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Abstract 
This article discusses a qualitative case study of adoption of a self-service based human resources 
management system in a utilit ies company by taking a perspective of information culture. The 
main finding is that a number of specific cultural aspects evolving around information technology 
and information can help to explain why the adoption of the system reached just a moderate level. 
Contributions of the study to understanding self-service information systems and to system adop-
tion theory and practice are discussed.  

Keywords: Information system adoption, self-service system, ERP system, organizational cul-
ture, information culture 

Introduction 
This article reports on a case study of a self-service based human resources management system 
(HRMS) in a Utilit ies Company (code name) in Canada, by extending the adoption analysis be-
yond previously illuminated cognitive aspects (Travica, 2007). The self-service model of infor-
mation systems (IS) requires end-users to manipulate the system entirely and directly, with no 
help from an intermediary. Cash machines, various online services (banking, travel, exchanges) 
and stores accessible via the Internet, and you-scan-it checkout systems in grocery stores are 
some of many examples of self-service information systems. The focus of this study is on the 
self-service IS that support organizations internally. Examples include the student course registra-
tion system by which students today choose courses without facing registration clerks, and desk-
top applications for cubing data warehouses. The elimination of intermediaries in using self-
service IS brings casual users to the foreground. These users can no longer count on help from 
specially trained users.  
Jumping into the seat of primary user can challenge the accustomed ways of manipulating infor-
mation and working. Acquiring a broader access to data can generally be considered a beneficial 
outcome (Bhappu & Shultze, 2006; Curran, Meuter, & Suprenat, 2003). Still, this benefit  needs to 
be paid by the work of operating a computer software and hardware. While the balance in this 

case is likely to be on the benefit  side, 
the benefit differential may diminish 
when an increment in work is associated 
with less certain benefits. For example, 
a doctor that directly enters prescriptions 
in an electronic medical record system 
has lost the convenience of having a 
nurse record orally-conveyed prescrip-
tions and may be losing time that other-
wise would be allocated to diagnostic 
and other eminently professional work 
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(cf. Lapointe & Rivard, 2005). Furthermore, as any other IS, a self-service system must be easy to 
use in order to achieve a higher adoption rate (Davis, 1989). This principle becomes even more 
urging with self-service IS because these typically employ some enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) software that usually is difficult  or too expensive to supply with an easy to use user inter-
face. Another consequence of an enterprise system is that the processes it supports cut across or-
ganizational functions. If the process owner is clearly defined, this owner cannot have authority 
over system adopters in other than his/her area of responsibility (e.g., human resources, or mar-
keting). If the process owner is not clearly defined due to inter-departmental tensions (say, a 
process spans over the marketing and sales department), system adoption at large is rendered to a 
laissez faire. In either scenario, the enforcement of self-service system adoption is unravelled. 
Moreover, while supporting a larger and diverse body of users, the process of adoption a self-
service system can trigger creation of elaborate mental imagery that is nearly impossible to con-
trol, and some of this imagery can work against adoption efforts (Travica, 2007). 
The discussion above outlines the space of a new research problem the importance of which is 
likely to grow with increasing use of self-service systems: What are the key factors in adopting 
intra-organizational self-service systems? The study presented here addressed this problem by 
investigating a self-service HRMS based on Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) software by 
SAP™.  

While there is no direct literature support for this particular topic, the topic references several es-
tablished segments of literature. These include the literature on ERP systems (e.g., Bulkeley, 
1996; Krumbholz & Maiden, 2001; Markus & Tanis, 2000), self-service variants of ERP and oth-
er enterprise systems (Lapointe & Rivard, 2005; Larsen & Myers, 1999; Stein, Hawking, & 
Wyld,, 2005), systems adoption theory (Davis, 1989; Rogers, 2003), and self-service technology 
in the extra-organizational context (Bhappu & Shultze, 2006; Curran et al., 2003; Dabholkar, 
Bobbitt , & Lee, 2003). Still, the problem of the key factors playing part in adoption of intra-
organizational self-service systems is new and it requires focused investigation that draws on re-
levant literature and takes research a step further to reach new insights. Seeking such new in-
sights, the study has deployed a new conceptual and analytical framework called Information 
View of Organization (IVO) (Travica, 2005b). This article reports on applying a part of the IVO 
framework that is labeled “ infoculture.” 

Organization and System under Study 
Utilit ies Company provides electricity and gas to a particular regional market in Canada and ex-
ports electricity to the United States. The company is government-owned and based on a bureau-
cratic model. It  belongs to larger organizations in Canada and employs numerous categories of 
white- and blue-collar workers. The central IS function numbers about 350 employees, 20% of 
which work in the SAP department. A transformation the company has been going through in 
recent years includes centralization of the HR function. An officially announced goal is to reduce 
gradually administrative staff. HR specialists have been moved away from divisions into a central 
function from which they are supposed to support divisions of the corporation. HR professionals 
provide consultation on HR matters for divisional management (managers and supervisors), while 
HR clerks help the HR professionals as well as divisions directly (e.g., they staff a help desk for 
HRMS).  

