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Abstract: In knowledge intensive organizations – such as Information Technology (IT) companies or consultancy firms - knowledge sharing processes and collaboration represent key success factors for competing in a dynamic business environment. In small firms knowledge sharing and collaboration are facilitated by the physical proximity of the R&D or business development specialists. In large organizations, characterized by distributed settings, to speed up innovation and time-to-market, managers need to find ways to enable knowledge sharing and collaboration among individuals and teams located in different geographical areas. Managers have a choice of different strategies and IT tools to support employee collaboration.
Through the institutional theory lens, the objective of this research is to better understand the challenges of selecting and using collaborative IT tools in a geographically distributed setting. To this end, we have collected data via a case study of a large IT organization that introduced a centralized mandated IT tool aimed at enabling collaboration among employees working in a distributed setting and belonging to different departments and functions. Our preliminary findings show that institutionalized practices, organizational silos as well as lack of time and incentives compromised the effective use of the mandated IT tool.
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Theoretical background
The options in Information System selection
A large proportion of studies on diffusion argues that organizations adopt new practices and resources, such as information technologies, for three main reasons: they adopt a certain IT to achieve or defend a competitive advantage; they adopt a certain IT because of the “influence” of external entities; they adopt a certain IT because it is imposed  by an external authority.
In the first case – adoption as a choice - the adoption called competitive isomorphism is a rational process whereby companies monitor their environment for technologies and practices that allow them to improve their internal processes. Companies adopt the technologies and work practices that others use because of "a system rationality that emphasizes market competition, niche change and fitness measures" (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.149-150).
In the second case – adoption resulting from persuasion by external entities - organizations adopt new practices and new technologies because external entities - such as consultancy companies or accreditation / certification bodies - persuade them to do so. These external entities have a stake in the technologies that companies use and in the managerial practices that they adopt, but they do not have any formal power to affect the choices of organizations (Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings, 2002).
Finally, adoption can be the result of an imposition by external entities. In this case organizations adopt new practices and new technologies because external agents force them to do so (Carugati et al. 2018). These agents have a stake in the technologies and in the administrative practices that organizations adopt and they have enough power to enforce self-serving practices upon a group of organizations (Smith et al., 2010).  One set of entities includes government bodies, standard-setting organizations, regulators, industry associations, unions and any other organization that has formal power over organizations in a group through the rule of law or through a set of contracts (Mezias and Glynn, 1993). 
Institutionalization of Information Systems
According to Powell and DiMaggio (1991 p.8), institutions ‘are social structures that have attained a high degree of resilience’. This resilience is based on and sustained by: cultural-cognitive, normative, and regulative elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life. Institutions are transmitted by various types of carriers, including symbolic systems, relational systems, routines, and artefacts. Institutions operate at different levels of jurisdiction, from the world system to localised interpersonal relationships. Institutions by definition connote stability but are subject to change processes, both incremental and discontinuous’ (Powell and DiMaggio, (1991 p.8).
Institutional theory proposes that the regulative, normative and cognitive elements of institutions can be seen on the basis of compliance and legitimacy and in the mechanisms, logic and indicators that operate in the social structure, as per Table 1
	
	Regulative
	Normative
	Cognitive

	Basis of compliance
	Expedience
	Social obligation
	Taken for granted

	Mechanisms
	Coercive
	Normative
	Mimetic

	Logic
	Instrumentality
	Appropriateness
	Orthodoxy

	Indicators
	Rules, laws, sanctions
	Certification, accreditation
	Prevalence, isomorphism

	Basis of legitimacy
	Legally sanctioned
	Morally governed
	Culturally supported, conceptually correct


