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The successful implementation of Enterprise Resource 
Planning (ERP) systems is vital to the performance of 

global firms, and yet many ERP projects run into trouble at 
some point (Azan and Beldi, 2009; Burton-Jones and 
Gallivan, 2007; Davenport et al., 2004; Gwillim et al., 2005; 
Saint-Léger and El Amrani, 2011). One of the potential 
causes of failure that have been identified in the literature is 
the clash of values linked to information technology (IT) 
with the values of IT end-users, raising questions of cross-
cultural management. Designers of Enterprise Resource 
Planning (ERP) systems, for example, assume that end-users 
will adopt a linear vision of time and a culture of open infor-
mation-sharing, which is not always the case. By the same 
token, end-users from “particularist” cultures who emphasize 
relationship-building and customized handling of problems 
(Trompenaars, 1998) must accept the “universalist”-oriented 

standardization of information systems. For this reason, 
researchers in both IT and cross-cultural management need 
to understand the impact of cultural differences on technol-
ogy adoption.

According to the multiple cultures perspective (Sackmann 
et al., 1997), each individual is the product of many different, 
often competing values, any of which can become salient in 
a given context. In much of cross-cultural research, scholars 
tend to look for aggregate patterns of behavior using subunits, 
nations, or organizations as the unit of analysis (see Leidner, 
2006, for a review of studies at these levels), but in so doing, 
they may have missed the diversity of values which charac-
terize each individual. To be sure, individuals are shaped by 
the groups to which they belong just as they shape those 
groups (Giddens, 1984), but they typically identify with a 
range of groups – national, ethnic, religious, political, 

Résumé

Le but de cet article est d’explorer la per-
tinence de “la perspective de cultures 
multiples” dans le contexte de l’adoption 
d’une technologie. Les partisans de ce 
point de vue soutiennent que les personnes 
sont empreintes de valeurs diverses et par-
fois contradictoires, parmi lesquelles cer-
taines seront plus saillantes que d’autres 
dans un contexte donné. Nous montrons 
comment l’évolution des valeurs saillantes 
de certains utilisateurs finaux a permis de 
sauver de l’échec un projet ERP chez un 
équipementier automobile français. Nos 
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AbstRAct

The purpose of this article is to explore 
the pertinence of the “multiple cultures 
perspective” in the context of technology 
adoption. Proponents of this perspective 
assert that people are shaped by diverse 
and sometimes conflicting values, any of 
which will be more salient than others in 
a given context. We show how the chang-
ing salience of some end-users’ values 
helped salvage a disastrous ERP project 
at a French auto parts company. Our find-
ings show how a less deterministic vision 
of cultural resistance to ERP systems can 
help organizations achieve their objectives.

Keywords: Operations management, infor-
mation technology, intercultural manage-
ment, “multiple cultures perspective”, ERP

Resumen

El objetivo de este artículo consiste en 
explorar la pertinencia de la “perspectiva 
de culturas múltiples” en el contexto de 
la adopción de una tecnología. Los par-
tidarios de este punto de vista sostienen 
que las personas están impregnadas de 
valores diversos y a veces contradictorios, 
entre los cuales se destacan algunos que 
serán más relevantes en un contexto dado. 
Mostramos cómo la evolución de los valo-
res relevantes de ciertos usuarios finales 
permitió salvar del fracaso un proyecto de 
implementación de un ERP para un fabri-
cante de equipos de automóviles Francés. 
Nuestros resultados muestran cómo una 
visión menos determinista de la resistencia 
cultural con respecto al ERP puede ayudar 
a los diferentes actores a alcanzar sus obje-
tivos.
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professional, organizational, etc. – and are influenced to 
varying degrees by factors such as life experience, wealth, 
bicultural origins, education, or gender (Gallivan and Srite, 
2005). Classifying them by national or organizational culture 
is unlikely to tell the whole story.

In this article, we examine the pertinence of the multiple 
cultures perspective as a tool for understanding how the 
personal values and profiles of a group of IT users favored 
their emergence as the driving force behind the turnaround 
of a failed Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) project. We 
begin by discussing the multiple cultures perspective in the 
literature, applying it to the context of technology adoption. 
In the second part, we report our findings in a case study 
involving an ERP project during the post-implementation 
phase, using data which were collected and analyzed follow-
ing the Socio-Economic Approach to Management. In the 
third and final part, we discuss the implications of our find-
ings for managers of IT projects, insisting on the contribution 
of the multiple cultures perspective to our understanding of 
IT projects and cultural values.