The system studied is a mySAP™ self-service application for HR management. It  contains two 
modules. One is for all employees to enter and query their t ime, expenses, travel, and professional 
development (this one will be labeled “SSE” after the term “self-service for employees”). An-
other module is intended for managers, to make online approvals of employees’ reports, claims, 
and requests. This is SSM – self-service for managers. Managers can also print built-in reports 
and view professional profiles. Of course, manages are also users of SSE. The output from SSE 
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feeds into SSM. Technically, SSE is just a new user interface that is layered atop of a core R/3 
SAP technical system and runs on a SAP portal. The older system with nearly the same function-
ality accesses the R/3 system via Web forms. It  was implemented a few years ago as a part of a 
non-self-service system used exclusively by clerks for administering time and expense data.  

Within SSM, supervisors and managers are supposed to directly lookup reported time and ex-
pense data, approve it  electronically, and create summary reports. It  is assumed that managers 
would not let the clerks access HRMS and thus help managers in the approval process because 
this would compromise the security of sensitive data that only managers are authorized to see. In 
the division of labor established with the introduction of HRMS, 700 managers are supposed to 
use SSM.  

Adoption of Self-Service ERP: Terra Incognita 
The topic of adopting self-service systems has not been previously studied much, thus this study 
is charting a terra incognita. The general ERP literature has provided valuable insights into im-
plementation situations, conditions, and effects. For example, Sarker and Lee (2000) found that 
adoption of an ERP system was associated with changes in the organization’s old “dysfunctional 
culture” characterized by a “sea of paperwork,” lack of communication between divisions, and 
scheduling errors. Krumbholz and Maiden (2001) found that implementation of SAP R/3 in a 
pharmaceutical firm did not fulfill the promises of achieving integrated data because the system 
was not configured uniformly across organizational units. Bulkeley (1996) discovered that a 
combination of unprecedented external difficulties and implementation mistakes (poor testing, 
insufficient user training, and a rushed rollout) was responsible for the disastrous effects of im-
plementing, in a big-bang strategy, SAP modules at Fox-Meyer Drug. Markus and Tanis (2000) 
developed a process model of the entire experience firms pass through with an ERP system. This 
model has four phases—from planning to routine use. In between comes a “shakedown phase” 
that corresponds to system adoption. In this phase, a system goes live and users strive to achieve 
routine use or it  may end up with a system shutdown. Problems may occur during a shakedown, 
such as the maintenance of old processes, poor software ease of use, stalled user skills, and low 
usage of system. A well-configured and integrated system, redesigned business processes, trained 
users, resources to address problems, and action to fix problems are the main methods of over-
coming the problems and securing successful adoption.  
Being a new phenomenon, adoption of ERP-based self-service systems is less studied. Stein and 
colleagues (2005) identified a success story of a self-service-based application for pay, leave, and 
benefit packages in an Australian telecommunications firm. The authors reported a 40% reduction 
in administrative staffing, 80% reduction in management HR duties, and 50% reduction of trans-
action costs. In contrast, Larsen and Myers (1999) discovered serious difficulties in the adoption 
of a SAP accounting module in a financial firm in New Zealand, where the accounts payable 
process was based on self-service. The difficulties involved skipping of BPR, lack of reports, and 
dissatisfied users. Although the number of accountants was reduced for 68%, knowledge was lost 
with the fired employees, which resulted in low skill and morale. Finally, Lapointe and Rivard 
(2005) have found that enterprise systems may fail if the political position of a key user group is 
threatened. Doctors who were supposed to enter prescriptions into new electronic medical record 
systems rejected the systems in three of four hospitals in Quebec. The doctors managed to sustain 
their preferred manual method of dictating prescriptions to nurses, after criticizing the systems for 
imposing extra, non-professional work on them. 
The problem of the present study also links to the theme of IS adoption. This is a well-established 
area of research that draws on behavioral theory and on models of innovation dissemination. The 
behavioral research focuses on predicting results of deliberations an individual user makes with 
regard to system adoption. For example, the well-known Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 
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Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989) posits that users’ perception of systems usefulness and of ease of use 
are antecedents to the user’s intention to actually use the system. Self-service systems have not 
been addressed in TAM research. However, these systems may present new adoption challenges 
that demand fresh insights. Given the large size, complexity and partly a novice character of user 
groups, self-service systems may even require adjustments in the adoption theory. These premises 
set the foundations for the case study of HRMS in Utilit ies Company.  

Methodology 
IVO approaches IS from the perspective that combines IS research, organization theory, and cog-
nitive theory (for a more detailed explanation, please see Travica, 2005a, 2005b, 2007). The 
broad-based and flexible character of IVO made it  a suitable theoretical foundation for investigat-
ing adoption of a self-service system in a qualitative fashion. Infoculture is one of elements of the 
IVO framework. It  refers to beliefs (deep-set assumptions, values), behaviors and artifacts that are 
related to IT and information (knowledge, meaning, and data). This concept has a background in 
both IS theory and organization theory as few examples will demonstrate. Orlikowski and Gash 
(1994) identified influences of assumptions about instrumentality of IT  and information in ac-
complishing performance goals in the organization they studied. In another study, Orlikowski 
(1996) discovered cultural assumptions, values, and stories related to knowledge preservation. 
Bressand & Distler (1995) asserted that shared background knowledge could make a difference 
between organizational cultures. The choice of communication channels, methods of information 
sharing, and opting between facts and rumors impart distinguishing characteristics on organiza-
tions (Davenport & Prusak, 1997). Sarker and Lee (2000) found that the proportion of electronic 
information processing vs. paperwork is a cultural aspect that implementation of ERP brings to 
the fore. Similarly, Travica (2005a) detected values attached to computers vs. paperwork that 
guided in different directions the thinking and action of polarized groups in a voluntary organiza-
tion. The fragmentation of organizational culture and differing impacts of resulting sub-cultures 
have been linked to differences in IT  adoption and use (e.g., Huang, Newell, Galliers, & Pan, 
2003). Recent developments in relevant theorizing include a categorization of IT cultures (Kaarst-
Brown & Robey, 1999) and modeling of relationships between group values, IT-related values, 
and values embedded in a specific IT (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). 

