss of effectiveness or deterioration
of customer service excellence (Schramm 2006,
p. 3). Hendrickson (2003) agrees that efficiency
is one of the goals of implementing e-HRM that
can be rendered by increasing number of HR
transactions and timeliness without affecting
needed resources.

Another benefit of using e-HRM is the in-
creased effectiveness of human resources manage-
ment through the use of technology which sim-
plifies HR processes and enhances performance
(Hendrickson 2003, p. 385). Beer et al. (1984)
distinguish four different benefits or outcomes
from e-HRM: commitment, competence, con-
gruence, and cost effectiveness. Commitment is
achieved by motivating employeesto interact with
managers cohesively during changes to achieve
organizational goals (Ruél et al. 2004, p. 369).
High competence is when employees learn new
tasks and gain competitive skills to enhance their
contribution, effectiveness, and creativity. Con-
gruence is also another benefit of implementing
e-HRMthatinvolves structuring the business from
the inside out in the best interest of stakeholders
(Ruél etal. 2004, p. 369). Cost effectiveness aims
at increasing the level of economical value based
on the tangible and intangible benefits produced
by the amount of resources spent (i.e. money, time,
human resources, etc). A cost effective e-HRM
system, however, is one that provides adequate
e-HRM services for the reasonable HR-related

costs it incurs during and after the implementa-
tion stage such as employee turnover, resistance,
and confusion.

A typical agreement by most authors proves
that efficiency is a top goal considered by many
organizations that use e-HRM. Cost reduction
is also agreed upon to be the main benefit of
e-HRM. Other benefits might not be as notice-
able or tangible as efficiency. Lengnick-Hall and
Moritz (2003) divide the outcome of e-HRM into
tangible and intangible benefits. Tangible benefits
include processand administrative cost reduction,
staff reduction, transaction processing speed-up,
elimination of information errors, and improve-
ment in tracking and controlling HR activities
(Lengnick-Hall & Moritz 2003, p. 369). Intangible
benefits are mostly associated with the indirect
effect of e-HRM on the HR function. Such ben-
efits are improvement in employee productivity
and morale, decision making, and information
sharing. Innovation enhancement and time-to-
market acceleration might also be considered as
intangible benefits of e-HRM (Lengnick-Hall &
Moritz 2003, p. 369).

To summarize this section, the author will
consider the following main goals of implement-
ing e-HRM within organizations:

. Increase efficiency by reducing cost and
eliminating unnecessary functions.

. Provide management and employee self-
service mechanisms.

. Improve HR’s strategic focus.

. Achieve client service excellence.

On the other hand, different outcomes can
be gained from implementing e-HRM within
an organization. For this research, the following
outcomes will be considered:

. Commitment.

. Competence.

. Cost Effectiveness.
. Congruence.
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e-HRM Applications

e-HRM applications (as depicted in Figure 1)
represent the outmost layer of the human re-
sources management model suggested in this
research. Thismodel suggests thatthe outer layers
comprise all of the elements of the inner ones.
Therefore, the application layer includes all the
basic requirements and functions of HRM and
e-HRM including its types, goals, and benefits.
E-HRM applications are wide in range and they
provide a variety of automated HR activities that
enchant the HR function with flexibility and ease
of use. In an exclusive survey by IOMA (2002)
professionals reported that e-HRM applications
which are most preferred by users are those that
possess high levels of integration and processing
capabilities, user friendliness, robustness, and
reporting. Furthermore, e-HRM studies with
emphasis on the Technology Acceptance Model
(Davis et al. 1989) has exhausted the use and
outcome of e-HRM applications and determined
that they are mainly dependant on the usefulness
and ease of use of such applications (Ruta 2005).
On one hand, usefulness is defined by Davis et al.
(1989, p. 985) as “the prospective user’s subjective

Figure 1. e-HRM layers

E-HRM Applications
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probability thatusing a specific application system
will increase his or her job performance within
an organizational context”. This means in order
for the e-HRM system to be perceived by users
as useful, positive impact on the organizational
performance of an employee must be observed
during or after the use of the e-HRM applications.
Davisetal. (1989, p. 985), onthe other hand, define
the perceived ease of use as “the degree to which
the prospective user expects the target system
to be free of effort.” E-HRM applications could
be perceived by employees as “easy to use” if it
doesn’t require effort to be operated.

