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.Abstract 
Large-scale, cross-functional information systems are often adopted selectively
core features can be adopted and used routinely, while others are supplemented or 
replaced by local information systems. In a participant-observer study of a 
Japanese-owned, US-based electronics factory, the interpretations held by groups 
of their relationships with other functional areas played a powerful role in their 
decisions to use or not use integrated information resources. The findings argue 
that people continually assess the practicality (balance between effort and 
benefits), trustworthiness (quality offuture commitments}, and fairness (evaluation 
legitimacy) of shared information use. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Previous research, particularly in manufacturing (e.g., Cooper and Zmud, 1990), 
suggests that large-scale, cross-functional information systems are often adopted 
selectively-core features can be adopted and used routinely, while others are 
supplemented or replaced by local information systems. Even when a large-scale 
system is 'adopted', users have some discretion over whether to adopt features of an 
integrated information system (for example, a common inventory database), or to 
use simpler, more localized information resources, such as spreadsheets, stand
alone databases, paper binders, labels, or white boards. 

Existing research on information systems implementation (e.g., Lucas, 1992; 
Kwon and Zmud, 1987) and on organizational innovation more generally (e.g., 
Rogers, 1983; Wolfe, 1994) has important limitations for explaining selective 
adoption across functional areas. First, these literatures tend to assume that a 
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single, stable innovation is adopted at a distinct point in time (Wolfe, 1994; 
Swanson, 1994). Large-scale systems, however, have many different possible 
configurations (Fleck et al, 1990) which are subject to distinct adoption decisions 
over time. A second, and more important limitation, is the conceptualization of 
adopting organizations as a relatively stable, homogenous whole (Kwon and Zmud, 
1987). The use of integrated systems changes the dependency relationships 
between individuals and groups, often making them more dependent upon each 
other (e.g., Attewell, 1992; Allen, 1994). Without a focus on organizational 
diversity, and interactions over time, the perceptions of innovation considered so 
crucial in these literatures (e.g., Rogers, 1983; Moore and Benbasat, 1992) will be 
seen as uniform, rather than diverse and potentially changing. 

For the literature on large-scale manufacturing information systems, these 
assumptions about innovation have led to an interpretation of selective adoption as 
a problem of individuals not being aware of the contribution that a single, 
integrated system can make to shared organization goals (i.e., an 'education' 
problem), or as a problem of individuals resisting shared organizational goals (i.e., 
a 'discipline' problem) (Wight, 1984; Allen, 1995). In this paper, I report on a 
participant-observer study of selective adoption at a Japanese-owned, US-based 
electronics factory. In this case, I examine when integrated information resources 
are jointly used for scheduling, inventory control, design, and quality control, and 
when features of the integrated system are not adopted in favor of local 
information resources. The interpretations held by groups of their relationships 
with other functional areas played a powerful role in their decisions to use or not 
use integrated information resources. Instead of an 'education' or 'discipline' 
problem, selective adoption is the outcome of people continually assessing the 
practicality (balance between effort and benefits), trustworthiness (quality of future 
commitments), and fairness (evaluation legitimacy) of shared information use. 

2 THE CASE STUDY: MRPII AT FLEXCO 

In this project, I studied the selective adoption of an integrated MRPII system at 
Flexco. MRPII systems are designed to provide an integrated, centralized 
information system for all production planning and control decisions (Wight, 
1984). An MRPII system uses a database of existing inventory, and a model of 
product designs and factory capabilities, to compute when manufacturing and 
purchasing jobs must be done to achieve a desired delivery schedule. A key 
element of MRPII is that it is designed to be the comprehensive and exclusive 
source of information for all planning and control decisions. According to a 
'founding father' of MRPII, the system should involve "every facet of the 
business ... MRPII results in management finally having the numbers to run the 
business. One set of number, valid numbers, and everybody using the same set of 
numbers." (Wight, 1984: 54) 