	Table 1: Representation of regulative, normative and cognitive institutional elements, from Scott (2008).
Institutional theory highlights the mechanism of isomorphism: ‘a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983 p.149). In this theory, similar actors (organizations and individuals) in the same environment tend to pursue similar courses of action. Isomorphism derives from three underlying types of pressure in the institutional environment: mimetic, normative and coercive.
Mimetic pressure arises from similar interpretations of the organizational field, such that actors mimic other successful actors that they consider as similar to themselves (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). For example, the decision to implement a specific Information System (IS) or a specific business process often depends more on what other similar organisations are doing than on the objective needs of innovation processes (Ang and Commings, 1997; Mola and Carugati, 2012).
Normative pressures induce isomorphism through shared respect for unwritten codes of conduct or traditions. Over time, normative pressures permeate business organisation and dictate what should be done and how to approach problems. For example, when a firm realizes that most of its competitors are adopting a specific protocol and procedure, it will tend to adopt similar protocols and procedures to achieve legitimacy among its customers and business partners (Vitharana and Dharwadkar, 2007).
Coercive pressures emerge from legislation and technological changes that compel the organisation to adapt (Tushman and Anderson, 1997). For example, when the European Union introduced the requirement of milk traceability and other norms, all actors operating in the milk supply chain were forced to begin declaring their procedures. A collective respect for these norms results in isomorphism (Carugati at al. 2018).
It should be noted that isomorphic pressures can act both as a brake and as an accelerator of change, depending on the market’s particular situation and the momentum that a particular initiative is having. Further, isomorphic pressures act on multiple levels (Scott, 2008). Organisational fields, defined as ‘organisations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognised area of institutional life’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983 p.148), can develop professional codes of conduct, perhaps regardless of legislation, though Scott (2008) finds reciprocal interactions across levels, such that the societal level connects to the individual level through the organisational field level, and vice versa.
Therefore, it is sensible that Currie (2009) encourages IS researchers to conduct multilevel analyses to enrich understanding, an approach also seen in Faik and Walsham (2012). Through institutional change and the diffusion of practices, top-down processes allow higher-level structures to shape the structure and action of lower levels, something seen as desirable in innovation processes, but that can also work in the opposite direction and frustrate initiatives.
Institutional theory, with its ability to highlight both change and resistance at multiple interconnected levels, is a powerful tool for understanding organizational change involving new ITs (see Mignerat and Rivard, 2009; Weerakkody et al., 2009). In the present contribution, we use the institutional theory lens to explore the challenges involved in implementing a specific information technology from both decision-maker and user perspectives.
Methodology
Research approach
This empirical study takes a socio-technical perspective, in which reality is constructed by the interaction of actors (human and non-human) in generating meaning. We adopted an interpretive case study approach (Walsham, 1995), collecting and analyzing data following the basic principles of grounded theory methodology, such as constant comparison and theoretical sampling (Glaser, 1978, Glaser, 1998, Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The combination of case studies and grounded theory methods is an appropriate way of exploring socio-technical problems in IS (Fernandez and Lehmann, 2011) and an effective approach when exploring phenomena in their own organizational and human contexts (Orlikowski, 1993, Van de Ven and Poole, 1989). This method allowed us to explore the substantive area of study, to explain the phenomena under observation in a manner that was informed, but not hijacked, by the literature or by the a priori adoption of a theoretical lens (as suggested by Eisenhardt, 1989, Orlikowski, 1993).
Data collection
We collected our data on the implementation of the mandated collaborative IT tool at Alpha ltd. (a pseudonym), a large European IT company that processes, manufactures and distributes IT products and services worldwide. The case organization provided access to documents, technology and key people, thus facilitating the longitudinal study, which consisted, until then, of three phases, as follows:
The first phase (2015) involved analyzing the processes and procedures used at Alpha in developing new products and services and examining the collaboration practices among team members located in different geographic areas. In order to understand the general context, we conducted 5 semi-structured interviews with 2 project managers, 1 manager of the Knowledge management center (KM center) in Europe, 2 developers – users of existing collaborative tools. With this background, we analyzed the content of the Alpha intranet and internal documents (for example institutional presentations of Alpha, internal communication about collaboration needs and objectives, etc.). Then, we conducted a three-month field observation.
The second phase (2016) involved studying the nature and role of the different collaborative tools in Alpha. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the KM manager (1), project manager (1) and with the developer-key users (3). We supplemented the interviews with analysis of internal documents. We also analyzed the features of the different tools and procedures used for developing the main services, searching for clues in the technology. This phase provided a more complete understanding of the technology and the challenges presented. The accounts suggested tensions between opposing forces regarding change.
During the third phase (2017–present) we aimed to investigate the different perspectives on the role and efficiency of collaborative tools. A key objective was to gather direct evidence from the different types of actors involved (developers, middle managers, sale force), as this is necessary to better understand the role and relevance of emerging constructs. We conducted 15 interviews with the Alpha KM manager (1), project managers (2), developer key users (3), and pilot users of the mandated collaborative IT tool (8). We also observed pilot users of the new platform to manage and record data related to their daily activities.