The multiple cultures perspective in cross-
cultural and IT literature

We define culture as systems of shared norms, values, and 
practices (Schein, 1985) capable of evolving in time (Hatch, 
1993), and which may be national, regional, organizational, 
ethnic, or linked to social and professional circles (Sackmann 
et al., 1997). The flexibility and scope of this definition 
reflects the view that (a) social actors are not bound to one 
set of beliefs for all time, and (b) as they interact with their 
changing environment, they naturally become the product 
of more than one value system. The way individuals respond 
to these personal conflicting values is of vital interest to 
managers of culturally mixed groups, such as IT project 
teams and IT end-users.

The question of whether cultures are stable or changing 
over time has captured the attention of researchers for several 
decades, and it is indeed one of the keys to understanding 
and resolving cross-cultural misunderstanding and conflict 
(D’Iribarne, 2009). From the pioneering works of Hall (1976) 
and Hofstede (1980) who depicted cultures as relatively 
stable, to the more recent literature on the stable and dynamic 
nature of culture (Hatch, 1993; Sackmann and Phillips, 2004; 
Leidner and Kayworth, 2006; Walsham, 2002), cross-cultural 
theorists have progressively enriched our vision of the pro-
cesses underlying intercultural relations. According to 
Sackmann et al. (1997), there are three main research streams 
in cross-cultural management literature: Cross-national 
comparison, intercultural interaction, and the multiple cultures 
perspective. In this section, we briefly describe each of these 
approaches in order to show how the concept of multiple 
cultures fits into existing research on the impact of culture 
on IT projects.

cultuRe As A stAble, meAsuRAble Phenomenon

The first of the three streams is cross-national comparison, 
or the “national culture paradigm”, of which Hall’s (1976) 
and Hofstede’s (1980) early works provide some of the best 
known examples. Proponents of this approach see culture 
as objectively measurable, territorially bound, and relatively 
stable over time. Whether they define culture as “collective 
programming” (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005) or as a suc-
cession of “layers” consisting of observable artifacts and less 
observable norms and assumptions (Schein, 1985), proponents 
of the national culture perspective consider culture to be 
deeply-rooted and relatively resistant to outside influences. 
According to this perspective, cross-cultural encounters can 
be managed by acknowledging and accommodating differ-
ences, rather than by a strategy of acculturation.

Much of IT – culture research carried out in the nineties 
and early twenty-first century was based on this vision of 
culture as stable and measurable (Krumbholz and Maiden, 
2001; Myers and Tan, 2002; Walsham, 2002). Hanisch et 
al. (2001), for example, showed how high power distance 
and a collectivist mindset in Thailand impacted software 
development, with the assumption that Thai values will 
interfere with successful software development projects if 
they are not properly addressed. In separate studies, Soh et 
al. (2000) and Shanks et al. (2000) examined cultural “fit 
and misfit” in IT projects in Asia, concluding that cultural 
dimensions were determining factors that could make the 
difference between a successful or a failed project.

cultuRe As A dynAmic, eveR-evolving Phenomenon

This rather deterministic, static representation of culture has 
been challenged by other theorists, including IT scholars 
(Myers and Tan, 2002, Walsham, 2002), who call for “theories 
[on culture] that reflect change as well as stability, and that 
are attuned to shifts in attitudes and actions as well as their 
continuance” (Walsham, 2002, p. 377). The second research 
stream described by Sackmann et al. (1997), intercultural 
interaction, reflects this call for a more dynamic vision of 
culture. Although intercultural interactionists do not com-
pletely reject the pertinence of cultural dimensions or the 
relative stability of cultures, they insist on the ability of social 
actors to change over time as they interact with people of 
other cultures (Sackmann and Phillips, 2004; Soderberg and 
Holden, 2002).

Examples of this approach are abundant in IT – culture 
literature. Cramton and Hinds (2005), for example, describe 
the way Indian software engineers readjusted their behavior 
and their priorities as they sought to meet the expectations 
of German managers during a software development project, 
instead of conforming to positivist descriptions of Indian 
cultural traits. Similarly, Hill et al. (1998) has studied the 
attitudes of young Arabs in the US in the context of informa-
tion technology transfer, concluding that although many 
young Arabs share some basic Arab values, the general 
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picture is more complicated due to their interaction with 
American society. Walsham’s (2002) analysis of a case of 
technology transfer from the US to India also showed that 
Indians did not behave according to established cultural 
dimensions, nor did they react in a homogeneous fashion. In 
other words, national culture is not always the salient factor 
in IT adoption, and social actors’ cultural values are not 
frozen in place.