The combination of e-HRM definition pro-
duced in section 2.1 with the general understand-
ing of e-HRM applications mentioned hereyieldsa
predominant meaning for e-HRM applications:

E-HRM applications are the software programs
that offer a useful and easy-to-use electronic
medium, through which the e-HRM goals are
accomplished by performing different types of
human resources activities electronically to yield
the desired outcome and benefits.

This definition explains the layered approach
shown in Figure 1 but, nevertheless, it doesn’t
explain the types of these software applications.
The following section suggests a few types of
e-HRM applications that have been discussed in
previous literature.

Types of e-HRM Applications

e-HRM applications can be specified under dif-
ferent categories according to the HR activities
they facilitate electronically. Seven types have
been identified by Florkowski and Olivas-Lujan
(2006) and divided into two predominant groups:
software applications that target HR staff as end
users, and those that target internal staff (manag-
ers and employees) as end users. The types that
target HR staff are HR functional applications
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and integrated HR suite applications. Those that
focus on managers and employees as end users
are Interactive Voice Response (IVR) systems, HR
intranet applications, self-service applications,
HRextranetapplications, HR portal applications
(Florkowski & Olivas-Lujan 2006, p. 687).

The CedarCrestone annual report (2007), on
the other hand, divides over 30 e-HRM applica-
tions into the following groups:

Administrative applications, including core
HR functions such as payroll, benefits, and HR
management system. This category handles most
of the operational type of HR activities—men-
tioned under section 2.2—that are administered
by the HR staff. The report identifies three major
activities that belong to this group as payroll, HR
management system, and benefits administration
(CedarCrestone annual report 2007).

Employee and manager productivity appli-
cations which provide self service transactions
that aim at improving service delivery, reducing
cost, and enabling employees and managers to
concentrate more on core processes (CedarCre-
stone annual report 2007). These applications
also provide access to operational HR activities
performed only by managers and employees
such as benefit-related self service (BSS), simple
management reporting (SMR), pay-related self
services (PSS), employee selfservices (ESS), time
management self service (TMSS), total benefits
statements (TBS), HR-oriented help desk, and
manager self service (MSS).

Strategic HCM applications, such as talent
management, training enroliment, competency
management, e-learning, compensation, perfor-
mance, succession planning, and career planning.
These applicationstransformrelational HR activi-
ties into their electronic version.

Business intelligence applications comprise
HR data warehousing, operational reporting, HR
scorecard, and analytics that help develop the stra-
tegic focus of an organization. These applications
are the protagonists of e-HRM. They facilitate the

transformational activities that help develop the
strategic orientation of the HR function.

Looking at the adoption level of e-HRM ap-
plications, Financial Services seem to top other
businesses in leading the e-commerce market
of human resources management by automating
most of its HR activities with the help of the ap-
plication sets mentioned above (CedarCrestone
annual report 2007). On the contrary, CedarCre-
stone reports that the least business categories to
adopt e-HRM technologies are Retail and Public
Administration. The top players in e-HRM ap-
plication software market are Oracle/PeopleSoft,
ADP, SAP, and Kronos, as most of the applications
mentioned above are supported by these giants
and favored by a plethora of HR departments
around the world.

e-HRM Applications Implementation
and Development Approaches

The implementation and development of the
e-HRM application doesn’t require a set of criti-
cal success factors or approaches different than
those constituted by Enterprise Resource Plan-
ning (ERP) projects or large enterprise portal
projects, as e-HRM is considered a part of ERP
implementation itself. These large projects differ
from traditional information system projects in
scale, scope, complexity, organizational changes,
costs, and need for business process reengineering
(Remus 2007, p. 538). As a result, technical and
business difficulties during the implementation
and development of these systems (including
e-HRM systems) are imminent. Literature has
it that these difficulties are widely spread, but
only fragmented research was done regarding the
critical success factors and approaches to ERP
implementation (Nah et al. 2001, p. 286). These
approacheswere narrowed down to the ones shown
in Table 2, which have been previously identified
by academic articles as shown in the table.
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Table 1. e-HRM approaches