	Type of data
	# of data
	Detail
	Theoretical goal

	Interviews
	25
	2 managers of KM center, 5 project managers, 8 key users, 10 pilot users
	Understand the differ views of the project and of the  collaborative tool 

	Internal documents
	15
	10 PowerPoint presentations (on average 60 slides each, illustrating the main phases of the projects) 5 project reports
	Understand the official view of the project

	Direct observation 
	120 hours
	Two of the authors’ MSc students working at Alpha were coached on the different tools used and on the new one.
	Understand the use of the available collaborative tools


Table 2. Data collection synthesis
Contextual background – case description
Alpha ltd
Founded in the late ‘80s, Alpha ltd. is a global IT enterprise, a leader in its domain. The exponential growth of Alpha ltd. resulted in a multinational with a headcount of over 15.000 employees spread over all five continents. Initially specialized in one sector, Alpha ltd. now provides technology solutions for a wide range of institutional customers in different domains and sectors. Alpha ltd. has become very much a large IT company and with this status it has become vital to be as efficient as possible. Competitors are continuously evolving and Alpha ltd has understood that they must do the same. This is why the company is constantly searching all parts of the organization's solutions to increase their productivity and efficiency.
Their overall goal is to find solutions that empower their business and help their customers enhance and improve results on a daily basis. To date, Alpha ltd. has a large product and service portfolio but innovation remains one of the most important challenges. Every single product is meant to serve a certain need from one of the company’s specific segments. Today Alpha ltd. has two core businesses – Distribution and IT Solutions. They deliver powerful customer synergies by sharing a common technology platform and communications infrastructure. Alpha ltd. is present in 190 markets representing 118 nationalities worldwide. Consequently, despite the existing IT tools, sharing knowledge and collaborating has become challenging because Alpha’s employees are culturally diverse and geographically dispersed.
Collaboration tools at Alpha ltd
Throughout the world Alpha ltd. local and global teams develop many creative ideas and innovative products. In such a complex and distributed setting one of the main challenges that Alpha managers face is how to enhance knowledge sharing and collaboration to increase efficiency and innovation in the global team. To better serve the needs of these geographically dispersed employees and teams, a wide range of tools has been introduced throughout the company over the years. These include:
· SharePoint 2010-based tool for sharing approved information and documents with the wider audience
· SharePoint collaboration tool for document management and content sharing with a limited audience
· Internal Q&A forum related to Alpha’s products, services and tools
· Mango Apps, a social platform that connects employees and allows them to create groups to discuss projects, topics of shared interest or coordinate teams
· Internal social network where employees can share their area of competencies
· Online meeting and video conferencing tool
· Jabber, a chat tool
· Outlook, a classic corporate emailing tool
· Instant messaging tool for groups
· Co-creation tool mostly used by developers to share and exchange ideas
· Cloud platform that helps to securely store and share files
· Internal ideation platform to promote innovation inside the company
· Video and rich-media sharing tool
· Project mock-up sharing tool used by developers and designers
· Lotus Notes, the previous version of outlook, still used for posting offers (ex: buying or selling, help…)
The IT tools in use at Alpha have been introduced to support and integrate the four main aspects of the organization’s view of collaboration: learning from peers; connection across sites and functions; co-creation of services and products; sharing ideas and expertise (Figure.1)
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Figure 1. The four goals of collaboration at Alpha ltd
Data Analysis and Results:
Mandating a new collaborative tool
The official internal documents at Alpha witness the managerial team’s increasing emphasis on the need to collaborate. In an internal newsletter, the Alpha CEO set the direction where Alpha should head: “We have no alternative but to work together more effectively than we did in the past. Success in areas such as merchandising, mobile, payments and many others requires us to bring our talents and our expertise together, to collaborate and to compromise. Working together is one of our values and has to be an everyday reality to ensure our future success.”
This official message has been reinforced by the Alpha Chief Operations Manager who recounted in the subsequent internal newsletter: “In a global, dynamic and evolving working environment, how we interact, collaborate and share knowledge across geographies and teams must continuously evolve. An effective workplace connects people and makes collaboration simple, bringing together the true potential in our workplace – your expertise and diversity”.
These statements are also summarized in the guidelines for the upcoming Alpha project:

	· The ambition - A friction free business.
· Discover anything
· Discover the answers and the information that you need, whenever and wherever you are
· Connect with anyone
· Find, connect and follow anyone, across the Alpha business
· Work in any way
· Choose the tools and channels that work best for you and your group.


Figure 2: Alpha official internal communication presentation PROJECT-REF2.5
Alpha’s need to change the institutionalized practices is reflected in an official internal presentation of a new project: “This is the change that’s going to shape the next phase of our growth. Not following conventions but breaking them, not holding onto our past but learning from it. It’s a change that’s going to enable us to shape the future of our industry….” (PROJECT-REF2.5). Pressure to change comes from the necessity to rapidly cater to customer needs in a highly competitive environment. As Alpha HR, Communication & Branding manager stated in another official communication: “Alpha must become more collaborative and agile to truly support the customer in a VUCA [VUCA sands for: volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity] world. Alpha Future of Work is a key transformational programme to drive Alpha through that change”.
In the face of an increasing need for knowledge sharing and collaboration Alpha management promotes Alpha Group, the new centralized IT tool for collaboration. This tool is similar to the social networks that employees use at home. It offers the possibility to discuss and chat back and forth, post pictures, videos and other content. Alpha Group which was introduced to align employee interaction practices with the vision of the company which, to quote one of the project leader: “is to really focus on the collaboration side in order to undo things socially that you could do differently or that you did differently often before.” Alpha Group has been linked to some other previously used IT tools with the aim of better meeting employees’ needs. The management hopes that Alpha Group will effectively integrate all the tools and become the main collaborative tool used throughout the organization.
Barriers to change institutionalized practices
If the top management view that emerges from the official documents and from the interviews conducted with middle management seems to be clear and shared, the reality of Alpha Group use appears more complex at employee level. As one of the employees recounted: “the more Alpha is global, the more challenges it faces such as diversity in the culture of the country, resistance, usability differences and others” (Alpha Key User 1).
A major barrier to the use of Alpha Group is the existence of organizational silos at Alpha, not only among the different business units but also among the different hierarchical levels and organizational functions. Our interviewees most frequently mentioned lack of interactions between IT developers and the sales and marketing staff. These two groups of employees seem to have conflicting goals and motivations. Firstly, IT developers are technology “geeks” who tend not to use the mandated tools (Alpha Group) because they have always developed their own IT solutions for their specific needs. Secondly, the rest of the organization (from marketing, finance or sales force mostly) also have communication and collaborative needs but are unable to develop their own tools or do not take time to develop them. These two groups seem to have different interests and tend not to interact easily with one another. As one of the employees confirmed: “Our operations will say there are two different mentalities and often the developers will do something because they think everybody else is too slow, so they will do it in their own corner” (Project Manager 2). Indeed, if the existing IT tool does not meet the developers’ expectations, they do not wait for the official solution but resolve the problem by creating a solution themselves. This poses several challenges. First, by developing new tools, the developers contribute to the multiplication of the already large number of IT tools at Alpha. Second and most importantly, by developing their own tools, developers may bypass the official security enforcement processes. In other words, when developers come up with an IT solution that suits the specific needs of their team, they do not go through the entire security validation as would an Alpha approved tool. Furthermore, by multiplying collaborative tools used inside the organization, it becomes very difficult to keep track of information whereabouts. Hence, to enhance knowledge sharing and collaboration, the challenge is to implement an IT tool that satisfies the needs and expectations of the two different groups of employees mentioned above
Our interviewees also mentioned insufficient liaison functions to facilitate knowledge sharing. Pilot user 1 has a cross-function role within the organization. Yet, she clearly stated that she does not have the time to truly work with each division or team to meet their needs. In sum, the multiplicity of existing collaboration IT tools and the fact that one group of employees, namely, the IT engineers have, over the years, developed their own tools tailored to their teams’ needs, has reinforced the organizational silos between IT engineers and the rest of the organization. This had two main consequences. First, it resulted in frequent misalignment between customer needs and the IT solutions developed by the Alpha IT engineers. Second, it gave rise to the emergence of sub-cultures within IT development and sales and marketing staff resulting in misunderstandings and conflicts.
Lack of time emerges as an important barrier on several levels. When analyzing data from the interviews, we also found that in some cases it was not unwillingness to use the technology that became a barrier to knowledge sharing and collaboration but rather the fact that employees did not have the necessary time to learn how to use the mandated tools. Also, no “real” incentives were offered by  management to enhance the use of Alpha Group. As one Pilot user 2 recounted: “We spend a large amount of time learning the tools. And we have a large number of sites. But in the end what counts is our objectives”. Furthermore, our interviewees reported that because of the time pressure everyone experiences, the tools are not completely suited to their needs: The guys would need a lot more time to spend with the different team members in order to understand their activities and offer them a better adapted solution for them”. (Pilot user 1)