This study was based on interpretivist epistemology and it  followed a case study design (Lee, 
1989; Yin, 2003). The case captures a six moth-period of adoption process of HRMS. Data were 
colleted in a triangulated manner. Intensive interviewing was the main method, combined with 
the author’s hands-on experience of the system, observation of the system’s use during some in-
terviews, and document analysis (the company’s surveys of HRMS users’ satisfaction, HRMS 
plans and management reports, and broader corporate documentation). Interviewed were 33 per-
sons in total, including four focus groups (11 respondents in total), which yielded 22 hours of in-
terviews. Interviews were tape recorded with consent of the respondents, and notes were taken 
during each interview. With the exception of one focus group held via videoconferencing, inter-
views were face-to-face. Data collection and sampling started from an internal informant, and 
unfolded through snowballing and intentional sampling. The resulting sample exhibited variabil-
ity in terms of professional background, hierarchy, and geographical location.  
Design of interviews varied from open-ended to semi-structured, with the exception of the struc-
tured interview conducted with the CEO. An interview would start  by asking a respondent to de-
scribe his/her main tasks and the role of HRMS in them. Then, probes would be used in order to 
learn about details of information and IT  aspects involved in the tasks, and to elicit  comparisons 
between the present and past. The respondent would also be prompted to speak of his/her feelings 
regarding the ups and downs of the new way of working and the system. If feasible, the respon-
dent would be encouraged to use of HRMS in a typical or a troubling task.  
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Coding was conducted during data collection, and included coding interview notes and tran-
scripts, constant comparison of the codes, writing memos on code definitions, diagramming rela-
tionships between codes, and formulating emerging research questions. For most of the research 
process, coding was kept at a basic level by using common sense vocabulary and resisting aggre-
gating categories into broader ones. Aggregation started when all the data were collected. The 
final step in coding was to match higher-level categories to IVO concepts (see the example be-
low). This meant assigning the aggregated codes to the rubrics of infoculture and other IVO di-
mensions (not reported in this article). Many of these data analysis methods are used in different 
venues of qualitative research, such as ethnography (Orlikowski, 1992; Suchman, 1987; Tedlock, 
2000) and grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glasser & Strauss, 1967).  

Good Information, Bad Technology, and Ugly Processes 
The study found that HRMS was only moderately adopted after about a year into what Markus 
and Tanis (2000) call a “shakedown phase.” The diagnosis of shakedown problems conceptual-
ized by these authors indeed applies to HRMS: old processes are being maintained (and some are 
paper-based), software is not easy to use, users’ skills are stalled, and there is a lower usage of the 
system. Evidence presented in this section speaks about uneven acceptance across the two HRMS 
applications, user groups, and IS aspects. This evidence is consistent with findings of several user 
surveys conducted in Utility Company, including one during this study. Zeroing in on the picture 
of adoption, SSE has faired better than SSM. Also, HR staff and clerks around the company have 
adopted SSM more than divisional management (managers and supervisors). This last and crucial 
user group truly challenges SSM. It  also indirectly challenges HRMS since two modules are sup-
posed to work in concert (data entered via SEE should be further processed in SSM).  

The chief sell point of HRMS is data or information. Members of Utilit ies Company have ex-
pressed a notable appreciation of the content of both modules of HRMS. They have specifically 
praised direct access to personal information, the completeness of particular domain data (e.g., on 
professional training, banked hours, and available vacation time), a broader overall coverage of 
data on the managed staff, and the timeliness of data that support decision making. For example, 
the managers interviewed concur that the better coverage of staff data enables them to be better 
informed on their staff’s characteristics and dynamics.  

In contrast to the new information enabled by HRMS, the IT built  into the system is mostly dis-
liked. The IT stirs up dissatisfaction, frustration, grief, and anger. Usability problems are readily 
pointed to by almost all respondents. A lower usability plagues HRMS and is responsible for the 
users’ disliking of the system. The criticism targets the system in general, screens (overloaded 
with details, limited in size, too wide so that horizontal scrolling must be applied, etc.), compli-
cated use procedures, and some annoying system responses to user inputs (e.g., the way screens 
get refreshed after entering new data). Some managers compared HRMS to commercial software 
and freeware. In any comparison, HRMS came out inferior. As one manager put it : “I’ve down-
loaded free software off the Internet and figured out how to get it to work. But this particular tool 
[SSM] is so full of litt le icons that are completely befuddling to me.” Indeed, IS experts do admit 
that HRMS has presented new technical challenges and that some implemented solutions are not 
technically elegant. The list of system maintenance requests demanded by the users contained 
hundreds of items at the time of this study.  