Lee & Lee (2001)

Nah et al. (2001)

In-House vs. Off-the-Shelf e-HRM Applications

Al-Sehali (2000) Remus (2007)

User involvement X

X X

Business process
reengineering

Planning &
strategy

Training &
education

X
X
X

Change
management

Top management
support

X | X | X | X%

Effective
communication

Project
management

X | X | X | X%

X | X | X | X | X | X | X%

User Involvement

User involvement in the early stages of the
implementation and development phases of the
e-HRM system allows users to make adjustments
to the system to satisfy their needs. Consequently,
organizational resistance to the new changes
implied by the use of the e-HRM applications is
minimized and customer satisfactionis increased
(Lee & Lee 2001, p. 208). Change management
processes in this case are minimized and easily
controlled.

Business Process Reengineering

Achieving benefits through the implementation
of an enterprise system is impossible without the
inevitable alignment of processes and activities
with the new system requirements (Remus 2007,
Bingi et al. 1999). This means that when a com-
pany implements a new e-HRM system, some
of the HR processes must be reengineered in
order for the e-HR M system to be more effective.
Such reengineering mechanism is applied when
transforming HR manual processes to paperless
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forms. Reengineering should begin before choos-
ing the software system to make sure changes are
accepted by the stakeholders and the processes
can actually be aligned with the new system (Nah
etal. 2001, p. 294).

Planning and Vision

A solid business plan needs to be defined in
order for the ERP project to be directed toward
the proposed strategic and tangible benefits, re-
sources, costs, risks, and timeline (Buckhout et
al. 1999). This means for e-HRM implementation
to be successful, a plan must be agreed upon by
the project manager or the responsible parties to
follow during the project life cycle. This plan will
guarantee the alignment of the e-HRM goals and
strategy with the HR and corporate strategies to
ensure maximum effectiveness, integration, and
alignment. Lee and Lee (2001) insist that good
planning consumes a considerable amount of
time prior to implementation. This ensures that
the e-HRM system is thoroughly exploited and
efficiently implemented to coincide with the
corporate strategies.
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Training and Education

Since the e-HRM system offers new methods
of processing transformed or new HR activities,
proper training must be given to all users of the
system. This becomes crucial since the new in-
terface provides functionality that has never been
used before and needs to be related to the newly
reengineered business processes (Remus 2007,
p. 544). Education is the catalyst that brings the
knowledge of the users up to the point where they
can familiarize themselves with the new e-HRM
system quickly and sufficiently.

Change Management

Managing change within the organization could
be a full time job by itself, as it requires the
management of people and their expectations,
resistance to change, confusion, redundancies,
and errors (Remus 2007, p. 541). For the e-HRM
to be successfully implemented, the organization
should realize the impact of this new change on
employees, managers, and HR staff and under-
stand itsdimensionsin order to manage the effects
with a corporate strategy that is open to change.
Furthermore, emphasis on quality, computing abil-
ity, and willingness to accept the new technology
would positively assist the implementation effort
(Nah et al. 2001, p. 293). Training and education
is a critical step in managing change itself, as
employees mustbe educated about the new system
to understand how it changes business processes
(Nah et al. 2001, p. 293).

Top Management Support

One of the most critical success factors for imple-
mentingan ERP systemisthe supportand involve-
ment of top managers in the project during its life
cycle (Al-Sehali 2000, p. 79). In order fore-HRM
implementation to be successful, top managers
have to approve and continuously support the re-
sponsible parties during the implementation stage

to make sure no obstacles prevent or delay the
progress of the project. Also, an executive sponsor
should be appointed to coordinate, communicate,
and integrate all aspects of the project between
the development team and top management (Re-
mus 2007, p. 544). The executive sponsor should
communicate, integrate, and approve the shared
vision of the organization and the responsibilities
and structures of the new e-HRM system (Nah
et al. 2001, p. 291).