One of the most interesting concepts to emerge from 
intercultural interaction research is “negotiated culture”. This 
theory offers insight into the way in which people’s values 
may evolve as a result of interaction with other cultures 
(Brannen and Salk, 2000; Walsham, 2002). Adapted from 
Anselm Strauss’ concept of “negotiated order” which asserts 
that all social order is the result of negotiations between social 
actors at every instant, the negotiated culture theory describes 
the ability of culturally different people to continually adjust 
their behavior to reach mutual goals. By emphasizing those 
traits which reinforce shared understanding and avoiding 
those that block cooperation, they gradually create a shared 
culture which is neither a 50-50 compromise nor the product 
of the dominant partner. Elements of this theory are found 
in the multiple cultures perspective, as we shall see.

multiPle cultuRes within eAch individuAl

The third and final research stream is the concept of multiple 
cultures, which we examine in this article. As Sackmann et 
al. (1997) point out, this perspective has developed along 
with and because of increasingly dense global connections, 
both electronic and face to face, resulting in a less simplistic 
vision of cultural behavior. The intercultural interaction and 
multiple cultures perspectives share an emphasis on the 
interconnection between social actors and the context, and 
reject the focus on national cultural as a primary indicator 
of cultural values. What distinguishes the multiple cultures 
perspective from other research streams is its assumption 
that individuals identify with the values of several overlap-
ping “cultures”, any of which may become salient within a 
given context.

The concept of multiple cultures contributes to a more 
nuanced vision of the impact of cultural values on IT adop-
tion. A person’s values may be shaped by his or her interaction 
with groups such as organizations, ethnic communities, trade 
unions, professional circles, and even age groups, resulting 
in a less predictable reaction to cultural differences than has 
been reported in the cross-national comparison literature 
(Sackmann et al., 1997). For example, IT users who are 
comfortable with technology and identify with the values 
promoted by ERP systems such as forward planning and 
rigorous record-keeping might be expected to respond posi-
tively to the deployment of a new IT tool. However, according 
to the multiple cultures paradigm, the users’ strong identifi-
cation with IT values may not be the salient factor in this 
context. They may be motivated by their trade union values 

and resist the introduction of IT systems which they fear will 
lead to the loss of jobs, or by their cultural upbringing which 
emphasizes oral tradition in information-sharing. In short, 
linking outcomes of IT projects to group-level cultural dimen-
sions can be misleading in many cases.

The emphasis on individuals’ diverse systems of values 
can also be found in the “Spinning Top Model” proposed by 
Walsh and Kéfi (2008). In their model, an individual’s mul-
tiple beliefs and values form vertical layers around a central 
core, resembling the shape of a top. The spinning motion of 
the top captures the dynamic activation and de-activation of 
the individual’s values as a result of changes in context and 
contact with other value systems. Taking the example of the 
trade union representative mentioned above, the spinning 
top could alternatively reflect the person’s identification with 
IT values, values linked to union membership, and life in a 
culture with an oral tradition, in a continuous movement in 
which the IT culture is sometimes, but not always, the salient 
value.

The concept of “multiple cultures” is also comparable to 
Gallivan and Srite’s “multiple identity layers” (2005) derived 
from Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), as 
both concepts emphasize the diversity of values which indi-
viduals may espouse. However, the representation of values 
in the “multiple identity layers” model is somewhat more 
deterministic than that of the multiple cultures perspective, 
as the different systems of values are seen as fixed and embed-
ded. In addition, an emphasis on identity and self-categori-
zation can lead to assumptions about in-group and out-group 
behavior that neglect the dynamic capability of members of 
an organization to identify with more than one set of values, 
including those of one’s company or colleagues. This point 
is crucial for our understanding of the role of multiple cultures 
in IT adoption. Indeed, it has been shown that if managers 
recognize and encourage values that are shared by most 
participants in an IT project, and downplay or discourage 
those which divide the group members, the chances of obtain-
ing the cooperation of team members will be greater (Hinds 
and Mortensen, 2005).