Although striking in character, the usability problem is just the tip of the iceberg. The core prob-
lem lies elsewhere, and a number of respondents reflected on it. An aspect of the core problem is 
indicated in the following statement: “I personally feel, with the introduction of this application 
[SSM], that it  has created more work for managers.” The respondents also concurred that the ex-
tra work “ is not value-adding” but “administrative” or “clerical.” One respondent noted, “There 
have been two changes that have come simultaneously—the process change and the tool. So, the 
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tool is maybe getting blamed for part of the process.” Another agreed: “In some cases it  is not 
necessarily the HRMS that’s the problem, it’s the way we’re using the system.” Since the users 
reject the new processes, they reject the system that runs the process.  

Note that the company did not implement a formal business process reengineering prior to 
launching HRMS. Instead, both the system and the process were sold as a package deal. The us-
ers have reacted consistently by rejecting the whole package, even though some of them may 
have realized that the system has value. For managers, the most unattractive aspect of the system 
is the electronic approval process. Instead of employing their secretaries to run checks of the 
staff’s time and expenses and to provide documents ready for signing, managers using SSM have 
to run these checks on their own. This includes looking at the data in HRMS and, possibly, using 
some support documentation. Managers are supposed to finalize the process by marking appro-
priate checkboxes on the computer screen, which supplants the classical act of signing a business 
document. “IS this too difficult  to do?” – rhetorically asks the champion of HRMS, an HR execu-
tive. The answer is obvious. However, this question/answer may obscure the fact that the previ-
ous steps in the approval process may not be as easy to perform. They take time and skill. The 
champion of HRMS points out that these approvals have always been a management responsibil-
ity. Although correct, this fact should be contrasted with the usual practice of managers’ delegat-
ing parts of the approval processes to secretaries. This ritual was a public knowledge. It  was part 
of the corporate culture and, specifically, infoculture since its content was the processing of staff-
reported data.  The attempt to change this piece of infoculture via a self-service IS has been futile.  

Process Gaps 
That HRMS was implemented without a prior business process reengineering sets this system 
apart from typical implementations of ERP applications, although it  is not a precedent (see Larsen 
& Myers, 1999). From the perspective of system development in general and ERP systems in par-
ticular (Markus & Tanis, 2000), the bypass of BPR is a serious gap in the processes of system and 
corporate planning. Taking the perspective of Rogers’s (2003) innovation diffusion process, gaps 
can again be seen in the early stages of the process. The first  of the five stages called model agen-
da-setting was deficient. This is when an organization defines problems that may create a per-
ceived need for innovation. What problem has Utilit ies Company tried to solve by automating the 
management approval process?  
Corporate and HR executives put forward the goals of rationalizing administration, reduction of 
clerical staff (currently, 13% of company’s employees), and saving on administrative costs. From 
the technological perspective, the rollout of new self-service HR applications follows the previ-
ous phase that resulted with HR applications for clerks. In a larger picture, HR applications add to 
the line of SAP implementations that has been spreading within the company for years and re-
placing a variety of old, unconnected systems. Links between the administration- and technology-
related goals, however, were not explicated in terms of management’s self-service when HRMS 
was planned. Scrutinized management analysis of expected work efficiency and HR issues result-
ing from management’s self-service was also missing. As explained by an executive, an assump-
tion evolved instead that better technology would be able to compensate for the clerks whose 
numbers would decrease gradually with retirement and cancellation of the vacated positions.  
It follows from the discussion above that the self-service repercussions of defining strategic ad-
ministrative and technological problems were never clearly addressed at the level of corporate 
divisions. This could explain why the self-service process was being sold bundled with the tool 
enabling it. In the mind of divisional management, this gap could trigger the question, what prob-
lem do self-service approvals solve? This question seemed to be on the lips of our respondents, 
who kept on pointing to problems that SSM did create, while never mentioning that the system 
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solved any problem. In other words, the lack of clarity in the agenda-setting stage crept into the 
matching stage of the innovation process (Rogers, 2003.). 
Ripple effects occurred even later in the process. The HRMS champions were somewhat caught 
by surprise by the adamant rejection of self-service processes when it  had to be clarified who 
does what in the new division of labor and how different parties are specifically affected. This is 
the clarification stage in the innovation process (Rogers, 2003). If not passed successfully, adop-
tion problems creep into the last (fifth) stage of routinizing an innovation, which is similar to the 
last stage in Markus and Tanis’s (2000) ERP model. In sum, the gaps in processes that gave birth 
to HRMS contributed to the less than satisfactory adoption outcomes. 