In practice, however, companies who purchase MRPII systems tend to adopt them 
selectively by only using some features routinely (e.g., Sum and Yang, 1993). 
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While Cooper and Zmud (1990) could explain the initial decision to adopt an 
MRPII system in terms of task-technology fit, they could only speculate that 
differences in the degree and extent of MRPII use over time were due to 
unexamined 'political' processes. And while the founders of MRPII call on 
companies to use the system to its fullest extent, the emergence of Just-In-Time 
production control techniques has added a new element of uncertainty. Just-In
Time techniques are often associated with more decentralized visual control 
systems (Greif, 1991) that use simpler, often non-computerized techniques for 
recording and presenting information (e.g., Schonberger, 1986). 

Selective MRPII adoption was studied at Flexco, a pseudonym for the US division 
of a Japanese electronics manufacturer. Flexco's factory employs around 400 
workers, and produces 20-25 different types of electronics products for the 
computer peripheral and automotive industries. The Flexco case was chosen for 
three reasons: their pattern of selective adoption, their operational success, and the 
extensive access they were able to offer. Flexco's selective adoption of MRPII 
mirrored the predominant pattern of MRPII use found in recent surveys. Flexco 
was also chosen as an example of a 'successful' manufacturer, as indicated by their 
ability to be profitable in a high-cost area where most comparable production had 
moved overseas, and their award from the SME (Society of Manufacturing 
Engineers) for leading-edge shop floor practice. Finally, Flexco was willing to 
allow extensive researcher access to all of the major functional areas using the 
system. 

3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

The unexplained diversity of MRPII adoption patterns, the complexity of 
organization-wide manufacturing change (e.g., Attewell, 1992), and the prevalence 
of value-laden explanations for MRPII adoption in the practitioner literature 
(emphasizing terms such as 'discipline' and 'commitment') all argued for an 
intensive, qualitative research strategy. Qualitative research is particularly 
appropriate for studies which examine rich contexts and people's interpretations of 
the world (Marshall and Rossman, 1989). 

The study used participant-observation and interviews to generate grounded theory 
explanations of adoption behavior. A grounded theory study uses observation 
notes and interviews to generate conceptual categories. The categories are 
developed and linked by testing emergent hypotheses against fresh data. Rather 
than sampling at random, data collection is guided by the current state of the 
theory-the researcher deliberately searches for negative instances and alternative 
explanations that will challenge existing theory. By the end of the analysis, the 
many categories are reduced to a few core categories of central concern. The 
process is described in more detail in Strauss (1987) and Patton (1980). 

The 58 interviews, each a minimum of 30 minutes, focused on answering the 
questions posed by the emerging theory. In each of seven major functional areas, I 
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strove to develop one prime informant (with whom I could be on a 'first name' 
basis) who was then checked against and supplemented by at least one other 
informant. While the interviews took place, I acted as a participant-observer over a 
seven month period. During four of those months, I was on-site 15-20 hours per 
week. Participant-observation requires careful role definition and role 
management (Patton, 1980). On a spectrum between insider and outsider roles, I 
chose an intermediate point: I presented myself as a university researcher willing 
to do an extended computer project for Flexco in exchange for research access. 
Being explicit about my research role risks not being seen as a member of the 
community-though the candor of my interview notes suggests otherwise. An 
intermediate role, however, has the advantage of not being associated too closely 
with any particular functional area, which was crucial for this project. An overt 
role also removes some of the ethical problems with covert research. The number 
of interviews conducted in each functional area are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1 Interviews at Flexco 

Functional Area Interviews with Interviews with Total 
Prime Informant Other Informants 

Accounting 5 2 7 
Buyer/Planners 5 7 12 
Engineering 7 2 9 
Information 10 5 15 
Systems 
Production 2 1 3 
Quality 2 1 3 
Warehouse 5 4 9 

Total 36 22 58 

4 INTEGRATED VS. LOCAL SYSTEMS USE AT FLEXCO 

The study focused on trying to explain why different groups within Flexco 
sometimes made use of integrated information resources in the MRPII system, and 
sometimes used their own local information resources for production planning and 
control. At the time of the study, Flex co had been using a leading commercial 
MRPII software package for almost four years. The types of information included 
in the study, listed in Table 2, are scheduling, inventory, design, and quality 
information. 