We see then that not only are multiple values at play 
within each participant in a cross-cultural context, but that 
they can be managed. This is because IT teams and IT end-
users are not prisoners of their initial mindsets. Although 
they are shaped or constrained by their environment, they 
also have the ability to act upon it (Giddens, 1984). Most 
importantly, the existence of overlapping multiple cultures 
within each project member becomes an opportunity, par-
ticularly as some of the “non-IT” cultural values may be 
more salient than the IT-based ones.

Empirical results

The ultimate interest of the multiple cultures perspective for 
IT theory and practice is the solutions it offers for managers 
confronted with resistance to IT tools. In this section we 
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report the results of our analysis of a disastrous ERP imple-
mentation project from the perspective of multiple cultures, 
showing how the personal values of the participants during 
the preparation and rollout of the ERP were different from 
those values which played a role in the solution that emerged 
during the post-implementation phase.

methodology

The case we examine involves an ERP project which took 
place in the early 2000’s over a period of almost three years. 
This case was first published to shed light on the processes 
and change management policies at the organizational level 
which led to the salvaging of the failing ERP project (Saint-
Léger, 2004). More recently, aspects of the case were explored 
to determine the role played by cultural factors at the group 
level in the success of the turnaround (Saint-Léger and Beeler, 
2012). In particular, we identified the conditions under which 
culturally diverse groups such as IT end-users and IT experts 
were able to “negotiate” a shared culture, and the implica-
tions of shared or negotiated cultures for managers of ERP 
projects. Building on those results, we wanted to know more 
about the cultural factor at the individual level, and specifi-
cally, whether there is a link between the multiple value 
systems within each participant who helped salvage the ERP 
project and the positive role played by those individuals. We 
ultimately sought to determine what a better understanding 
of the changing salience of individuals’ values, which is the 
basic premise of the multiple cultures perspective, could 
teach us about managing culturally diverse teams.

Data were gathered and analyzed using the Socio-
Economic Approach to Management (SEAM) which has 
been tested in countries all over the world and constantly 
refined since the early 1970’s at the research laboratory of 
the Institut de Socio-Economie des Entreprises et des 
Organisations (ISEOR) (Savall, 1975; Savall and Zardet, 
2004). SEAM is based on the principle that companies can 
achieve their objectives and avoid failure – in our case, the 
derailing of an ERP project – by detecting the underlying 
causes of dysfunctions and enabling a change-oriented culture 
at all levels of the organization. As a detailed presentation 
of the theory and practice of SEAM would take more space 
than is available here and exceed the scope of the present 
enquiry, we will limit our overview to the principles of SEAM 
data collection and content analysis which guided our study. 
(For a more comprehensive account of the Socio-Economic 
Approach to Management, see Savall, 2007.)

According to Socio-Economic theory from which SEAM 
is derived, the smooth performance of a company depends 
on the alignment of its structures (which can be physical, 
technological, organizational, demographic, or mental) with 
the various behaviors within the company at the group and 
individual level. Problems arise when structures and behaviors 
are not properly synchronized, resulting in dysfunctions 
which lead to hidden costs and poor performance. The first 

step of the SEAM approach is therefore to help the organiza-
tion discover the root causes of those dysfunctions.

the seAm APPRoAch to dAtA collection And AnAlysis

The process of revealing the root causes of poor performance 
begins with a diagnostic carried out by a SEAM-trained 
researcher working within the organization as a “researcher-
intervener” for the duration of the project. Being an insider 
not only enriches the intervener’s understanding of the organi-
zation’s problems; it also helps establish a climate of confi-
dence in which the researcher-intervener and project members 
can co-construct a plan of action and share findings.

During the first phase of a typical SEAM intervention, 
members of top management are interviewed extensively to 
ensure that they fully support the project, and to solicit their 
assessment of the internal organizational performance. Field-
notes are taken in the form of quotes which are coded accord-
ing to categories of dysfunctions recorded in a database 
developed by ISEOR over the years during thousands of 
hours of intervention. The company’s financial statements, 
status reports, and internal documents are also taken into 
account.