Influence of Infoculture on HRMS Adoption 
Infoculture consists of beliefs, behaviors, and material artifacts that are related to information and 
IT . Infoculture is a part of organizational culture, influenced by it and influencing it . The present 
study identified a set of dimensions that are infocultural in character (Tables 1 and 2). Either 
these dimensions are derived from a broader corporate culture or they stand on their own, thus 
charting a distinctive sphere of infoculture. One of the derived infocultural aspects refers to a ten-
dency toward criticizing new things. It  sifts into infoculture by making a new IS the object of crit-
icism. Some of our interviewees argued that the people in their company “like to criticize and 
complain a lot.” Criticizing is the first  reaction to almost anything new that occurs in the corpo-
rate life. When the new thing is an IS, this custom drives attention to downsides of a new system, 
while pushing potential benefits out of the attention span. This is how the CEO indicated this 
phenomenon:  

“I think that is true for sure that people like to criticize.  A lot of it  came about 
when we first  introduced SAP because there was a difficult process then. There 
was a lot of resistance to change, an awful lot.”  

Depending on their place in the organization, members of the Utilit ies Company may think dif-
ferently about the value of information, IT, and IS. Specifically, there is a clear polarization on a 
user and a technologist perspective (see Table 1). The two groups differ in terms of time perspec-
tive, valuing new technology and information, and understanding of HRMS purposes. While the 
users are concentrated on present work needs and expect HRMS to be merely an efficient work 
tool, technologists are preoccupied with technological progress (see Table 1, rubric Fragmented 
Infoculture, items A, B, C). Further, there are slower and quicker adopters of systems, and the 
growth of casual users precipitated by self-service applications escalates challenges for the IS 
function (item D). The final dimension of technologists’ infoculture refers to an assumption that 
they are supposed to be in the driver’s seat of a technology-organization development. This po-
larization indicates a significant fragmentation of the company’s infoculture on two distinct sub-
cultures (Martin, 1992). Technologists seem to feel sharply this gap:  

“We don’t seem to have the firm clout that a lot of organizations say, ‘well listen, 
we’re going to put this system in. I know it’s going to create some problems, but 
you know this is where we’re going, and just accept it  and get on with life.’ (IS 
executive) 

The assumption of being in the driver’s seat is interesting in itself. It  surfaced in the statements of 
SAP people who described their actions in terms of “battles with them [division management]” 
and methods of assuring a win for their own design solutions, forecasting and shaping the future. 
The SAP people spoke about an inevitability of adopting best practices built  into ERP systems 
and criticized technologically inert users’ culture. The SAP managers had been in the position 
that allowed them to turn down requests for system customization and to configure HRMS for 
efficient maintenance even though users could be unhappy with the solutions. These technologists 
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also made crucial development decisions that affected users in a major way (e.g., the selection of 
applications and of user interface details). Here is an illustration:  

“Best practices are right, and you try to adopt them. And I think that’s supposed 
to be the model that you’re going for… We don’t like to use the word ‘customi-
zation’… With customization you go in and you change the code, and from that 
point on you have to support that yourself as you get new releases. You’re really 
buying into the configuration versus customization.” 

Table 1. Criticizing, fragmentation, and shakeup 
Critical Bias 

• “People around here like to criticize and complain a lot.” (HR Professional) 

• “Our culture is… ‘if people don’t like it, then change it  right away’-type of thing.” (IS 
Executive) 

Fragmented Infoculture 

Users: 

A) Shorter timeline, focus on present: “When we want 
the information, we usually want it right now; we 
don’t want to make a phone call to find where they 
have hid it now.” (supervisor) 

B) New not necessarily better: “ New and improved is 
not always better because there is a learning curve that 
goes go into each one.” (manager) 

C) Purpose of HRMS: “Technology is only a tool. The 
people using the tool have to be able to take advantage 
of that tool.” (manager)   

“ If I can’t do it faster than I can manually, then there is 
no advantage to the technology to take over.” (supervi-
sor) 

 

Technologists: 

A) Longer Timeline, focus on future: “We went from 
not having any of these kinds of applications whatso-
ever to going into, and jumping in with both feet into 
some areas.”  

B) “Things will get better, as they did with the R/3 
product… anything else that you do in this area.” 

C) “ You have to really question people who insist that 
you have to do it the old way.” 

D) Pressure from Users: “There are thousands of peo-
ple doing it rather than 200 super-users… And you try 
to do the best you can. This is normal business, eh?”  

E) Assuming a Driver’s Seat Role: “We picked the 
applications and those areas that we thought were the 
most important for the organization at this time…” 

Self Service Shakeup 

A)  “The day that [SEE] was introduced, an employee got on it right away and was playing around. I got this 
workflow notification […] but it wasn’t easy to figure out what I was approving.” (supervisor) 

B) “ For a number of folks who have now become time entry people it’s a very different process. […] We have 
seen some low accountability to make sure you do your time, make sure you are checking.” (professional)  

C) “ I know a lot of groups are trying to get that [self-servi ce] down to the staff level, and that is probably some-
thing we could debate for a long time.” (manager)  

“ I don’t think the corporation as a whole is prepared to take it to everybody... [total self service] would be a hard 
change for people.” (executive)  

D) “ But everyone should be doing their own expenses. You know what I mean – stop bitching and just do it.” 
(clerk) 

E) “ It’s not necessarily a system problem, but the change management that we’ve gone through to use the new 
system or in this case not use the new system.” (supervisor) 
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Overall, the disconnect in standpoints and expectations, which is captured in the category of info-
culture, may be responsible for system design as well as for disconcerting adoption efforts that 
influenced the extent of adoption.  

