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Identifying Disguised Objectives of IT ®)
Deployment Through Action Research G

Peter Bou Saba, Mario Saba and Antoine Harfouche

Abstract Little research in IS has examined the contagion mechanisms of conflicts
during IT deployment between organizational members in a network. A focus on an
organizational network’s contagion mechanisms is important to anticipate potential
contagious conflicts that may lead to the failure of a mutual IT project. The paper
delivers the results of a 4-year action research project conducted at a leading French
federation of agriculture cooperatives. The study reveals that identifying contagion
mechanisms at the very preliminary phases of implementation may be strategic for a
successful IT deployment, despite the tools’ imperfections. Destabilizing “auto-
matic” conflict contagion between cooperatives have led to engaging contagious
survival mechanisms, limiting conflict contagion and accelerating the tool’s
adoption. For IS managers and practitioners, considering conflict contagion in the
translation process, one can work to more actively contain and resolve conflicts
before they have a chance to affect the rest of the members.

Keywords Conflict contagion - Organizational network - Agricultural
cooperatives - Actor network theory
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70 P. B. Saba et al.

1 Introduction

Research in social psychology has proposed theories and methodologies to manage
conflicts occurring between employees [1] or understand conflict contagion
between teams. However, little research in information systems (IS) has examined
the contagion mechanisms of such conflicts during IT implementation, between
organizational members in a network. On an organizational network scale, very
limited research has tackled the conflict contagion mechanism through which
organizations (members) in the network influence each other. In such networks, the
latter behaviors do not occur as conflicts in which all members are totally and
equally involved [2]. A focus on the network’s contagion mechanisms is thus
important to anticipate potential contagion phenomenon that may lead to the failure
or success of a mutual IT project. Aside from the stated above, and this time on a
sociological scale related to the actor network theoretical approach [3], the soci-
ology of translation may disambiguate the link between IT implementation and
conflict contagion. The rest of the article is structured as follows. A literature review
presents the concept of contagion, user conflicts and conflict contagion, as well as
the actor network theory. The case study delivers the results of a 4 year action
research project conducted at the Regional Federation of Agricultural Cooperation
in southern France (FRCA LR). First, the IT project witnessed several technical
imperfections as well as conflict behaviors and socio-political conflicts during
implementation by few cooperatives, despite having initially accepted the IT ini-
tiative. Second, through the actor network approach, the translation operation
included the latter identified conflict contagion mechanisms leading to the suc-
cessful implementation of the IT tool called COOPERFIC.

For IS researchers, by looking at factors that could lead to conflict contagion in a
network of organizations, we may better understand why, when and how conflicts
evolve to affect new network members. From a managerial perspective, considering
conflict contagion in the translation process, managers can work to more actively
contain and resolve conflicts before they have a risk to affect the rest of the members.

2 Theoretical Background

While an abundance of research in psychology and IS has examined how intragroup
conflicts affect the project and group performance [2, 4-8], less research in IS has
explored the contagion dynamics underlying inter-organizational conflicts.

2.1 Contagion

The concept of contagion is richly found in the social psychology literature through
the phenomenon of social contagion [9-14]. Social contagion research can be
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broken down into two major areas: (1) research work exploring emotional conta-
gion, and (2) studies investigating behavioral contagion (see Table 1).

In the organizational behavior literature, Humphrey et al. [38] suggest that
emotions are present in the workplace. Additionally, leaders (emitters of emotions)
at work, as well as followers (receivers of emotions), can trigger behavioral stimuli.
On the other hand, Tee [39] argues that researchers in psychology should differ-
entiate the primitive, tacit, implicit contagion processes, driven primarily by sub-
conscious, automatic motor mimicry, from the more explicit processes which can
be regulated in human interactions [58]. This is consistent with the multilevel model
of contagion effects in organizations (see Table 2).

Table 1 Behavioral contagion types

Area Principle Authors
Hysterical The spread by contact of symptoms | Pfefferbaum and Pfefferbaum
contagion and experiences usually associated [15]; Showalter [16]; Colligan
with clinical hysteria in the absence | and Murphy [17]; Houran and
of a biological contagion Lange [18]; Kerckhoff and Back
[19]
Deliberate Suicide rates and other examples of | Marsden [12]; Higgins and Range
self-harm DSH vary proportionally according [20]; Phillips [14];

(DSH) contagion

to the intensity and content of
exposure

Aggression
contagion

Aggression transfer between
transitory and unpredictable angry
individuals, where media exposure
has an impact of infection rates

Phillips [21]; Goethals and
Perlstein [22]; Wheeler and
Caggiula [23]; Bandura et al. [24]

Rule violation

Rule violation contagions have

Ennett et al. [25]; Jones and Jones

contagion been identified in teenage smoking, [26]; Connolly and Aberg [4];
speeding, substance abuse, Rodgers and Rowe [27]
delinquency, youth sex and
criminality

Consumer The spread of consumer fashions Rogers [28]; Bass et al. [29];

behavior and fads through populations in a Rapoport [30]; Rashevsky [31,

contagion manner more indicative of an 32]
influenza epidemic than rational
behavior