The results of the analysis of the company’s hidden poten-
tial are reported to the company’s management team using 
a technique called the “mirror effect” which entails “mir-
roring back” the quotes provided by the senior managers, in 
order to point to dysfunctions that need to be addressed. This 
method of basing the audit on the managers’ own words 
produces a greater acceptance of the intervener’s assessment 
than traditional feedback from an outsider. Next, the inter-
vener repeats the process of interviewing, quote-collecting, 
coding, and analysis, this time with employees at all levels 
of the organization or business unit. Once again, the “mirror-
effect” is applied, triggering an awareness of the gap between 
the existing situation and what they could be achieving. This, 
in turn, creates a reaction of “buy-in” on the part of all the 
participants.

the APPlicAtion of seAm to ouR cAse

One of the authors of this study was an ISEOR-trained 
“researcher-intervener” who was called in to help resolve 
the difficulties the company was experiencing with its two-
year old ERP system. He interacted with the management 
and employees on a part-time basis from 2001 to 2004 as he 
worked to put the ERP system back on track. Quantitative 
and financial data provided by teams working in systems 
information, management control, and production were used 
to analyze the poor performance of the ERP system and were 
reported in an earlier study (Saint-Léger, 2004). In our explo-
ration of the impact of individuals’ multiple cultures on their 
attitudes toward the project, we relied heavily on qualitative 
data gathered from field-notes taken during meetings, infor-
mal conversations, and in-depth interviews, as well as on 
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our analysis of internal documents. Table 1 above shows an 
estimate of the number of informal project-related discus-
sions, semi-structured interviews, and project-related meet-
ings that took place during the post-implementation 
turnaround.

the cAse of A fAiling eRP PRoject And the Role of 
multiPle cultuRes in its RecoveRy

The company we studied is a midsized multinational producer 
of electrical automobile components (1000 employees) located 
in France, which we will call Ferguson to protect its identity. 
The company has business units and suppliers in several 
countries, and at the time, was struggling to manage its huge 
inventory. Although the deployment of the ERP system was 
considered to be a priority, two years after the deployment, 
the ERP was far from performing at an acceptable level. The 
researcher-intervener had worked on several ERP projects 
in the past, but this was his first encounter with a post-imple-
mentation project in trouble that he had not observed from 
the start and he had very limited information as to what had 
gone wrong or at what point.

The first step was to find out from the senior and middle 
managers and end-users what they thought had caused the 
problem, using the SEAM approach described above: First, 
he solicited the assessment of the actors themselves, taking 
field-notes in the form of quotes. He then studied their infor-
mation and linked their own words to key-words correspond-
ing to SEAM categories of dysfunctions. Thanks to the 
quotes, he began to uncover the root causes of the failure of 
the project, the most important of which were the users’ lack 
of trust in the system due to the senior management’s neg-
ligence of the human and cultural factors during the prepara-
tion and rollout, as well as poor cross-functional 
communication and coordination without which the ERP 
could not function properly. This lack of trust resulted in the 
employees’ rejection of the ERP.

The next step was to provide the participants with his 
assessment of the situation by “mirroring” their own insights 
back to them and showing them the connection between these 
insights and the deplorable state of the project. This allowed 
them not only to see their own role in the derailing of the 
project, but also to see how they could contribute to turning 

it around. The turnaround took roughly one year, with pro-
gress only possible as the employees came to appreciate the 
improved results and the sharing of reliable information. It 
had become evident that the many bugs in the system that 
had plagued them were the result of the employees’ sloppy 
input and lack of regard for the demands of the system.

Although a discussion of all the measures taken to restore 
efficient communication, coordination, and cooperation are 
beyond the scope of this study (see Saint-Léger and Beeler, 
2012, for a detailed chart of the measures taken), it is impor-
tant to note at this point that two of the measures allowed for 
a gradual changing salience of the values of certain employees: 
the management’s increased recognition of the importance 
of the project and the setting up of feedback sessions in which 
the end-users could voice their concerns and share their 
experiences. Thanks to these sessions, a small cross-functional 
group of motivated employees, 14 out of the roughly 100 unit 
members, began to work with the researcher-intervener to 
move the project forward, helping the researcher-intervener 
re-establish a climate of cooperation, better communication 
practices, and a more efficient system of coordination.

In time, the informal group of trouble-shooters became 
a recognized “Competency Center” (CC) to whom the work-
force at Ferguson could turn for guidance. To learn more 
about the factors which contributed to the “take-charge” 
attitude of some members and the passivity or resistance of 
others, the researcher-intervener convened the participants 
and solicited their feedback. From his discussions and the 
quotes that he gathered (the most representative of which 
are provided in the next section), it became evident that 
certain values and mindsets had prevented them from embrac-
ing the project during the implementation phase of the project, 
while other values and another mindset had been “activated” 
during the post-phase.