The self-service character of applications has stirred up a cultural shakeup. Values and practices 
of self-service are bubbling (items A and D in the last rubric of Table 1). These are countered by 
the traditional infoculture that feels challenged by the incipient self-service infoculture, generates 
ignorance (item A) and a lack of accountability (item B). When self-service is endorsed, the tradi-
tion triggers dilemmas regarding the limits of self-service (item C).  
The tension between the old and new infoculture is also manifested in the theme of change man-
agement that surfaced in many interviews (item E). Here is how technologists phrased it: 

“The biggest problem or difficulty in the HR product was managing change. […] 
There is always going to be people who are going to resist  […]; if you can get 
90% of them, you are doing great.” (SAP expert) 
“We haven’t really locally put a process in to say “this is the way we’re gonna do 
it”. That’s why I say it’s not necessarily a system problem, but the change man-
agement that we’ve gone through to use the new system, or in this case not to use 
the new system.” (supervisor) 

However, change management is not merely a product of wishful thinking. In contrast to the 
broader organization, change management really happened in the HR department. Orchestrated 
efforts to adopt changes associated with HRMS reverberated from top to bottom of the depart-
ment, engaging management, professionals, and clerks. For example, change management in-
volved the introduction of a new vocabulary of system terms—an artifact of infoculture. A HR 
professional explains: 

“We created some sample documentations or reference materials that folks could 
use. We had a litt le game within our group to say, ‘Who is using the terminology 
the most,’ and were getting points [for the use]. So, we tried to create some de-
gree of excitement.”  

Early adopters of HRMS and self-service infoculture have endeavored to scale up adoption out-
side their function. In the process, they have used “a litt le nudging” on managers who fail to ap-
prove workflows on time. Carefully designed and maintained communication is a crucial compo-
nent of change management—inside or outside a department, points out a HR manager: 

“Change management is all about communication, […] and making sure that 
people understand the need for the change, why we make the change, and then 
get buy-in. […] Getting them engaged, communicating the urgency… listening to 
ongoing concerns and trying to make the system better… The system has to grow 
with us.” 

Utilit ies Company appears stretched between paper and electronic technology and information. 
Table 2 provides several compelling illustrations of this tension, coming from interviews across 
the corporation. Managers still prefer to see paper (see the rubric Dualism of Paper and Electronic 
Beliefs and Behaviors, item A). This could be due to personal preferences that may have to do 
with the managers’ level of technical skills. Another factor could be the cost of going fully elec-
tronic: paper receipts needed for justifying expenses must be digitized before being entered in 
HRMS. 

Another aspect of the paper-electronic tension concerns values attached to concepts of paperless 
office and administration (item B). One document that accompanied the process of HRMS devel-
opment hailed a release of an application as a “nail in the coffin of paper-based administration.” 



Influence of Information Culture 

10 

In reality, however, the dualism of paper and electronic persists. Adding to the list of possible 
causes are external institutional pressures, as item C indicates. The government, business partners 
and other players may still require paper documents, thus animating this dualism. Unless the insti-
tutional environment changes, there may be no strong push for reducing the paper trail.  

Table 2. Dualism, pace, and divide 
Dualism of Paper and Electronic Trail 

A) “ My boss still likes to see it all on paper.”  

• “ I still print off the paper copy, and my manager still looks at that. So, when it comes time for him to have to 
approve it in the system, he has already seen on paper, and then it saves him time. I keep that signed copy 
for a long time.”  

• “Some hand in electronically, and some still hand in paper (time data). Because some gentlemen [supervi-
sors and workers] are still not on the computer highway.” 

B) “We have added the idea that we are going to a paperless system, but we are printing off hundreds of em-
ployee’s notifications of what they are paid.”  

C) “We are trying to go paperless but there are some times that paper still is a necessity.”  

Systems Development Pace 

• “ I think we’d all say that we all feel that we’re starting to get crippled with the computer.” (supervisor) 

• “ I think we should take a look without jumping ahead too far all the time, take a look at solving some of 
these little issues and problems.” (manager) 

• “They just changed our portal and I can’t find it [a tab for HRMS]. (manager) 

Digital Divide 

• “The majority of crewmembers do not have the network ID.” (clerk) 

• “ You are treating some employees with a very nice product […] and the other folks have to use the paper 
system or some other system that is much more cumbersome.” (manager) 

 

Systems Development Pace is a category that has strong support in the interview data. For exam-
ple, a SAP tester and instructor argued that the company’s applications are “never finished.” He 
cited many examples demonstrating that functionality or user interface of various applications 
have not been brought to a desirable level of quality. More evidence appears in Table 2. Frus-
trated users believe that the pace of developing new systems and changing implemented ones ex-
ceeds their coping capabilit ies and even needs.  

The last infocultural dimension relevant for HRMS adoption concerns a digital divide. The work-
ers are deprived of access to HRMS and opportunities to advance their IT  skills. This is how one 
clerk characterized the workers’ situation: 

“I work in a department of twenty people where sixteen of them are field work-
ers. Ninety-nine percent of the time they don’t have access to a computer, and 
when they do, they are not comfortable in using it .”  