The integrated MRPII system is designed to hold scheduling information on all 
production and purchasing activities, broken down into weekly or daily time slices. 
The buyer/planners primarily responsible for scheduling and purchasing at Flexco, 
however, tended to only keep a monthly breakdown in the MRPII system. 
Detailed information on daily purchasing deliveries was kept in separate paper 
binders. The individual assembly lines kept their own daily and weekly scheduling 
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information on spreadsheets and paper forms. Flexco management also used 
spreadsheets to create 90-day and 120-day schedules. These locally-held schedules 
were based on their own local sales forecasts, rather than relying completely on the 
official sales forecasts from their US corporate headquarters. 

Table 2 Integrated and local information use at Flexco 

Information Type 
Scheduling 

Inventory 

Design 

Quality 

Integrated Information Use 
Monthly production 
scheduling 
Routine customer orders 
'Projected' customer 
orders 
Purchase orders and 
requisitions 
Tracking most receipts 
and shipments 
Inventory movements 
and locations for many 
products 

Bill of materials 
information for all 
products 

Some factory status 
information (e.g., items 
shipped vs. scrapped) 

Local Information Use 
Daily delivery receipts 
Detailed assembly line 
scheduling 
Local sales forecasts 

Work in process 
inventory tracking on 
factory floor 
Lot tracing for safety
related and exported 
products 
Detailed tracking 
within the warehouse 
'Double checking' 
information on labels 
Parts lists and 
restocking diagrams for 
shop floor workers 
Additional regulatory 
and safety information 
Statistical process 
control charts 
Individual assembly 
line performance 
Supplier performance 
Defect and quality 
re orts 

For inventory information-tracking the location of parts, the quantity of parts, and 
the movement of parts-the integrated MRPII system was used extensively across 
all product lines. However, the most detailed information about inventory 
locations within the receiving warehouse, and on the factory floor, was kept on 
separate labels and white boards. Two separate computer systems were used to 
keep additional inventory information beyond locations and quantities. One 
system kept more detailed information on the movement of parts between 
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assembly operations for a safety-critical product line. Another system maintained 
special taxation information for parts that would be exported under a special 
government scheme. In addition to the separate computer systems, sticky labels 
were in widespread use for providing additional information about product types 
and special handling instructions. 

The integrated MRPII system was used to maintain design information about how 
to build products. The design information is kept in what are called the bill of 
materials: lists of which parts, and in what quantity, are required to build a 
product. The bill of materials information is meant to be maintained by the design 
engineers. Rather than always rely on the design information provided by the 
engineers through the integrated system, however, other groups occasionally 
created their own versions of the bill of materials, supplementing them with their 
own information on production details, safety codes, and regulatory approvals. 

Quality information is not usually seen as the strongest feature of an MRPII 
system, though an MRPII system is supposed to maintain information on how 
many good quality parts are produced in each manufacturing operation, and how 
many parts must be discarded or reworked. Flexco's manufacturing and quality 
personnel did not maintain even this basic quality information on the MRPII 
system for the majority of product lines. They preferred to use paper and personal 
computers for their statistical process control charts, their production line 
performance reports, and their defect reports. All of these systems, as well as their 
system for evaluating supplier performance, were maintained by specific groups 
with local information resources. 

Across the four information types that were analyzed (scheduling, inventory, 
design, and quality), functional areas within Flexco made substantial use of the 
integrated MRPII system (with the possible exception of quality information). For 
all information types, however, the functional areas did not use the integrated 
system exclusively, despite the ability of the MRPII system to accommodate these 
uses in principle. 