This conclusion provided us with the opportunity to test 
the pertinence of the multiple cultures perspective in the 
context of this ERP project. Indeed, the notion that end-users 
are the product of more than one set of values, and that the 
salience of any of those values may change depending on 
the circumstances, has implications for the way in which IT 
managers and researchers might better handle the cultural 
resistance of end-users to ERP systems.

TABLE 1

Number of interviews conducted and meetings attended over the three-year period

Data Collection
Senior

Management
Middle

Management Project Team End-Users

– Informal interviews 50 200 300 300

– Semi-structures interviews
– Participation in project-related meetings

30 100 130 200
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clAssificAtion of the membeRs of the cc fRom the 
multiPle cultuRes PeRsPective

In order to examine the multiple values of the CC participants, 
we first drew up a list of characteristics that may have influ-
enced their behavior and values using the field-quotes of the 
researcher-intervener. These included their nationality, sex, 
history in the company, technological expertise, and organi-
zational values. The organizational values were drawn from 
the cultural dimensions most often identified in the literature 
(Schein,1985; Hofstede, 1980; Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner 1998; and Hall,1976). This information yielded four 
main categories: 

A. Personal background

B. Cultural values shared by the members

C. Familiarity with technical and technological issues

D. Personal drive and determination

A further refinement of these categories yielded 26 sub-
categories (27 including their nationality) which are shown 
on Table 2. 

The letters corresponding to the four categories above 
(A, B, C, D) are indicated in the fourth column, and their 
subcategories, numbered from [N° 0] to [N° 26], appear in 
the second column. The positions in the company held by 
the volunteers are indicated at the top of the chart and show 
that the group was cross-functional, specializing in a range 
of forms of expertise. This variety made it difficult for one 
identity or one cultural group to dominate the others: Each 
could expect to be recognized for his or her contribution to 
the outcome.

The values are indicated either in the form of alternatives 
such as “task-oriented” vs. “relationship-oriented”, or by 
degree of intensity from 1 (very weak) to 4 (very strong). 
The values reported on the chart, like the choice of categories 
and subcategories, are based on discussions between the 
researcher and the CC members, as well as on the researcher’s 
personal observations between 2001 and 2004. We discuss 
the values associated with each category and their implica-
tions for our study below, providing quotes that illustrate the 
point of view of the CC members.

A: Personal background [N° 0 - 5]

All of the 14 volunteers were French [N° 0] and 10 of them 
were relatively experienced in their jobs [N° 2]. The 6 to 8 
ratio of women to men [N° 3] seems to suggest that both 
sexes were well represented in this industrial environment. 
11 of the members were either supervisors or operational 
managers [N° 1], and 10 of the 14 had reached their current 
position through an in-house promotion [N° 5]. These char-
acteristics are coherent with some of the values discussed 
below such as company loyalty and a “take-charge 
attitude”.

B: Cultural values shared by the members of the CC 
[N° 6 - 12]

Several of the values observed by the researcher-intervener 
during the post-phase reflected an adaptability to new cir-
cumstances and dedication to their mission as well as to their 
colleagues. The first value was a willingness to accept criti-
cism and adopt new ways of functioning [N° 7]. Openness 
to new ways may be one of the most salient values that helped 
to turn the project around. One of the members explained 
the feeling of the whole group, “The ERP poses a real chal-
lenge, but we’ve got to get it right. The inventory is in a real 
mess.”

Company loyalty was stronger than personal goals [N° 
5]. 12 of the 14 members showed more loyalty to the company 
and its goals than to personal motivations. This confidence 
was extended to the ERP tool itself, which they were con-
vinced could help improve processes and working conditions 
at Ferguson. Not surprisingly, as the CC gained recognition 
and overcame obstacles together, the members showed strong 
to very strong loyalty to the in-group [N° 10], which is to 
say, the CC. As one member declared to the researcher-
intervener, “I trust these guys. I know I can count on them. 
We see things the same way.”

We see on the chart that 9 of the 14 members were task-
oriented, while only 4 were relationship-oriented [N° 8]. 
Whatever the reason for their initial passivity, the members 
of this group had begun to see the ERP project as a priority. 
The following quotes from the researcher-intervener’s field-
notes sums up the attitude of most of the group: “We just 
kept working at it until we finally caught on to the logic of 
it.” “We were determined to show top management that we 
weren’t as incompetent as they thought.”