Effective Communication

Interdepartmental communicationaswell ascom-
munication with customers and business partners
is a key element in the success of implementing
an ERP system (Remus 2007, p.544). Commu-
nication helps employees and involved parties
better understand the new e-HRM system to
keep up with the development and implementa-
tion stages of the project. Employees should also
be informed in advance the scope, objectives,
activities, and updates implemented by the new
system in order to meet their expectations (Nah
etal. 2001, p. 291)

Project Management

Managing the implementation and development
of e-HRM system is a crucial step toward suc-
cessful results. The scope of the project must be
clearly defined, including aspects such as the
amount of systems implemented, involvement of
business units, and the amount of business process
reengineering needed (Nah et al. 2001, p. 292). A
company must assign a project manager to lead
the project of developing and implementing an e-
HRM system professionally according to profound
businessrules. The projectitself musthave clearly
defined business and technical objectives and goals
corresponding to the project deliverables (Remus
2007, p. 543). Such E-HRM goals (mentioned in
section 2.3) are embedded within the different
e-HRM activities (mentioned in section 2.2) as
part of the project management scheme.
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Recent Studies on e-HRM
Application Implementation

An essential step in e-HRM implementation
and development is the decision whether to buy
an off-the-shelf e-HRM systems (in many cases
part of an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP)
package such as Oracle/Peoplesoft or SAP), or to
develop such systems in-house. As Kovach et al.
(2002) describe, a small company might prefer to
depend on consultants and outsource all aspects
of design, implementation, and operation, while
a large company could prefer to opt for in-house
development of e-HRM applications by their own
IT department. Widely believed benefits of com-
mercial off-the-shelf (COTS) systems in general
aretime-saving, proven system quality, and avail-
ability of expertise through the provider. Further-
more, COTS systems help reduce the amount of
time and resources used during the design and
implementation phases of the software project, as
the software is already professionally designed
and implemented to fit most of customer’s needs
(Amons & Howard 2004, p. 50). Silverman (2006)
offers a few reasons why most organizations opt
for COTS solutions. First, avoiding lengthy and
complex software design and development cycles
(by using COTS solutions) saves time, money,
and human resources. Second, risk is minimized
by the fact that COTS systems are professionally
provided and supported by experienced entities.
Third, COTS vendorstake responsibilities of sup-
porting and maintaining the software, which leads
to reducing the cost of supporting the software
itself. Fourth, COTS systems are virtually up
to date as vendors keep investing in developing
the software itself (Silverman 2006, p 10). It is
also known as a fact that most I'T managers first
evaluate COTS software when money and time-
to-market are at the top of the priority list (Traylor
2006, p 20). This evidence makes it clear that
off-the-shelf software saves on time and money
resources. On the contrary, disadvantages of
off-the-shelf systems are illustrated by the lack
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of customization/flexibility and the dependency
on vendor-expertise. Amons and Howard (2004)
insist that buying an already-made software
packages will increase time and other resources
spent on the integration and deployment phases
of the IT project. Indeed, COTS systems need
to be perfectly aligned and integrated within
the practices of the organization, and deployed
in a matter that best fits the company’s vision.
One particular disadvantage of COTS is of an
intangible nature; when most companies adjust
their practices to conform to the COTS software
standard offerings they lose their competitive
advantage, as their technology-based processes
become replicas of each other (Carr 2003, p. 6).
For e-HRM, this means that companies can-
not strategically position their HR activities or
improve its strategic orientation by the use of
electronic means.