5 ASSESSING CROSS-FUNCTIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

From the interview data and observational notes, the grounded theory analysis 
yielded a new and different interpretation of selective adoption across functional 
boundaries. The analysis focused on how groups interpret their relationships with 
other functional areas when deciding to use integrated or local information 
resources. These interpretations were separated analytically into three dimensions: 
assessments of practicality (do we, and do other groups, believe that the shared 
benefits of a systems use outweigh the work effort required to maintain it?), 
assessments of trustworthiness (do we believe that other groups will live up to the 
commitments represented by the system?), and assessments of fairness (do we, and 
do other groups, believe that we are being evaluated fairly through the system, and 
can fairly evaluate others if we have a legitimate need to do so?). Due to space 
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restrictions, I cannot present the full data analysis (much more extensively 
presented in Allen, 1995). What I can do is illustrate the assessment dimensions 
identified in the analysis, by presenting a few key examples of each type. 

5.1 Practicality 

The issue of practicality-is this shared use, with potentially unevenly shared 
benefits, worth the effort? Will other groups that I depend on think this is worth 
the effort?-is one that pervades decision-making about adoption (and many other 
organizational issues) at Flexco. Highly collaborative information systems are 
vulnerable to perceived imbalances between the work required and the benefits 
received (e.g., Grudin, 1994 ). The question of practicality is rooted in a common 
interpretation of factory life-that the factory is a 'busy' place, that not everything 
that needs to be done will get done, and that different groups have different 
'priorities' for what will get done. Members of a functional area are likely to have a 
well-developed theory of what the 'priorities' of different functional areas are, as 
we can see in the example below. An accountant was asked why the integrated 
MRPII system was not used to track inventory as it moved on the factory floor 
(Work In Process, or WIP, inventory), and responded with an account of the 
functional areas and their different 'priorities': 

Accountant: But we ran into all these problems, keeping the bill of materials 
right, doing the transactions. You constantly had to adjust everything in the 
inventory records to keep it perfectly right. It was a lot of work. [Who would 
want this?] The buyers would love to know exactly what's in WIP. It's a black 
hole. They don't know how much to order. The buyer/planners continually have 
the material coordinators do semi-physical inventories. They do it on the tally 
sheets. The product manager, he wouldn't care. He'djust say, you'd owe me more 
people to do these transactions. The material coordinators, they would hate it. 
They would have to do all these adjustments all the time. They'd have to do all this 
work. [HOJ.3.163] * 

The perceptions of practicality are used to justify selective adoption in at least two 
ways: another group may be seen as too 'busy', so a local information resource 
under local control must be created; or our own group is too 'busy', so we refuse to 
participate in a shared use of the system that will only benefit others. An example 
of the first case comes from the factory floor, where the manufacturing production 
supervisor wants to help assembly workers understand their tasks by creating 
sample printed circuit boards (PCBs). To create valid samples, the manufacturing 
supervisor must use design information, indicating which parts are used in the 
manufacture of a PCB. The design engineers, if they were to make the sample 
PCBs, could access the parts lists in the integrated MRPII system. However, the 
manufacturing supervisor explains that because the engineers are so 'busy', she 

* For all of the presented data, text in italics is the exact wording of the respondent. Text in plain type 
is a close paraphrase of what the respondent said, but is not guaranteed to be the exact wording. Text in 
square brackets are the researcher's comments and questions. The reference number at the end uniquely 
identifies the respondent, interview, and line of the transcript. 
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must make her own local parts list using a technology she understands and has 
easier access to (spreadsheets): 

Manufacturing Supervisor: In this area, we've set up sample PCBs with all the 
part numbers, so operators know what they should look like ... Now, I just take a 
board and copy the part numbers from a spreadsheet. If our design engineers had 
the time and inclination, they could do it for us. But they're so swamped I wouldn't 
even ask. [NEH.l.179] 

In another example, a quality engineer explains why he has created his own 
separate database of parts lists. Because another functional area is too 'busy', and 
has different 'concerns', they do not pay sufficient attention to the parts changes on 
the bill of materials (BOMs) kept in the MRPII system. The quality engineer can 
then track important changes for his own benefit, and maintain additional quality 
information: 

