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Abstract

This paper explores some of the social and organisational obstacles that face the
implementation of an integrated organisation-wide ERP system. In particular, it focuses on
the social and organisational aspects related to the system notion of integration. Drawing on
empirical evidences from an international organisation, it suggests that social integration is
needed in order to enable the technical integration capabilities of the system. The paper
applies ANT notion of translation and introduces a concept of ‘organisational othering’ as a
vehicle to conceptualise one of the problems that faces implementing such a system and the
management successful practice to achieve social integration. Implications for research and
practice are then discussed.
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1. Introduction

The implementation of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems gained increasing
attention over the last few years. Companies invest substantially to implement such systems
in what 1s believed to be one of the largest single IT investment in the history of many
organisations. In many industries ERP has turned out to be one of the prerequisites for doing
business (Davenport, 1998) and the de-facto standard for the replacement of legacy systems
in large, and particularly multi-national companies (Parr & Shanks, 2000). There is extensive
evidence that companies experience considerable problems, particularly during the actual
implementation project (Parr et al., 1999), in what is perceived to be a critical mission
(Davenport, 2000). ERP implementation is affected by both technical, and social and
organisational aspects (Krumbholz et al., 2000; Markus & Tanis, 2000; Holland et al., 1999),
yet academics and practitioners come to agree that the major ‘hurdle’ of ERP implementation
is social and organisational (Markus et al., 2000a; Mendel, 1999; Norris, 1998).

ERP systems are complex packaged software composed of several modules, such as human
resources, sales, finance and production that are interconnected in order to provide cross-
organization integration of data and business processes (Esteves & Pastor, 2001).
Organisational integration 1s the key capability of the ERP system. The notion of integration
lies in the heart of ERP as it “defines integration as the major issue of corporate governance”
(Kallinikos, 2002). The system is designed to integrate organisational functions and to
provide cross-functional information that crosses the traditional functional barrier within the
organisation. It enables organisations to streamline business processes and coordinate across
geographically dispersed locations (Davenport, 1998). In other words, it redefines the
previously known organisational boundaries (Foremski, 1998; Brehm et al., 2001) and treats
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the organisation as a monolithic integrated business entity. This 1s particularly relevant in the
global implementation of ERP that cross countries’ boundaries (Clemmons & Simon, 2001).

There is interesting research on the problematic integration character of the system from a
technical view that focuses on the integration between ERP and other disparate systems that
coexist with it (Themustocleous et al., 2001). Moreover, researchers sensitively observed that
organisations, in many cases, reach a country specific customisation of the system within the
ERP framework (Markus et al., 2000b) and that organisation-wide integration is not always
feasible and could be problematic.

One of the problematic areas that previous research also pointed at is the project team, since
organisations, in their attempt to materialise the integration function of the system, develop
project teams comprised of staff from the different departments, business units, and
subsidiaries affected by the system along with external consultants. Together these people
lead the decision making concerning how the organisation’s processes will be mapped or
reconfigured to take advantage of the integrative functionality embedded in the ERP system
(Sawyer, 2001). These teams tend to be large, heterogeneous and span organisational
boundaries which make them complex entities to manage (Kay, 1996; Ward & Peppard,
1996).

This paper explores another social and organisational aspect that affects the implementation
of ERP and in particular its main capability of integration. Through the application of the
Actor Network Theory (ANT) notion of translation and the introduction of the concept of
‘organisation othering’, 1t aims to unravel one of the social risks involved in materialising the
integration function of ERP systems and the constant efforts required to resolve the
contradiction and tension between the package inscribed notion of integration and the
organisation ‘social logic’. The paper draws on the successful case of a multinational ERP
implementation in a large international organisation.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section two outlines the research’s
informed theory and concepts. It briefly reviews ANT and in particular the notion of
translation in addition to developing and introducing the new concept of ‘organisational
othering’. Section three reports on the research setting and methodology. Section four
introduces the case study, followed by an analytical reading of its details. Section six
presents the conclusion and the implications of the findings.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Actor Network Theory

Actor-network theory (ANT) was developed over the years in the field of science and
technology studies (STS) through the collaborative work of many scholars (Latour, 1987,
Law, 1992; Bijker & Law, 1997). ANT is occupied with unravelling the way societies come
to accomplish certain goals (Latour, 1988). It maintains a distinct view of society since it
views 1t as a network of human and non-human actors. And since the social 1s nothing but
chains of associations between human and non-human actors, the theory keeps an
analytically symmetrical view of both of the social constituents (human and non-human). It
gained considerable attention in the IS field, and many IS scholars have applied it in their
work (Walsham, 2001; Monteiro, 2000; Bloomfield et al., 1997). ANT views technology as
a product of active negotiation and network building where society actively inscribes on the
technology certain “programme of actions” (Monterio, 2000). It also views technology as
what holds society together and renders i1t durable and relatively irreversible (Latour, 1991).
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Translation 1s the dynamic by which an actor recruits others into its project. It is a
continuous process and “never a complete accomplishment” (Callon, 1986). By and large it
describes how actors are bent, enrolled, enlisted, mobilised in any of the others’ plots
(Latour, 1999). The word itself keeps its linguistic sense, it means that one version translates
every other (Latour, 1987, pg.121). It does not mean a shift from one vocabulary to another
but “it means displacement, drift, invention, mediation, the creation of a link that did not
exist before and that to some degree modifies two elements or agents” (Latour, 1999,
pg.179). It also has a “geometric meaning” that is moving from one place to the other.
Translating interests means at once offering new interpretations of these interests and
channelling people in different directions (Latour, 1987, pg.117). The translation or
recruitment of entities towards a certain network could take place through implementing
several strategies. All would lead the actors whatever they do and whatever they are
interested 1n to help the network builders to pursue their interests.