Although it is believed that off-the-shelf soft-
ware usually contains industry’s best practices,
but Yeow and Sia (2007) posit that the notion that
“best practices” are context-free and can be con-
veniently acquired, stored, used, and transferred
acrossorganizationsisquestionable. Forexample,
implementing off-the-shelf ERP systems such
as Oracle, PeopleSoft, and SAP, in the context
of non-US/European and non-private organiza-
tions (i.e. governmental institutes in Kuwait) can
be quite challenging and might not even fit the
environment’s needs. Any discrepancies between
the organization’s needs and the off-the-shelf
software’s features will most likely affect the
overall project success (Lucas et al., 1988; cited
by Yeow and Sia 2007, p. 2)

Inorder to avoid these down-sides, companies
might opt for in-house development of an HRIS
system. Building e-HRM applications in house
requires a special team of developers that is fully
skilled and dedicated to do the job of designing
and implementing the software. One of the rea-
sons companies choose to develop their HRIS
in-house is that they can design the software
precisely to fit the organizational goals, as they
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know their own processes better than anyone else
(Zizakovic 2004, p. 4). This way companies gain
the competitive advantage and have full control
of their proprietary software.

Pearce (2005) provides three key elements for
software implementation and development. First,
organizations must consider the function of the
IT application (i.e. e-HRM application) to deter-
mine the level of standardization required by the
operations of the application and whether COTS
software can provide these standard operations
(Pearce 2005, p. 93). For example, e-HRM activi-
ties such as payroll and benefits can be suitably
offered by COTS systems. Second, organizations
must consider the life cycle of the application and
how it will be modified, updated, maintained, and
supported over the years to come (Pearce 2005,
p. 94). This consideration helps organizations
to set forth a long-term strategic plan for its e-
HRM practices in order to continue sharpening
its competitive edge. The third key element in
deciding on the best software implementation
strategy is to consider the return on investment,
or ROI. Pearce (2005) insists that companies must
practice the strategy of weighing the associated
costs of implementing and developing different
software methods against the potential outcome
of the IT project itself.

To take further the point issued by Kovach et
al (2002), in case of e-HRM the acceptance and
usage of applications by employees and managers
is critical to successful implementation and the
generation of results. That makes the decision
whether to ‘buy or build” even more important,
and seems to favor in-house development over
off-the-shelf implementation. However funded
knowledge on this issue is lacking so far. The
annual CedarCrestone survey (2006) shows that
many organizations lay out more expenses for
outsourced solutions than they do for in-house
development. Three main reasons are explained:
organizationswith in-house software development
mostly have fragmented system operations which
cause them to overlook embedded costs within

distributed operations; outsourcing assures better
view and control of costs; and outsourcing is a
solution for organizations that struggle to control
costs due to the complexity of their operations
(HR Technology Trends to Watch in 2007 2007, p.
1). On the other hand, the CedarCrestone survey
(2006) notes that some respondents sense that
in-house HR solutions positively affect employ-
ees’ productivity and can be easily and swiftly
integrated into the current system, while off-the-
shelf'software would cause difficulties during the
integration phase.

Theoretical Framework

The suggested framework for this research is de-
picted in figure 2. This framework combines the
main elements discussed in the literature review.
Since studies onthe differente-HRM applications
are scarce, this framework is used primarily to
study differentelements of implementing software
applicationsandto focus predominantly onimple-
menting e-HRM software applications and the
effect they might bring onto the HR function.
This framework suggests three dependant
stages of e-HRM systems’ implementation and
deployment. First stage is the e-HRM software
implementation and development approaches,
which is affected by the type of system used by
the organization—whether itisacommercial off-
the-shelf e-HRM system or one that is developed
in house. Another factor affecting this stage is
the predetermined e-HRM goals as suggested
in the literature review. E-HRM goals constitute
the implementation and development approaches
and set a course of action to be followed during
all three stages. The second stage consists of the
main elements of e-HRM application deployment
such as e-HRM activities handled by the system,
applicationtypes, and application characteristics.
These application criteria help an HR department
to provide the necessary e-HR functions to ac-
complish the goals mentioned in the first stage
and meet the needs of the stakeholders. Note that
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Table 2. Research constructs

Constructs/Variables

Description

Overview

This strategy is used to start a case study research by collecting general information about the organization to be
researched and the e-HRM system it uses.