Therefore, the workers have no time to do “computer work”, since their workplace is wherever 
the construction site is. The company has not considered the use of wireless devices yet. Other 
clerks comment that workers may not even have the privilege to access the SSE module (Table 
2). At any rate, the existence of have-nots sets long-term limits to the scope of self-service appli-
cations.   
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Conclusion: Mixed Messages 
In contrast to research that singles out customer satisfaction with direct and quick access to in-
formation, this case paints a less comforting picture. Overall, the story of HRMS conveys mixed 
messages. While the system adoption effort cannot be qualified as a failure that is frequently re-
ported in the ERP/SAP literature (Bulkeley, 1996), the adoption rate is below the expected one 
after a year into the “shakedown phase” (Markus & Tanis, 2000) or Rogers’s (2003) clarification 
phase. Success measures reported by Stein and colleagues (2005) are not achieved—a reduction 
of administrative staff has been minimal and there has been no reduction of management HR du-
ties. Although the SSE module is generally endorsed, the real key to HRMS adoption lies with the 
SSM module that is much less adopted mainly because it  requires more work and technical skills 
on the managers’ side. Without overcoming the resistance of SSM users—divisional managers 
and supervisors—the future of HRMS is uncertain.  

Evidence suggests that HRMS suffers a plethora of usability problems. Using the terminology of 
the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and the innovation framework respectively, it  follows 
that HRMS exhibits a lower “perceived ease of use” (Davis, 1989) and a higher “complexity” 
(Rogers, 2003). HRMS does not deliver reports for executive decision making either. In the ter-
minologies cited, this shortcoming indicates the system’s lower “perceived usefulness” and a 
lower “relative advantage.” But usability problems are the tip of the iceberg. This study deter-
mined that infoculture is a deeper problem that obstructs adoption of HRMS. The system pushes 
unfamiliar electronic workflows on divisional management. Using the terminology of Rogers’s 
(2003) diffusion of innovation theory, SMM has low compatibility with past experiences and ex-
isting values of the adopters. In addition, HRMS challenges the old way of approving reported 
time and expense, in which clerks would do most of the data checking and some decision making 
for managers.  
The IVO lenses portray divisional managers as followers of a particular sub-infoculture. Its hall-
mark is a focus on information rather than IT. Present t ime counts most in assessing benefits from 
an IS, and learning costs play a big part in assessing the value of new IT. Opposed to this is the 
infoculture heralded by the SAP unit, which boasts opposite assumptions: a new IT  is always bet-
ter than the old one, the future merits more attention than the present t ime, and the organizational 
development should be shaped by IT . These differing infocultures create misunderstanding be-
tween the respective groups in the course of the system adoption process. While the business side 
tends to blame its counterpart for a lack of sensitivity for user needs, the technologist side may 
hastily characterize the users’ legitimate concerns for system improvement as a roadblock to pro-
gress. This fragmentation of infoculture has analogues in the literature (Orlikowski & Gash, 
1994). 
The corporate culture nurtures a critical bias that can potentially demerit  any new technology, 
particularly among end-users. The situation is additionally aggravated by tensions between in-
cipient values and practices of the self-service origin and the traditional infoculture. Regular data 
entry, routinely logging into the system to check if there are employee reports awaiting approval, 
and performing entire tasks exclusively on electronic data—all these have been new practices for 
users to accept. Any cultural change is difficult, but it  is even more so if it  is not preceded by 
proper preparations. With the exception of the HR department, no systematic change management 
had been orchestrated. Most remarkably, BPR that would prepare management for processes em-
bedded in the SSM module was skipped. Utilit ies Company is not alone in this, but the damaging 
consequences are also shared (Larsen & Myers, 1999). Being unprepared for change, many users 
feel shaky or tend to circumvent the new processes, and managers have doubts about the desirable 
scope of self-service.  
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The uncompromising electronic character of HRMS also challenges the existing infoculture in 
which electronic information and technology and their paper-bound counterpart co-exist. Con-
trary to Sarker and Lee’s (2000) finding on dismantling “a sea of paperwork” with adoption of 
ERP, Utilit ies Company has maintained the old paper trail in parallel with the new electronic 
trail. Reasons are sometimes legal and imposed by the environment that still requests paper. But it 
is equally if not more detrimental, from the perspective of adopting HRMS, that “bosses still like 
to see it  all on paper.” There is the question of economic rationality of this dualism raised by an 
expert user and echoed in a number of interviews. The dualism annoys some users, while others 
appear indolent (“some hand time data electronically, and some still hand in paper”). At any rate, 
the paper-electronic dualism undermines the hope that HR applications are the once publicly 
touted “nail in the coffin of paper-based administration” and softens the motivation for adoption. 

