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Abstract 

Despite the worthwhile studies that have been conducted on the realization of benefits from Enterprise Information Systems 
(EISs), many organizations are not satisfied with the benefits they have gained. This work draws on the sociomaterial 
perspective and suggests that benefits can be realized when organizations are able to utilize their capabilities in order to 
exploit the technological possibilities of the EISs, in addition to their willingness to change their business routines. It 
suggests focusing on the unintended benefits that can emerge based on the organizational capabilities and the system 
possibilities. The main contribution from this conceptual work is to provide a discussion about how sociomateriality can 
enrich the understanding of benefits realization from enterprise systems. 
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1. Introduction 

Many organizations are increasingly adopting Enterprise Information Systems (EISs), even if the system’s 
implementation is challenging and expensive, because they are looking for greater advantages and benefits from 
them [1, 2]. Similarly, many organizations that have already implemented such systems reveal that the realized 
benefits from these systems are below expectations [1, 3]. However, many studies have been conducted on the 
realization of benefits from enterprise systems [e.g. 4, 5, 6], and these studies have provided rich insights. Some 
examples are the benefits realization of enterprise resource planning (ERP) in small and medium-sized 
enterprises [4], benefits classification in ERP projects [5], and benefits realization in ERP projects in the post 
implementation stage [6]. 

A review of a number of former works shows that some of these studies adopted a variance model [2, 7], 
whereas, other studies draw their research from different theories. For example, Gattiker and Goodhue [8] used 
organizational information processing theory to show that high interdependence among organizational subunits 
can lead to more benefits from EIS, and Staehr et al. [9] used structuration theory to understand the business 
consequences of ERP use. Staehr [10] also used structuration theory to review the benefits from enterprise 
systems, especially to extend the benefits classification model that has been suggested by Shang and Seddon 
[5]. In a later study, Staehr [11] used structuration theory again to study the role of top management in 
achieving the benefits from enterprise systems. Most recently, Staehr et al. [6] have applied process theory to 
study the factors that affect the benefit realization from ERP systems after implementation. 

However, an investigation of the underlying theoretical bases that have been adopted in a number of former 
studies raises a question about the ability of these theories to sufficiently explain all types of benefits. Some of 
these studies based their investigations on research perspective or theories dealing with technology as an 
exogenous and autonomous driver for business impacts [2, 7, 8]; whereas, other studies deal with technology 
based on the social actions and interpretations within a process [6, 9, 10, 11]. These studies may have difficulty 
in exploring and explaining all kinds of potential benefits from EISs, especially the unintended benefits that 
emerge in the practice. These unintended benefits are based on the possibilities and opportunities that the 
technology can offer, such as the benefits that emerge from system integration with other systems or 
technologies like mobile services, and the benefits that can come from data analytics or any other emerging 
benefits. Because these studies draw their research from theories that underestimate the technological 
capabilities, they focus on the social agency [12, 14]. Therefore, this shortage motivates this paper to discuss 
the sociomateriality perspective to understand the benefits realization from the EISs. The rest of this paper will 
be composed as follows: Section 2 discusses what sociomateriality is and Section 3 illustrates the role of the 
sociomateriality concepts in benefits realization, before suggesting some conclusions.  

2. Sociomateriality Perspective 

Sociomateriality assumes that organizations, people and technology are not self-contained entities, but that 
they are mutually constituted and entangled [12]. Thus, the technological system is considered as a material 
component organized with the social life, both sharing a sociomaterial structure. The technological system in 
this case is an integral component of the social life, and not an incidental or intermittent aspect of the 
organizational life [13]. However, when an organization implements a new technological artefact, such as an 
enterprise system, and deals with it as a response to specific organizational needs in certain circumstances, then 
this firm loses sight of “how every organizational practice is always bound with materiality” [13, p.1436]. This 
means that focusing on specific organizational needs and on the expected benefits of the system makes 
organizations lose the huge opportunities that can emerge from the adopted technological system. 

Sociomateriality as a way to theorize research can be considered a new perspective or a new research stream 
[13]. It can also be viewed as a meta-theory to provide a high level of abstract understanding about the 
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phenomena under investigation, to exhibit a way of thinking about the world, and not as an empirically testable 
explanation of social behaviour [14]. From this perspective, different lenses can be used, and this study draws 
on the ‘affordances and constraints’ lens that assumes humans usually don’t interact with an object instantly, 
prior to or without perceiving what the object is good for [15]. In sociomateriality, affordance assumes that 
possibilities for action are not pre-defined, but that they are dependent on the technological properties that can 
be offered (as the material) and enacted with the intent of humans [15]. 