Quality Engineer: The BOM is OK. The drawings have a revision code, and a 
supplier for each part. Each part has a buyer/planner watching the engineering 
changes. But sometimes, because of the paper mill, buyers will sign without 
checking as carefully as they should. Specialized things like flammability ratings 
are not in that loop. Others are not as concerned with those issues. [NAM.1.32] 

While other functional areas may be perceived as too 'busy' to make shared use of 
the integrated system practical, functional areas use their own 'busy-ness' to justify 
their own refusal to use the integrated system. At Flexco, the integrated MRPII 
system always issues an official change notice when the details of a purchase order 
are changed by a buyer/planner-if the delivery date is changed, or a quantity is 
changed. The change notices are for the benefit of other managers and 
accountants, so that they can monitor and approve of purchasing changes. At the 
insistence of the buyer/planners making purchasing changes on a daily basis, the 
information systems group allowed buyer/planners access to a custom-built 
program. The custom-built program allowed buyer/planners to edit purchase 
orders directly, without creating a formal change notice. This move was justified 
not by correctness, but by 'busy-ness': 

Materials Manager: When you push daily deliveries to the next month, I didn't 
want a change notice issued. I didn't want a lot of paperwork. A fair percentage 
of those changes, of those adjustments are those daily deliveries ... The issue is, do I 
want a PO change number assigned or not? ... The buyers have the need to go 
through (the custom-built program). I told Mark to use (the custom-built 
program) for all the daily delivery changes, so that he doesn't have to go through 
all that burden. [APS.8.35] 

Perceptions of practicality-the 'busy-ness' and 'priorities' of different functional 
areas-were repeatedly invoked as the explanation for why a local alternative to 
the integrated information system was being used. This explanation was used for 
scheduling information (daily delivery receipts and assembly line scheduling), 
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inventory information (work in process inventory tracking), design information 
(local parts lists and safety information), and quality information (statistical 
process control charts). 

5.2 Trustworthiness 

While assessments of practicality focus on whether other groups will do the work 
required to make an integrated information system usable, assessments of 
trustworthiness are beliefs about whether groups intend to live up to the 
commitments represented by the shared information system. Take, for example, 
the computerized schedule in an MRPII system. There is a practicality issue (will 
other groups update and maintain scheduling information?), but there is also a 
trustworthiness issue (will other groups live up to the commitments represented by 
the schedule?). Employees at Flexco use their assessments of how trustworthy 
other groups are to explain why they sometimes create their own local information 
resources, or use the integrated system. 

For some functional areas, the use of local information resources is explained by a 
perceived lack of trustworthiness in the commitments behind the representations. 
In the example below, a buyer/planner is explaining why their group has created a 
separate spreadsheet-based system for short- to medium-term scheduling. The 
official forecasts, provided by a group at Flexco's US headquarters, are not 
considered a trustworthy account of what customers and suppliers will do in the 
future. 

Buyer/Planner: Our lead time is about 90 days. 90 to 120 days out, our forecast 
is about 35% accurate. But our schedule doesn't change that much, except for a 
few notorious suppliers ... The second guessing we do is more accurate than the 
forecasts. We know more about what's going in. [Do the people (at Flexco 
headquarters) know this?] They don't know that the second guessing is going on. 
[RAM.2.65] 

If there is confidence in the trustworthiness of representations, on the other hand, 
then the representations may be maintained on the integrated system, even if the 
integrated system is not designed to be used that way. In this example, two 
managers are asked to explain why they enter information about unconfirmed 
future orders into the integrated MRPII schedule. Strictly speaking, according to 
the original MRPII model (Wight, 1984 ), likely but unconfirmed orders should not 
be entered as firm commitments. The managers believe, however, that their 
superior knowledge of the trustworthiness of others allows them to use the 
integrated system in this unintended way: 

Project Manager: We're doing a lot of the work on faith, before a formal PO 
comes out, based on existing relationships. [CSA.2.37] 