Implementations and

The factors affecting the implementation and development of e-HRM system and how the company deals with

Development Ap- them
proaches
E-HRM Goals The main goals of implementing the e-HRM system and how they coincide with corporate strategy

E-HRM Activities

The HR-related activities offered by the new e-HRM system and how employees work with them

E-HRM Application
Characteristics

The characteristics of the e-HRM software application as defined by ISO 9126 standards

E-HRM Outcomes

The four C’s of HR: commitment, competence, congruence, and cost effectiveness and how they are impacted
after the implementation of the e-HRM system

HRIS Benefits

Usefulness and ease of use of the new e-HRM system

each of the e-HRM activity types fitunder at least
one ofthee-HRM application types. Furthermore,
e-HRM application and activity types, and the
application characteristics are interdependent
(represented by the up-down arrow). Forexample,
relational e-HRM activities such as training, re-
cruitment, and performance management depend
mainly on the level of reliability and usability
of the e-HRM system, while functionality and
efficiency of the e-HRM system might change
with the type of e-HRM activity types. The last
stage is not in any means of less value than the
other stages. It represents the outputs and benefits
an HR department aims for during the e-HRM
transformation. These outputs consist of the “four
C’s of HR”—namely commitment, competence,
cost effectiveness, and congruence—and user
benefits suggested by the Technology Acceptance
Model—such as usefulness and ease of use.

METHODOLOGY

Deciding which research strategy to adopt de-
pends solely on the nature of the research ques-
tion and how the author plans to answer it. The
strategy consists of a plan with clear objectives
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derived from the research question and specifies
the sources from which to collect data (Saunders
et al. 2003, p. 90). Since the aim of this research
is to compare the two types of e-HRM system
implementation methods, the author assumes a
comparative, descriptive case study strategy. A
Comparative study scrutinizesthe differencesand
similarities betweenthe twoe-HRM implementa-
tionmethods, whilstadescriptive study attemptsto
constructa precise profile of the differente-HRM
system implementation methods (Robson 2002;
cited in Saunders et al. 2003, p. 97). Further-
more, the descriptive study is a perfect strategy
that helps with the proliferation of the inductive
research approach. This strategy helps to reach a
theoretical conclusionabout the outcome and level
of effectiveness induced by both implementation
methods. A case study research strategy implies
the use of detailed and empirical investigation
withinthe real context of a particular phenomenon
(Cassell & Symon 2004, p. 323). While the case
study strategy provides a good challenge and a
source of new hypotheses of an existing theory,
it can also help with the creation of a new theory
using different means of data collection methods
such as questionnaires, interviews, observation,
and documentary analysis (Saundersetal. 2003, p.
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93). This, indeed, makes a perfect strategy that fits
the research philosophy and approaches suggested
in the previous sections, as Cassell and Symon
(2004) agree that the case study strategy begins
with a primitive framework which then will be
reproduced or developed under a new theoretical
framework that makes sense of the collected data
and can be systematically examined for plausibil-
ity. This strategy also facilitates the collection of
data through multiple research instruments such
as participant observation, direct observation, in-
terviews, focus groups, and documentary analysis
(Cassell & Symon 2004, p. 325). Consequently,
this means that a variety of research instruments
can be utilized to understand how the different
e-HRM implementation methods affect the HR
function.

Allinall, case study strategy can be considered
a prudent choice for this research as it offers a
flexible environment for the researcher to work
with and attempts to collect as much information
as necessary to conclude how the two E-HRM
systems can be compared and contrasted.

Forthe purpose of this research, two descriptive
case studieswere conducted on local organizations
that have been chosen according to the e-HRM
system they used:

. Case Study 1: This case study was con-
ducted onawell known company that uses a
commercial off-the-shelfe-HRM system by
Oracle, called “Oracle ERP”. Thereason this
company was chosen because of the amount
of experience it had with the e-HRM system
and the strong reputation it possessed in the
Kuwaiti marketplace.

