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ABSTRACT

A predominant understanding in information systems research (ISR) is that technology has
institutionalizing, routinizing, and socializing effects in its interaction with users in the human
enterprise.Subscribingtotheseeffectsfromanorganizationalpointofviewnolongerprovidesa
fullunderstandingofthemorecomplexdynamicsinthe21stcenturyworkplaceinhabitedbyavast
amountofdifferenttechnologieswithdifferentpurposes.Throughacriticalrealistanalysis,focusing
onpatternsinsocio-technicalstructuresandmorespecificactionsandoutcomesaffordedbytherecent
andforcefuladoptionofunifiedcommunicationandcollaborationplatforms(UCC),theauthorssee
anew,powerfulsocio-technicalmechanismofindividualizationthatisprofoundlychangingthese
socio-technicaldynamics.Through18interviewswithknowledgeprofessionals,thestudyfindsthat
themechanismsofindividualizationreducetheinfluenceoftheorganizationasaninstitutionalizing
andsocializingsocio-technicalsystem.Asanexample,thepowerofindividualizationcreatesnew
parallel structuresofsmallnetworksofclosecolleagues.Thus, this researchseesnewstructural
patternsanddynamicsemerging,formingamuchmorecomplex,yetself-organizingsocio-technical
system.The authors suggest expanding the socio-technical understandingof thepresent techno-
organizationalrealitybytakingintoaccountthesocio-technicalmechanismsthatproducecertain
outcomes.Byunderstandingthefundamentalmechanismsatwork,theyprovidethosewithafuller
understandingofhowthesemechanismscanenable,whilesimultaneouslycrippling,eachother.This
fullerunderstandingalsoaidsthepursuitofprovidingworkplacesthatachievebothhumanisticand
economicobjectives.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

A key concern in IS-studies is to address phenomena relating to the design, implementation or 
use of an IS (Tarafdar & Davison, 2018) and explain the consequences of the interactive 
relationshipbetweennewtechnologyandnewhumanaction(Hirschheim&Klein,2012;Grover 
&Lyvtinen,2015;Sarker,Chatterjee,XiaoandElbanna,2019).Technologieshavemanydifferent 
meanings,capabilitiesanduses.Theyhavemultiple,emergent,anddynamicproperties,aswellas 
transformationalpowersinthevarioussocialworldsinwhichtheyareembedded(Orlikowski& 
Iacono,2001).ISRoftensubscribetoasystemview(Lee,2010)andtoaviewthattechnologyhas
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institutionalizing,socializingandroutinizingpowersinthehumanenterprise(Robey,Anderson&
Raymond,2013).StudiesofIS-phenomenaoftensubscribe(atleastimplicitly)tothesocio-technical
perspective(Lee,2010;Robeyetal.,2013;Grover&Lyvtinen,2015,Sarkeretal.,2019),withan
inherentontologicaldistinctionbetweentechnologyanditssocialcontext(Robeyetal.,2013).As
such,mostresearchaddressestheinteractiverelationshipbetweenpeopleandtechnologyinasystem
(Orlikowski&Iacono,2001).Formuchofthepastresearchininformationsystems(IS),thepeople
whointeractwithinformationtechnologieshavebeenregardedincollectiveandingeneralways:as
amemberofagroupofusers;asamemberofagroupofadopters,etc.The system userwaslessan
individualthananabstractrepresentationofanentiregroupofusersoralevelofstudy.Accordingly,
thenotionofsociotechnicalsystemsgrewtoaccountforthesocialnatureofthepeople-technology
interaction,forming(implicitly)anaxisofcohesioninourISresearchcommunity(Sarkeretal.,
2019). This sociotechnical perspective accepts that, in important ways, people interact socially
witheachotherandwiththeirtechnology(Mumford,2006).Sarkeretal.,(2019)statethat,broadly
speaking,thesociotechnicalperspectiveconsidersthetechnicalartifactsaswellastheindividuals/
collectivesthatdevelopandusetheartifactsinthesocialcontext.Thisperspectiveprivilegesneither
thetechnicalnorthesocial,andseesoutcomesasemergingfromtheinteractionbetweenthetwo.
Further,itespousesafocusoninstrumentaloutcomessuchasefficiencyandproductivityaswellas
onhumanisticoutcomes,suchaswell-being,equality,andfreedom(Mumford,2006).Sociotechnical
studiesusuallyinvolvedynamicsoccurringinsidetheorganizational‘container’(Winter,Berente,
Howison&Butler,2014).Whenlookingoutside,changestosocietyandhumanbehaviorshavebeen
considerableduetodigitalizationandglobalization(Castells,2010).Alongsidethesedominantforces,
individualizationhasemergedasapowerfulbasicformofhumanbehavior.Individualizationentails
thefreedomtouseone’sownresources(Castells,2010;Baumann,2011)andtohaveanindividual
approachtochange(Baumann,2011).Havingcontrolandfreedom to choosesignificantlyaffects
humanbehavior.Forexample,individualizationreducestheinfluenceofinstitutionsandsystems.
Consequentlythisinfluencegeneratesfluidsocialnetworksofownchoices(Baumann,2011).We
surmisethatthereisadiminishingimportanceofthesocialcollectiveofpeopleintheirinteractionwith
technology.Thesocialcollectiveisgrowinglessrelevantbecausethewaypeopleinteractwiththeir
informationtechnologies.Peoplebehaveincreasinglyasindividualsinpursuitoftheirproductivity
andwell-beingintoday’sworkplaces.However,individualizationcanleadtoindividualism,which
isacriticalissue.Individualismisapersonalexaggerationthatdetractsfromsocialityinsteadof
enhancingit.Individualismcanalienatehumansfromeachother;someenrichingthemselvesatthe
expenseofotherswhilediminishing theoverallcommunityand therebyimpoverishingeveryone
(Hofkirchner,2014).

Organizationsareconsideredpurposefulsystems,withtasks,technologies,structuresandactors
(Bostrom&Heine,1977).Theirvalue,purpose,andoperationalcriteriaarederivedfromthelarger
systeminwhichtheyareembedded(Beer,1994inWinteretal.,2014).Thusourinterestistoexplore
theimpactofindividualizationinthecurrentworkplace,andhowthe(apparently)moreindividualized
individual–asopposedtothemoresocializedindividual–influencesthesociotechnicalsystemand
itspurposewheninteractingwithnewtechnology.

The intendedoutcomeandpurposeofdifferent technologies inasocial system,canbestbe
describedby its spirit (DeSanctis&Poole,1996).Thespirit represents thegeneral intentof the
designer,areflectionoftheunderlyingvaluesandgoalswithinthestructuresinatechnology.As
anexample:ERPsystemshavethespiritofstandardizinginput(Strong&Volkoff,2010);CSCW
has thespiritof teamwork (Blackler,1994);KnowledgeManagementSystemshave thespiritof
supportingcodificationorpersonalization(Hansen,Nohria,&Tierney,1999)andUCC(Unified
CommunicationandCollaboration)hasthespiritofmobilityandconnectivity.Recently,UCChas
becomemorebusinesscritical,andthedeploymentisgrowingfast(D’Antonio&Banting,2019).
UCCplatformsaccommodatedistributedknowledgeprofessionalsincarryingoutworkbygiving
peopletheopportunitytoconnect,communicateandcollaboratewithcolleaguesfromanywhere,
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