Finally, 9 out of 14 members showed a preference for 
frank, upfront exchanges to formal, procedural, written 
communication [N° 12]. This preference is evident in the 
comment of one CC member: “When we run into trouble, 
we work it out among ourselves or ask one of the guys in 
another department.” This is not to say that the members 
avoided formal communication altogether; rather they needed 
to communicate informally in this context as it suited the 
urgency of the situation. Under more stable conditions, they 
may have shown more of a preference for formal 
procedures.

C: Familiarity with technical and technological issues 
[N° 13 - 19]

As can be seen in many of the quotes provided above, the 
volunteers were not afraid of the ERP as such, due to their 
technical orientation [N° 17], mastery of information systems 
[N° 14], and familiarity with the underperforming ERP [N° 
15]. Also, it must be noted that in industrial production sites, 
the transmission of coded data is a relatively routine matter. 
Generally speaking, the problems they experienced with the 
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ERP were linked to non-technical issues. In fact, one of the 
greatest strengths of the CC was the boundary-spanning role 
it played between technically-oriented end-users and the 
less-technically oriented ones.

D: Personal drive and determination, [N° 20 - 26]

The determination of the 14-member “task-force” could be 
seen as a form of resilience in a situation that had become 
critical. The members of the CC were annoyed with the 
senior management’s disregard for the consequences of the 
ERP project, and unhappy with the top-down manner in 
which it had been imposed. Consequently, they were “driven” 
to do something about the downward spiral, and the arrival 
of the researcher-intervener made their initiatives possible. 
In particular, they undertook 19 demanding projects which 
involved a complete resetting of the parameters of the ERP 
and the resolution of organizational breakdowns (Saint-Léger, 
2004). In time, the rest of the personnel began to see positive 
results and learned to trust the ERP. The CC group’s success 
even changed the attitude of the management and other 
skeptical members of staff.

Feedback from the CC participants showed that that they 
were particularly aware of the stakes for both the company 
and their own future. The task was greater than any one 
individual could handle, and collaboration was the only way 
forward. As one of the members explained, “When each of 
us faced the ERP alone in our corner, we were helpless to 
do anything about it.” Another member felt that they had 
begun to realize that although the impact of an ERP on an 
organization can be destabilizing, it can also bring stability 
if approached in a cooperative spirit. “We know we have to 
dig our way out of this vicious circle.” Based on comments 
such as this, we consider that a strong results-based orienta-
tion characterized this group.

Analysis of our findings

The four categories which have been explored here suggest 
that multiple values can contribute to individuals’ choices 
and actions in the context of an ERP project in its post-
implementation phase. It would not be possible to cover all 
the cultural values of a group of people, of course, nor can 
this case be generalized to all groups of end-users of ERP 
systems. However, this case does support the more dynamic 
and plural vision of cultural values espoused by Myers & 
Tan (2002), Weisinger & Salipante (2000) and Gallivan & 
Srite (2005), and suggests how it applies to ERP projects in 
trouble.

A close examination of the profiles described on the chart 
shows that those who displayed the strongest pro-activity 
and determination were not necessarily those who held mana-
gerial positions. Indeed, neither the initiative for creating a 
CC nor the leadership role within the CC was assumed by 
the production unit manager, but by the equipment 

maintenance technician. A core of highly-motivated employ-
ees came together around this person, including the manage-
ment controller, the inventory manager, the production 
scheduler, an industrial engineer, and the procurement officer. 
From that point, the unit manager, and the other members 
began to take an interest in the group.

The weak involvement of top managers throughout the 
preparatory phase and rollout made the volunteers aware 
that without their intervention, the project was doomed. This 
finding suggests that some end-users need to feel that they 
can play a useful role in the process before fully embracing 
ERP implementation. Indeed, the question of the roles played 
by end-users in ERP implementation is not a secondary one. 
As in any project involving culturally-diverse groups, bound-
ary spanners, champions, and ambassadors can facilitate 
understanding between disparate groups, providing vital 
resources (Cross and Parker, 2004, Levina and Vaast, 2005), 
but they may also act as gatekeepers, wielding symbolic 
power over project participants that can prove to be detri-
mental to the sharing of project goals and full commitment 
of all project members (Beath, 1991, Bourdieu, 1977). For 
the same reason, if boundary spanners are pre-selected or 
officially nominated, there is a danger of their roles being 
distorted by their “status”, resulting in in-group/out-group 
conflict or lowered motivation on the part of the non-chosen 
(Sproull et al., 1984). In the case of Ferguson, the open-
mindedness and task-orientation of the CC members pre-
vented this distortion from occurring.