3. The Role of Sociomateriality in Benefits Realization 

It is assumed that an EIS is part of the organizational life, and that both of them mutually constitute each 
other [16]. Most likely, because the EISs are not only technical systems, but also socio-technological artefacts 
working in social or organisational contexts, they engage many social actors [16]. Also, they interact with the 
social processes within organizations [17], and organizations with some organizational factors shape the usage 
of these systems [17]. Furthermore, such systems have serious implications in organizations, as they can form 
many organizational roles and practices [16]. The sociomateriality is important because it consists of two 
aspects: social and material. On one side, it emphasizes that all materiality is social because it is created 
through social processes, and it is interpreted and used in social contexts. On the other side, all social actions 
are possible because of some materiality [15]. Accordingly, a technological information system like an EIS can 
be considered to be a technical system that has material properties, and acts as a constitutive component in a 
social context to shape and be shaped by the organizational life. Thus, sociomateriality as a theoretical stance 
can exhibit a clear understanding about the benefits realization of EISs from its capability of exploring the two 
parties that constitute the implementation of these systems: organization, humans with the working routines 
representing the social side, and the EIS representing the material side. Sociomateriality concepts like 
relationality and performativity can thus provide rich insights into study benefits realization from the EISs. 

 
3.1. Relationality Concept 

 
Entities, whether technological or human, have no inherent properties, but what matters is how they are 

interconnected with each other [12]. In sociomateriality, technologies have material properties that can afford 
different possibilities, giving humans the capacity to act upon and exploit the huge capabilities of these 
technologies [12]. In some cases, humans and materials interweave to create or change business routines, 
whereas in other cases, both the human and material components weave together to develop or modify 
technologies [15]. This interwoven relationship gives the sociomaterial structure, which consists of both sides, 
the capability to act according to the relevant agency. Agency is defined [13, p.1438] as the capacity realized 
through the associations of actors (human and non-human); therefore, people have agency, technologies also 
have agency, but inevitably, people decide how to respond to specific technologies [15]. This relational 
formation can be explained as “people who have goals and the capacity to achieve them (human agency) 
confront a technology that does specific things that are not completely in their control (material agency)” [15, 
p.148]. To say material agency means that nonhumans experience things doesn’t mean revoking human 
contributions, but people can adapt and appropriate what nonhumans do [15, p.151]. These two agencies can be 
represented by routines and technologies [15], as illustrated in Figure 1. 

Clear understanding of the relational conceptualizations of the human and material agencies can be 
articulated using the affordance lens. Here, an affordance is focused to capture “… how the materiality of an 
object favours, shapes, or invites, and at the same time constrains, a set of specific uses” [18, p.752]. Because 
affordances are relational, existing between the social and the materiality of the artefact, artefacts like the EIS 
can be used by people in abundant ways. As a result, they will have multiple effects on the organizations’ work 
[15, 18]. Interestingly, an EIS is not like an IT development project that is designed for certain needs, but it is a 
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product introduced to bring certain practices to organizations [19]. The material properties of this technological 
product are not distinct in certain social contexts, but they are common among people who encounter them, and 
the affordances of what can be possible by using such artefacts are not the same. Hence, “Affordances are 
unique to the particular ways in which an actor perceives materiality” [15, p.153].  

Accordingly, the realized benefits from EISs emerge when people interweave with the system in practice to 
generate new uses of the system. As the agency for whether the social or material exists within the 
sociomateriality structure, it enables an organization to do what can be practically accomplished [12]. Thus, the 
benefits from EISs are not inherent in the systems’ material properties, but they emerge from how people 
experience their agency to change and adapt the systems for their needs. It is also based on how the material 
agency gives humans the opportunity to find new uses for the system, such as developing new practices or 
changing the existing routines. To maintain the relationality, Leonardi [15] suggests using imbrication between 
technologies and organizational routines that requires flexible technologies and flexible routines. 

Flexible Technologies: it is assumed that the perceived net benefit from an EIS is highly dependent on the 
how the system is used [21], and different groups of people are interested in different benefits, therefore they 
use the system differently. A system should be modified according to the group’s needs [17]. For example, to 
ensure that these needs are embedded in the system, the implementation team needs to configure thousands of 
tables in a complex structural database [6]. These adaptations affect many system modules and functionalities 
to meet the organization’s needs [6]. When the system becomes more flexible and more able to reflect the 
organization’s needs, then it will be able to provide the extreme benefits for the organization. Conversely, when 
the system becomes more rigid with difficulty addressing the organization’s needs, people may not use such 
systems, and as a result, the benefits become minimal. However, configuring a complex system like an EIS 
with ‘default’ values, or based on the consultant’s habits in the system’s implementation, will not provide 
distinctive features that can be obtained from the system possibilities. As a result, organizations will lose the 
flexibility in their technology and, in turn, will not achieve the massive benefits from the systems. EISs should 
be flexible technologies (Fig. 1) to meet ever-changing business requirements and to make the technological 
changes easier. Here, the technological changes will be viewed as a response from the system, as a materiality 
to the organizational needs, as a social component within the sociomaterial structure. 