Figure 3 shows the existence of the different sub-organizations within the formal organization.
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Figure 3. The official vs. the actual organization
Discussion and limitations
The first round of data analysis points to the existence of different external and internal pressures as well as different internal logics at Alpha. Alpha chose to introduce the new IT system (Alpha Group) to increase internal efficiency and because of mimetic pressure resulting from the persuasion of external entities such as experts and software vendors (DiMaggio, 1983; Greenwood et al., 2002). The choice of the IT solution appears not to be in line with the existing and institutionalized practices. This misalignment creates tension between the top-down IT strategy pursued by the organizational decision-makers and the institutionalized practices of the users, some of whom continue to use the unofficial tools developed by the technical staff for the specific needs of their teams. 
Contrary to previous research (Mola and Carugati, 2012; Carugati et al., 2018), at the moment of data collection and analysis, the mandated IT artefact did not help to overcome the distance between the different sub-cultures (technical and non-technical) at Alpha. Instead, imposing rather than discussing the IS choice deepened the existing distance between them. The technical staff continued to use their unofficial IT tools and the non-technical staff followed the official path.
In line with institutional theory, our data show the difficulty of changing institutional practices at Alpha ltd. It seems that the introduction of the centralized IT tool conflicted with the institutionalized practices of a substantial number of users and with the cultures and professional code of conduct already in place (Scott, 2008).
The main limitation of our study is the fact that our data was collected during the initial stage of the IT implementation project. To better understand the challenges involved in efficient adoption of the centralized collaborative IT tool, the authors are running a second round of data collection that will provide additional insights to the mechanisms that facilitate the evolution of institutionalized practices.
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