Many users feel as if they are run over by systems that develop at a relentless pace. There is a 
felling of perpetuating unfinished business, as not finalized applications are being pushed on us-
ers time and time again. This situation causes frustration and leaves some sour taste in the mouth. 
Clearly, the infoculture of users does not praise life with continual change. Such a perspective can 
hardly raise optimism in an adoption situation, and rejection may have set in as an automatic first  
response to any new application. This being the case, the current infoculture derails rational 
grasping and weighing of costs and benefits that underpin standard adoption models. In addition, 
this infoculture exhibits a digital divide, thus persistently keeping workers on the have-nots side.  
Overall, the infoculture in Utilit ies Company hindered the HRMS before it  could reach the last 
stage in the adoption process – routine use (Markus & Tanis, 2000; Rogers, 2003). Unresolved 
problems may resurface and amplify in that last stage, bringing HRMS to either a compromised 
mode of use (Lapointe & Rivard, 2005) or completely down (Lapointe & Rivard, 2005; Rogers, 
2003). 

Theoretical and Practical Contribution  
One limitation of this study is that it  has captured only a six-month period of the adoption process 
in the company studied. A different time period of study would plausibly result  in somewhat dif-
ferent insights. Still, this possibility does not invalidate the current results as they reflect a crucial 
moment in the life cycle of HRMS. Consequently, the study carries certain contributions to both 
academic research and management practice.   

The theoretical contribution of this study refers to insights into cultural dynamics of adopting 
ERP self-service applications. The IVO-based inquiry unveiled multiple cultural dimensions that 
played part in adoption intentions of individual users of HRMS. The critical bias in organizational 
culture, fragmented infoculture, dualism between paper and electronic technology and practices, 
self-service challenges, perceived pace of systems development, and digital divide—all these are 
interesting dimensions with a potential of both helping to explain adoption of HRMS and adding 
to the system adoption theory that has been developed for systems outside the self-service cate-
gory. The qualitative inquiry can be advanced and the quantitative approaches can be adjusted for 
social factors that reside beyond the individual level of analysis.  

For instance, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 1989) pre-
dicts that and individual’s perceptions of the ease of using a system and of the system’s useful-
ness determines the individual’s intention to use the system. That this subjective weighing of 
costs and benefits is indeed at work as the antecedent to systems use has been proven in a pleth-
ora of studies. What remains invisible, however, is the influences from the broader organizational 
context on these individual valuations. Perception of characteristics of IT  built  into a system and 
the system-related information can be influenced by values and behaviors that evolve around in-
formation and IT . For example, if a particular group of users has a shorter time-focus in assessing 
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the value of IT , praises quick access to data as the ultimate value, and believes that the speed of 
introducing new systems is inappropriately high, then these traits of infoculture can push down 
the assessment of a new system’s usefulness. In Utilit ies Company, divisional managers and su-
pervisors as well as some professionals share these beliefs. Similarly, if disliking to learn new IT  
skills while focusing on a new system’s downsides are widely shared norms, the system’s ease of 
use may be downgraded. By the same logic, an infoculture with opposite attributes, such as the 
one carried by the technologists, could push up a system’s perceived usefulness and ease of use. 
To the same end do work the incipient praising of self-service and practical self-service determi-
nation of some end-users identified in the study. However, still more of counter-balancing forces 
are instantiated in the critical bias, persistence of paper trail, undesirable pace of systems devel-
opment, and the persistent digital divide. Future research needs to test the hypotheses that these 
and possibly other aspects of infoculture influence perceived ease of use and usefulness of IS. 
The infoculture of technologists in our case suggests that such relationship exist. Organizational 
culture and infoculture exist prior to individual perception of systems’ advantages and disadvan-
tages. Consequently, infoculture can be modeled as a moderator to TAM’s independent variables. 
Newer TAM models support this reasoning, as exemplified by the construct of social factors 
(Venkatesh, Morris, Davis, & Davis, 2003). Moreover, our proposition on the influence of info-
culture is congruent with Rogers’s (2003) theory of innovation diffusion in which social norms 
have a prominent role.  
The findings discussed can help practitioners to define strategic and tactical actions on increasing 
acceptance of self-service HR systems when the constellation of circumstances approximates the 
context of Utilit ies Company.  As a quicker solution for advancing the adoption rate, one should 
take advantage of experiences and enthusiasm of early adopters (the HR staff and divisional 
clerks it  this case). Creative techniques of adoption HR staff used could be spread to other parts 
of corporation. The early adopters may be turned into a social network tasked to assist  diffusion 
of HRMS practices. Further, the executive management needs to revisit  the question of potential 
benefits divisional management draws from a self-service system, when ambiguity is detected in 
this domain. On a longer run, the company’s program of professional development for managers 
needs to incorporate the topic of managing by using electronic IS. As a complementary measure, 
the company should eliminate the paper documentation and paperwork wherever possible.  
The HRMS champions may need to tone down their expectations and criticism. The start premise 
should be a realization that the changes in system-supported processes are not self-explanatory 
and natural. Further, both the technologists and business users need to make steps to bridge the 
gap separating them. A point of departure should be learning about the other side’s perspective. 
Moreover, organizational interfaces that can facilitate this mutual learning between users and 
technologists (business analysts and users, developers and users) need to be revisited in terms of 
responsibility and expected deliverables. Finally, licensing costs aside, the digital divide that bars 
the majority of employees (workers) from self-service applications is untenable in the age when 
new generations use computers as toys and needs to be considered by executives.  
In conclusion, self-service systems that increasingly are deployed in organizations bring up chal-
lenges to adoption theory and practical management. These facts suggest that there is a need for 
new research approaches and for a dedicated line of research. 
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