. Case Study 2: The second case study was
conducted on a governmental institute that
had gained its competitive advantage mainly
through leveraging its IT capabilities to
provide the latest technological trends to
its customers. The reason this organization
was chosen is that it was one of the few local

companies that had developed theire-HRM
system in house.

The main constructs used in this research are
showninthetable below. These variables canthen
be used to create a set of questions that help the
researcher with gathering appropriate research
data for analysis. This process is called the “op-
erationalization of construct” and is explained in
the next section.

Operationalization of Constructs

Boiling down the constructs into research ques-
tions helps the researcher with the design of the
appropriate research instruments to be used
to collect and test enough data about the com-
mercial off-the-shelf and in-house developed
e-HRM systems. By doing so, the constructs are
“operationalized” so that they can be measured
accordingly. Table 3 shows the operationalization
of constructs mentioned in the previous section.

Research Instruments

Case study is a strategy that includes multiple
methods (or instruments) suited to research
questions that require detailed understanding of
a particular phenomenon due to the large amount
of data collected in the context (Cassell & Symon
2004, p. 323). For this research, the following data
collection instruments were used:

. Semi-structured interviews: These types
of non-standardized interviews use list of
guestions that vary between interviews
according to the context (Saunders et al.
2003, p. 246). These interview questions
are the outcome of the operationalization of
constructs process mentioned in the previ-
ous section. Table 4 shows the position of
the interviewees and the related questions
used during the interviews.
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Reengineering

Constructs/ Definition/Dimension Operationalization of Constructs
Variables
Overview
Background General information about the company - Business establishment
- Number of employees
- Type of Business
Current HR Where the HR practices currently stand - Main function/mission of HR department
practices - Level of employee/manager involvement
E-HRM The e-HRM application currently in use - e-HRM system brand/name
Application - Reason to chose this system
- criteria used to make the decision
E-HRM HR activities utilized/offered by the new e- - HR activities handled by the system
Activities HRM system - New HR activities introduced by the system
- level of employee/manager involvement in e-HRM activities
Implementation & Development Approaches
User Involving employees and managers in the e- - Type of users involved
Involvement HRM implementation and development process | - Stage(s) at which users were involved
- Level of involvement
Business Reengineering/redesigning of HR business - HR processes reengineered
Process processes - HR processes eliminated by BPR

- New HR processes introduced

Communication

the implementation phase

Planning & The planning process and strategy used to - Type and quality of business plan
Vision implement the e-HRM system - Plan outline
- Project strategy alignment with corporate strategy and vision
Training & Plan taken to train and educate users of the new | - Level of training/education
Education e-HRM system - Training material
- Training delivery
Change How the change/conflict implied by the new - Resistance, conflict, or confusion by staff/users
Management e-HRM system is managed - Handling of conflict
- Corporate strategy toward change
Top The support of the e-HRM system implementa- | - Level of top management involvement
Management | tion by top managers
Support
Effective Inward/outward communication needed during | - Level and type of communication between different parties

involved
- communicating project scope,
objective, activities, updates

Project Managing and administering the e-HRM imple- | - Implementation management
Management mentation project - Responsible PM team
- Project milestones
e-HRM Goals
Increase Make HRM more efficient by reducing time, - Achieving cost reduction
Efficiency costs, human resources, etc - Cost, time, staff , other resources reduction
- Processes eliminated to achieve efficiency
Provide Provide a mechanism for employees and man- | - Employee Self Services (ESS)
Self Service agers to perform HR functions - Manager Self Services (MSS)

Achieve Service
Excellence

Provide HR high quality services to employees
and managers

- Customer orientation of HR department
- How customers perceive the quality of services

Improve
Strategic Focus

The strategic orientation and focus of the orga-
nization should be improved through the use of
the e-HRM system

- The effect of the e-HRM implementation on HR strategy
- Changes made to improve HR strategy
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Table 3. continued

mance management, etc.