Materials Manager: We have 12-14 week lead times on many of our computer 
products. Customers can't always give us that much warning ahead of time. 
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Often, we have to place orders for them in the system before we get the official 
order. That's reality. We have to share the risk. Every major account does this. 
[SAC.l.23] 

Most of the concern about trustworthiness at Flexco involved shared 
representations of the future (schedules) rather than representations of the present 
(inventory, product design) or the past (quality control). However, by choosing to 
use an integrated information resource, functional areas become dependent on the 
future intentions ofthe information systems group. Will a feature be supported? If 
something goes wrong, will the information systems group fix it promptly? If the 
information systems group was not believed to support a particular use of the 
integrated MRPII system, then that was considered a valid reason for developing a 
local information resource. For example, a warehouse supervisor explains why he 
created a separate database for tracking the tax codes on inventory destined for 
export: 

Warehouse Supervisor: I'll do an off-line one. I thought that (an information 
systems employee) would do an item master, and I'd do the (modification to the 
MRPII system). When the parts came in, maybe in receiving, there might be an 
extra prompt on the system. But I don't know what (the accounting supervisor's) 
objectives are for the mainframe. I guess he doesn't want to screw it up. I don't 
know. [RCM.2.112] 

The trustworthiness of the information systems group was particularly suspect at 
the time of the study because the job of information systems manager was 
temporarily vacant. While the job was left vacant for almost nine months, the 
information systems manager's boss-the accounting supervisor-took over many 
of his responsibilities. By openly making comments such as the one below, other 
functional areas perceived that the future intentions of the information systems 
group to support new MRPII projects were not trustworthy: 

Accounting Supervisor: We don't want to put much time or effort into the old 
system, because we'll be migrating to the (new hardware platform)eventually .. .l 
spend most of my time on accounting issues. I don't want to deal with MIS now. 
Until the new guy comes, we'll just get by. [SAP.4.8] 

If people perceive that other groups they would depend on are trustworthy-that 
their future intentions are to act in accordance with the representations in the 
shared information system-then they are willing to use the integrated system, 
even in ways that are considered 'illegitimate'. Otherwise, people will create their 
own local information resources. Most of the concern with trustworthiness centers 
on schedules (detailed assembly line scheduling, local sales forecasts) that 
represent future commitments. However, any decision to adopt an integrated 
information resource, rather than a local one, implies a willingness to depend on 
the future intentions of the information systems group. 
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5.3 Fairness 

Along with work effort (practicality) and future intentions (trustworthiness), 
functional areas that are highly dependent upon each other are greatly concerned 
with evaluation-how they are evaluated by others, and how well they can 
evaluate others. Evaluation includes formal reporting relationships, of course, but 
also very much involves co-workers that do not report to each other directly. If 
people in the company are not behaving in the way others would prefer, evaluation 
information can legitimately be taken up to higher levels in the hierarchy to force 
cooperation or compliance. 

At Flexco, there was widespread recognition that people constantly evaluate each 
other. They interpret the problem of evaluation as one of fairness. In their 
accounts of information systems use, they acknowledge that many different kinds 
of evaluation are possible, and that evaluations can be either fair or unfair. The 
employees at Flexco also perceive that people react to evaluation mechanisms that 
are perceived as illegitimate. In this example, two buyer/planners describe why 
they are no longer evaluated on 'past dues', or the number of items that are behind 
schedule: 

Buyer/Planner A: They did rate us on that at one time. Doesn't really work, 
though. If you want me to concentrate on that, fine, I will. Even if the line goes 
down. 

Buyer/Planner B: It's not a good number, because we could make it look good by 
scheduling everything way out. Nothing would be late. But the line would come 
crashing down. 

Buyer/Planner A: You can always play with the numbers. [PB.1.162] 

Employees at Flexco use perceptions of fairness to justify integrated systems 
adoption, or the creation of local information resources. The perceptions of 
fairness include both how reasonably one group is able to evaluate another, and 
how fairly one group is being evaluated by others. An inability to reasonably and 
fairly evaluate other groups through the integrated system is used to explain why a 
local information resource was created. Also, a functional area may refuse to 
participate in a shared use of the integrated system if they perceive that they are 
being evaluated unfairly. 