Flexible Routines: it is argued that organizations should change their business routines and business 
processes to realize the benefits from enterprise systems [22]. It is also suggested that many processes be 
integrated with the core system, which is the financial module in the case of the ERP. In this way, organizations 
can obtain greater benefits from the enterprise systems within and across organizations [7], and in many cases, 
the changes in the social or organizational sides are more extensive. Staehr et al. [6, p.429] stated that 
“Although all IS projects involve some degree of organizational change, ERP implementation and use can be 
differentiated by the capacity to involve extensive changes across a number of functional areas in an 
organization”. This organizational change can be better understood with sociomateriality using the affordance 
and constraint lens. For example, if an organization had difficulty in using a system according to their existing 
routines, then this firm would have changed its routines. From the affordance and constraint perspective, it is 
assumed that people have goals that “the technology made possible, but difficult to achieve, so they exercised 
their human agency to change their routines so they could still achieve their goals in spite of the constraints 
they perceived material agency created for them. Human agency is realized by both using the capabilities 
provided by technology, and resisting the limitations those capabilities impose” [15, p.148]. Therefore, in Fig. 
1, the organizational routines should be flexible in interweaving with the EIS to produce new combinations or 
possibilities for the organization’s work. This flexibility can allow organizations to introduce new routines, or 
to change the existing ones based on the possibilities of the enterprise system.  

Now the question that can be raised is: Which types of changes, technological or organizational have 
priority? Using the sociomateriality perspective, “By themselves, neither human nor material agencies are 
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empirically important. But when they become imbricated—interlocked in particular sequences—they together 
produce, sustain, or change either routines or technologies” [15, p.149]. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Sociomaterial Practice   

 
3.2. Performativity Concept 
 

It is assumed that the affordance and constraint perspective considers that the real usage is in the practice, as 
humans usually don’t interact with an object instantly, prior to or without perceiving what the object is good for 
[15]. In sociomateriality, affordance asserts possibilities for action that are not clearly pre-given, but that are 
dependent on the technological properties or the system possibilities that can be offered as a material 
component. This is imbricated with the intent of the humans, once the organization has the capacity to do this 
[15]. These capacities are not available in all organizations, such as organizational policies, procedures, control, 
training, support and IT expertise. From this perspective, implementing an EIS like the ERP in a large company 
may lead to different practices within the company, although the same system is implemented in other 
company that doesn’t have plenty of resources and capacities [18]. The benefits from EIS emerge after using 
the system, and cannot be fully identified beforehand because organizations are not completely aware of the 
system possibilities, especially the integration possibilities. This is advocated by Majchrzak and Markus [20] 
who argued that people and organizations do not always realize the apparent potential of a technology when 
they just use it, and besides, people and organizations often use technology in ways that designers never 
intended. However, different organizations have different resources and skills with different requirements, and 
they adapt the EISs, also the business routines, according to the capacities that they have in the practice. 
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4. Conclusion 

This paper discussed the sociomateriality perspective to provide an improved understanding about the 
benefits realization from EIS. Sociomaterial structure helps organizational work to become an integral part of 
the materiality of a technical system. This structure allows researchers to understand how the EIS can shape 
organizations’ work and be shaped by social adaptations, according to the organizational needs and the system 
possibilities. The relationality concept illustrates how the benefits from enterprise systems are not inherent in 
the systems’ material properties, but based on the dynamic relationship between the people who experience 
their agency changing and adapting the enterprise systems for their needs, and the material features of the 
system. These features provide new opportunities for exploitation by the humans to develop new practices or 
change existing routines. The performativity concept demonstrates how the realized benefits from enterprise 
systems can emerge continuously through the interweaving of the people and the enterprise system in the 
practice to generate new uses of the system, even when these uses were not intended. Based on this 
understanding, the benefits from EISs can be realized when the EIS as a technical system exists with the 
organizational work in which both are dynamically changing in the practice, and not from the technical features 
of the system. This formation gives the opportunity to view new uses or new benefits from the EISs, and will 
enable the organizations to create more value from their investments in these systems. Finally, this conceptual 
work suggests conducting further empirical research based on these conceptual formations. 
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