Constructs/ Definition/Dimension Operationalization of Constructs
Variables
e-HRM Activities
Operational Routine HR tasks such as payroll, attendance, - Transformed operational activities
Activities vacation, etc - New operational activities introduced by e-HRM
- Effect of e-HR operational activities on HR function
Relational Internal and external relational activities such - Transformed relational activities
Activities as recruitment and selection, training, perfor- - New relational activities introduced by e-HRM

- Effect of e-HR relational activities on HR function

Transformation-

HR activities aimed at improving the strategic

- Transformed transformational activities

Effectiveness

providing adequate e-HRM services should
outweigh costs such as employee resistance and
turnover

al Activities orientation of the HR department such as - New transformational activities introduced by e-HRM
knowledge management, competence manage- | - Effect of e-HR transformational activities on HR function
ment, strategic redirection, downsizing, upsiz-
ing, rightsizing, etc
e-HRM Application Characteristics
Functionality How the e-HRM system functions with regards | - Fulfilment of stated needs
to suitability, accuracy, interoperability, and - Appropriate set of HR functions
security - Expected results
- Information and data security
Reliability How reliable the e-HRM system in delivering - System maturity
HR needs - Fault tolerance
- Recoverability
Usability How easy is it to understand, learn, and operate | - Understandability
the e-HRM system - Learnability
- Operability
- Attractiveness
Efficiency Performance of the e-HRM system with re- - Time utilization
gards to time and other resources utilization - Resources utilization
Maintainability | The stability of the e-HRM system when ana- - Analyzability
lyzed, changed, and tested - Changeability
- Stability
- Testability
Portability How the e-HRM system can adapt new require- | - Adaptability
ments, be installed in different environment, - Installability
coexist with other software programs, and can - Co-existence
be replaced - Replaceability
e-HRM Outcomes
Commitment Employees commitment to organization due to | - Change in level of employee commitment to organization
the implementation of the new e-HRM system
Competence Development of employees competencies due - Influence of e-HRM on employee competencies
to the implementation of e-HRM
Cost Benefits of implementing e-HRM such as - Cost of delivering e-HRM practices and services such as staff

turnover and resistance
- Benefits versus costs

Congruence The effect of e-HRM on the level of congru- - Relationship between managers and employees
ence between employees’ own goals and those | - Relationship between employees
of the organization
HRIS Benefits
Usefulness How useful the e-HRM system is in enhancing | - Enhancement of employee performance
employee performance
Ease of Use Easiness of performing e-HRM activities - Effort needed to perform e-HRM tasks
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Interviewee position

Related questions (Appendices)

HR manager / administrator

Al, A2, B2-B5, C1-C5, D1-D4, G1-G2, G4-G5

End users (employees & managers)

B1, B7, C2-C3, F3-F4, G1-G2, G4, H1-H2

Project Manager of e-HRM project

A3-A4, B2-B9, C1, C4-C5, D1-D4, G1, G3-G5

IT personnel

A3-A4, B1-B2, B8, C2-C3, D1-D4, E1-E5, F1-F5

. Documentary analysis: Company docu-
mentation of the e-HRM system imple-
mentation is analyzed to understand how
the system works. This data, if available,
provides a secondary source of information
that could potentially assist the researcher to
reach a final conclusion about the research
guestion.

. Participant’sobservation: Thismethodal-
lows the researcher to observe first-hand the
day-to-day e-HRM experiences, activities,
feelings, and interpretations of the users in
order to collect information related to some
of the constructs mentioned in the previous
section (Cassell & Symon 2004, p. 154).

*  Group interviews: The purpose of group
interviews is to collect data from feedbacks
and interpretations of multiple interviewees
(withsimilarexperiences) during one gather-
ing. An advantage of the group interviews
is to hear different opinions of the phenom-
enon at the same time (Cassell & Symon
2004, p. 143). This gives the researcher an
opportunity to observe a sufficient amount
of different feelings and experiences about
the e-HRM system at the same time.

Sampling Methods

The criteria for selecting case study samples were
mainly based on the type of e-HRM system used
by an organization—whether it is off-the-shelf or
in-house developed e-HRM system. The author
alsowantedto conduct intensive, comparative, and
descriptive investigations