In the incoming goods warehouse, a warehouse supervisor explains the extra tags 
and sticky labels on inventory as a need for more reasonable evaluation: 

Warehouse Supervisor: The green labels? They just identify the part. So, if 
there's a problem, they know who to go to, and where to go, what shift. If there's a 
problem like the wrong part number on a bag, we can see Trang on first shift is the 
one who screwed up. [RCM.5.101] 
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Nearly every local information resource for 'better' evaluating others was created in 
response to a crisis in the past. According to the worker's accounts, creating a new 
local information resource is a common and legitimate strategy for coping with any 
operational prQblem that demands corrective action. As just one example, a 
production supervisor explains how a new labelling system was created to 
supplement the MRPII part delivery reports: 

Production Supervisor: At the beginning of each shift, the operators go over this 
checksheet, to make sure everything's OK. We track the parts for 3 months, every 
component. We had a very costly mistake last year. The material handler put 
some stock in the wrong container, and we had almost a whole shift's worth of 
boards with the wrong part. Now they have to compare when they put in on the 
reel. The sheet tells them where to put it. [NEH.l.164] 

If a functional area perceives that it is being evaluated unfairly through the use of 
the integrated system, then a shared use of the integrated system may be refused. 
Two months before my arrival, a coalition of warehouse workers and 
buyer/planners pushed to have the integrated MRPII system used for tracking 
assembly line performance. The capability to record how many good quality parts 
were produced per line per day was already built into the MRPII system. The 
project was never completed, however, and the failure was interpreted as a problem 
of fairness. The assembly line workers and supervisors did not perceive 
throughput to be a fair measure of performance without a reasonable set of rules 
about 'downtime'-which functional area would get the blame if the assembly line 
had to be stopped. A frustrated warehouse employee described the failed attempt 
as follows: 

Warehouse Coordinator: The problem was, I could not get any area to agree 
with any other areas about what downtime was exactly. The program manager 
over there, if they didn't have a screw, then it was clear to them. The whole thing 
got me into red tape, and political intrigue, even though no one looked at the data 
to see what was there ... Me and (the former MIS director) were interested in using 
the system to track this. We couldn't get production to buy in. They were afraid of 
it. [PRAC.12.84] 

The issue of perceived fairness was used to explain integrated or local information 
use at Flexco, mostly for performance information related to inventory and the 
warehouse (detailed inventory tracking within the warehouse, supplier delivery 
performance), or to factory production (assembly line performance reports, 'double 
checking' labels.). Local information resources for evaluation are created in 
response to crises that demand some corrective action. Functional areas may 
refuse to participate in integrated information uses if they perceive that they will be 
evaluated unfairly as a result. 
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5.4 Discussion: Dimensions of Assessment 

Table 3 below summarizes the three dimensions along which cross-functional 
relationships were assessed by participants at Flexco. Each dimension was 
influential in the accounts of why people at Flexco decided to adopt parts of the 
shared, integrated information system for some activities, and decided to use local 
information resources for others. 

Table 3 Dimensions used to assess cross-functional relationships at Flexco 

Dimension of Assumption about Nature of Process over time 
assessment information systems dependency 

relations hie. 
Practicality Usable information Dependence on People assess the 

systems requires the work effort balance of work and 
work to create and of others. benefit for a specific 
maintain. use. Use continues, or 

a local information 
resource is created. 

Trustworthiness An information Dependence on People assess how 
system represents the intentions of well the information 
commitments made others. system represents 
by people to future future commitments. 
action. Use continues, or a 

local information 
resource is created. 

Fairness Information Dependence on People assess the 
represents a partial the evaluation of fairness of how they 
view of the behavior others. are being evaluated 
of others. (and how they 

evaluate others) 
through a specific use. 
Use continues, or a 
local information 
resource is created. 