Each network consists of more actors and intermediaries. At the same time a network could
be collapse to represent a node in a wider network. An actor hence is not only a member of
his own network ‘local network’ but also his network is part of a wider ‘global’ network.
‘intermediaries’ define the relationship between the local and global network.

ANT do not expect the network to hold forever since it has no inertia. The network holds
only as long as the network builders involved invest their efforts to lock actors in a certain
translation and prevent them from any other competing ones. It is irreversible if its
translation is able to suppress any other competitive translation. On the other hand, a
network could reverse in front of a stronger competitive translation that pull the actors away
from the previous one (Callon, 1991).

2.2 Organisational Othering

The notion of ‘othering’ 1s adopted from anthropology and politics and is argued to be
embedded in the ANT framework. The attempts to translate and recruit actors in a certain
network are accompanied by attempts to distance or weaken the relationship between these
actors and other networks. This is part of the competition between networks and in order to
create sustainable boundary, space, and distance between the actors and other networks and
hence defines ‘them’ and ‘us’.

Othering and differing serves as a tool by which the identity of a group is assured against
other groups. So by differing and focusing on the differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’, a
group stresses their identity. they create “symbolic boundaries” around them to keep them
pure and keep away intruders, foreigners, and ‘others’ (Bhabha, 1986)(Hall, 1997). Thus
others are identified and outsided as they are different from ‘oneself’. Hall argues that from
many different directions and within many different disciplines, the question of difference
and ‘otherness’ plays an increasingly important role. He explains that difference is
ambivalent; it can play both a positive and a negative role. It is important for the production
of meaning, the formation of language and culture, social identities, and a subjective sense of
the self. Yet at the same time, it is threatening, a site of danger, of negative feelings, of
splitting, hostility and aggression towards the ‘other’.
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‘Organisation othering’ 1s about the way i which some groups are perceived, categorised,
and stereotyped by others. It is an organisational mechanism to differentiate and to facilitate
acting upon others. This labelling and stereotyping of others, that is employed by a relatively
powerful group as a mean of defining other less powerful communities, 1s carved and
institutionalised over time. It stresses the 1dentity of a group over ‘others’ (Beall, 1997). In
organisations, some units, departments, or subsidiaries are stereotyped and ‘othered’. Where
each 1s perceived to constitute a different entity than ‘us’; an entity that 1s from the outside 1s
perceived to be a network of its own, with its own logic, norms, and business practices. This
raises the question of how this othering could be possibly overcome in implementing ERP
systems since the ERP systems logic is more about integration, transparency, and
coordination.

3. Research setting and methodology
This research belongs to the qualitative school of research in information systems (Kaplan &
Maxwell, 1994). It adopts an interpretive case study approach (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991;
Walsham, 1995; Klein & Myers, 1998) since it explores the social aspects related to the ERP
logic of integration. Interpretive case studies, by and large, are believed to be an appropriate
approach for enquiries aimed at exploring the nature of phenomena .

Data collection took place between September 2000 and March 2001 in an international food
and drinks organisation, anonymously ‘Drinko” as part of a larger research project to study
the implementation of ERP in various organisations, The system implementation project
lasted for three years and consisted of implementing five modules of SAP in two major
companies of the group in two different European countries. The researcher was allowed
access to the prestigious organisation in the final phase of the project. The data, comprised of
interviews and documents review, were collected from the two different countries, and
members from the project team from each subsidiary were interviewed. The interviews
varied between semi-structured and un-structured according to the informants’ openness and
willingness to talk freely. Twenty three members were interviewed including the project
director, project manager, module managers, change managers and different project members
from all the implemented modules in addition to members from the external consultancy
team involved. Each interview lasted one hour to three hours and some members were either
interviewed more than once or contacted via e-mail or telephone to follow up the progress of
certain issues. Since the company keeps a strict confidentiality policy, tape recording was
not allowed and the researcher took notes and wrote observations during the interview and

extended and elaborated them and wrote more notes and observations directly after each
interview.

4. The case study
Drinko is a global food and drinks group producing in around 50 countries and selling its
products in more than 150 countries with employees about 12,500 people around the world.
Drinko owns many production, packaging, and sales sites, each of which represents a
company or group of companies that operates locally. Drinko’s major production operation
is in the UK and another European Country (disguised as EUB). The case will focus only on
the business units of the UK group and the EUB group. This includes over 25 Business Units
(BUs). In 1998, Drinko announced the initiation of a “major Drinko-wide initiative
unprecedented in scale and cost” (CEO in the project inauguration speech) to implement a
single system based on SAP technology. The project lasted for over three years with overall
cost over £40 million. After some initial confusion concerning the project scope, the project
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