One important question we asked at the beginning of our 
study was “If these characteristics contributed to the suc-
cessful outcome of the project, why were they not salient 
during the two years following the initial rollout?” The 
members of the CC were not sure how to answer that ques-
tion, but the management’s weak involvement in the project 
before and during rollout was often cited as a problem. When 
asked what motivated them to eventually take charge of the 
situation, their response is quite clear: They had reacted out 
of frustration with the lack of progress with the ERP system, 
and with the resulting disorder in the management of 
inventory.

Based on those responses, we suggest that the most plau-
sible explanation for the evolution of their mindset is that 
the values which were salient before the rollout were probably 
not the ones at play during the turnaround. Seen through the 
lens of the multiple cultures perspective, the neglect of human 
and cultural factors by Ferguson’s senior management during 
the preparatory phase of the project led to the salience of 
detrimental values such as a lack of company loyalty and a 
(personal) relationship-orientation rather than a task-orien-
tation. As we have seen, the CC’s pride in overcoming obsta-
cles allowed other values to become salient, such as a sense 
of shared purpose and company loyalty, aided by a techno-
logical orientation.
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Conclusion

The emergence of the task force of 14 volunteers presented 
us with a unique opportunity to explore the cultural values 
of a positive-minded population and the factors that triggered 
the salience of those values. The overwhelming prevalence 
of certain values such as an IT orientation, ERP expertise, 
a keen interest in the outcome of the project, openness to 
new ideas, pride in being a part of the group, and greater 
loyalty to the company than to the individual’s private inter-
ests, would seem to indicate a correlation between the values 
we observed and the test subjects’ participation in the pro-
active group.

This case also demonstrates the importance of the man-
ager’s role in encouraging values that are needed during the 
preparatory and post-implementation phase, avoiding those 
that lead to or reinforce hostility or ambivalence toward the 
ERP. When the researcher-intervener was given the oppor-
tunity to lead the turnaround of the ERP project at Ferguson, 
the context was ripe for change. As we have seen, the future 
members of the CC team had become exasperated with the 
inability of senior management to correct the situation, which 
provoked them to take action.

The scope of our results is limited to the criteria for which 
we were able to retrieve qualitative information, but our study 
does achieve the goal of “personalizing” data to illustrate 
the effects of multiple sources of values on an individual’s 
behavior. Sackmann and Phillips (2004) warned that the 
multiple cultures perspective would not lead to neatly refined 
results, as it is designed to expose the rougher edges of cul-
tural processes.

One of the major contributions to knowledge of the mul-
tiple cultures perspective is the acknowledgement of the 
inherent complexities, contradictions, and paradoxes that 
the new work and associated cultural realities mean for 
organizations, work groups, and individuals. As such, 
conflicting, contradicting, or paradoxical findings are 
not excluded or fine-tuned in the results section; instead, 
they are a vital part of the discovery process that are also 
reported and discussed.

The inherent “messiness” of the multiple cultures per-
spective is perhaps inevitable, but with more exploration, 
some of the rougher edges can and should be smoothed out. 
For example, how do we determine salience in a given con-
text? Do informants have the necessary reflexivity to guide 
researchers in the right direction? How do certain values 
held by individuals become “activated” while others lose 
their pertinence, and are there strategies for influencing 
salience? What other factors might explain cultural behavior 
in any given situation? What contribution could organizational 
or cognitive psychologists make to our understanding of 
multiple cultures in the workplace, in the field of mental 
agency, for example?

As global and technological connections continue to 
intensify, we can be sure that the need to understand cultural 

processes will also intensify. Our study of the difficulties 
and eventual success at Ferguson has shown us the complexity 
of tracking and managing cultural processes, and the multiple 
cultures perspective reflects that complexity. Future research 
could focus on the viability of the multiple cultures perspec-
tive by gathering more nuanced data, and by testing it in 
other contexts with a bigger sample. Still other studies could 
test the interconnection of the concepts of shared identity, 
boundary spanning, and multiple cultures with a view to 
proposing a unified framework on the dynamics of values.
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