This research supports previous arguments about the importance of 
interdependency, and new kinds of dependency relationships, in the 
implementation of MRPII and other large-scale systems (e.g., Attewell, 1992). 
While this paper has focused on people's interpretations of cross-functional 
relationships, the study identified three types of dependency relationships as 
important to users. The use of cross-functional information systems makes groups 
dependent on the work effort of others, because they depend on information that 
requires work to maintain. Usage of the system also depends on the future 
intentions of other groups, particularly if the system represents future 
commitments. And systems use, like any activity in an organization, takes place in 
a context of constant evaluation (both formal and informal) and reward. 
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Given these dependency relationships, perhaps it is not surprising that the MRPII 
users at Flexco explained their selective adoption to such an extent on their 
assessments of cross-functional relationships. If the use of an integrated 
information system makes one functional area dependent on the work effort of 
another functional area, their assessment of practicality would inform their 
decision to adopt or not adopt. If the relationship is interpreted as unacceptable, 
then a local information resource, under more immediate local control, is likely to 
be used instead. This interpretation may change over time, and is subject to 
continual reassessment. Rather than a problem of 'obedience', selective adoption is 
driven by the varied 'assessments' by users generally oriented towards doing 'a 
good job'. 

5.5 Unexplained Data 

While the analysis summarized above presents, I believe, a coherent and fairly 
comprehensive account of selective adoption at Flexco, all such analyses are 
limited. While there is controversy over whether to discuss data and concepts that 
are 'dropped out' in the process of analysis (compare Strauss, 1987 and Marshall 
and Rossman, 1989), I will briefly present two examples which are not explained 
very well by my account. First, production supervisors used a self-contained, local 
information system to track inventory movements of safety-critical parts. The use 
of this system was described purely in terms of functionality that was not offered 
by the shared MRPII system, supporting previous research on the importance of 
perceived quality and functionality of information systems for adoption. A second 
example is the use of paper charts for statistical process control. This particular 
way of tracking quality history was explained as an example of 'industry best 
practice' or 'the right thing to do'. Use of the process control charts was explained 
through the use of professional beliefs from outside the organization, and not in 
terms of internal cross-functional relationships. Examples such as these illustrate 
some of the limitations of my analysis. 

6 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Practitioners lack tools for evaluating information systems use after installation, 
beyond traditional measures such as amount of use and user satisfaction (Lucas, 
1992). The three dimensions of assessment described in this paper (practicality, 
trustworthiness, and fairness) can be used as the basis for an evaluation tool that 
identifies not simply the symptoms of selective adoption, but the interpretations 
and relationships that bring about those symptoms. This is work for future 
research. 

But perhaps the most significant implication of all is its different interpretation of 
why shared, integrated information resources are sometimes not used. To the usual 
list of concerns about the nature of the technology, the task to be accomplished, 
and individual preferences, practical implementation efforts should assess the 
cross-functional relationships required by a technology (what kinds of dependency 
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are required?) and how those relationships are interpreted by users (do users 
consider use of the system to be practical?. Trustworthy? Fair?). Does your 
implementation project make unrealistic assumptions about cross-functional 
relationships in your organization, and how potential users interpret those 
relationships? 

7 CONCLUSION 

Large-scale, cross-functional information systems are often adopted selectively
core features can be adopted and used routinely, while others are supplemented or 
replaced by local information systems. In a participant-observer study of a 
Japanese-owned, US-based electronics factory, the interpretations held by groups 
of their relationships with other functional areas played a powerful role in their 
decisions to use or not use integrated information resources. Three dimensions of 
these interpretations were particularly crucial in the explanation of adoption 
decisions: perceptions of practicality (whether groups would do the work 
necessary to maintain the information system), trustworthiness (whether groups 
would live up to the commitments represented by the information system), and 
fairness (whether groups were evaluating each other fairly through the use of the 
system). If a functional area cannot rely on other groups to be practical, 
trustworthy, and fair in the use of the system, then they will pursue local solutions 
to their information needs. 
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