Financial The behavior of stock markets Lux [33]; Temzelides [34]; Orlean

contagion which lurch from state to state [35]
because of selling panics and
buying frenzies that sweep across
the globe

Conflict Conflicts transmitted to other Jehn et al. [2]; Philips and Loyd

contagion individuals, groups, or countries, [36]; Yang and Mossholder [37]

through behavioral actions, leading
others to behave in a conflictual
manner
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Table 2 Multilevel behavioral contagion
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Level Principle Authors
Level 1: Behavioral contagion relies on two-key Tee [39]; Arizmendi [40];
Within persons underlying mechanisms, mimicry and Mclntosh [41]; Chartrand and
synchrony, as well as, emotional Bargh [42]; Trout and
experience and feedback Rosenfeld [43]
Level 2: Individual differences moderate the Tee [39]; Tee et al. [44]; Judge
Between extent to which individuals are et al. [48]; Eid and Diener
persons receptive of, positive and negative [45]; Bolger and Schilling
affect, leading to contagion [46]; Watson and Clark [47]
Level 3: Leaders’ behavior can influence Tee [39]; Sy and [48]; Johnson
Interpersonal/ follower behavior through contagion [49]; Awamleh and Gardner
interactional processes. Mood contagion processes [50]; Conger and Kanungo
occur in two stages, starting by leaders, [51]; Bass [52]
and propagated among followers at the
group level
Level 4: Behavioral contagion processes impact Tee [39]; Seger et al. [53];
Groups and overall team cooperation and conflict Anderson et al. [54]; Barsade
teams’ tendencies. Recurring behavioral [9]; Kelly and Barsade [10];
collective contagion processes led to convergence Totterdell [55]
emotions of behaviors between individuals
Level 5: The spread of behaviors is linked to Tee [39]; Hong et al. [56]; Hill
Organizations infectious diseases, influencing the et al. [57]; Dasborough et al.
experience of large numbers of [58]; Fowler and Christakis
individuals [59]; Ashkanasy and
Nicholson [60]

While the role of behaviors in social psychology is widely recognized, and
although conflict behaviors are contagious between individuals [39], teams of
individuals [9], or inside organizations [56], information systems research streams
seem to lack knowledge on whether conflict behaviors are transmitted between
multiple organizations in a network.

2.2 Conflict Contagion

Research considering conflicts as a behavioral form to express resistance [8, 61] are
about the object on which resistance is occurring as well as the respective perceived
threats [62]. Conflict is a disagreement of persons or group of persons that perceive
a situation as being incompatible with their own interests [63]. At the group level,
conflicts could be task-oriented where issues arise between groups because of
differences between professional assignments to be realized [64, 65]. In this
research, we draw from the literatures in psychology on intragroup conflicts [5, 6],
group composition and coalition formation [66] and emotional contagion [9] to
describe the progression and evolution of a conflict between organizations over
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Table 3 Forms of conflicts
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Conflict form

Description

Authors

Conflicts about the
IT system

Conflicts about the design of the IT
itself, including its functionalities.
These conflicts are associated to
technology acceptance

Davis et al. [70]; Venkatesh and
Davis [71]

Conflicts about the
task that
employees must
fulfil

Conflicts caused by the way firms’
processes must be changed or
adapted to fit with the new IT
process requirements

Markus et al. [72]; Besson and
Rowe [73]; Lim et al. [74]

Conflicts due to
cultural principles

Psychologically based conflicts
referring to employees’ ideologies

Trice and Beyer [75]; Stewart
and Gosain [76]

by which they share beliefs and
make sense of their words

Conflicts due to a
loss of power

Conflicts associated with the way
how hierarchical authorities and
management are likely to be
reformed after IT implementation

Markus, [77]; Davis et al. [70];
Besson and Rowe [73];
Avgerou and McGrath [78]

time, from involving just a few members to drawing in the whole network. In this
article, we assume that actions such as engaging in process control, forcing, con-
fronting, accommodating, compromising, problem solving, and avoiding are also
engaged in the context of a network of organizations, between several firms,
members of the latter network [8]. Accordingly, we formulate our first research
proposition.

Proposition 1 Conflict behaviors expressed by an organization toward an IT
initiative infect other organizations in the same network involved in the latter IT
project.

The conflict contagion process is most likely to occur because of interdepen-
dence between individuals [67, 68]. Therefore, an issue that affects a few members
is likely to affect all team members and network members over time, because of
coalition formation and behavioral contagion [2, 67, 69] (see Table 3).

Additionally, persons or organizations involved in the initial conflict may also
proactively recruit other persons to form coalitions [79].

2.3 The Actor Network Theory

The actor network theory provides a framework to understand the implementation
of innovation projects in the field of information systems. The word “actor” refers
not only to humans, but also to any object that may have a role in the establishment
of a network helping the implementation of an IT project [80]. Considering inno-
vation as unpredictable and uncertain, the actor network theory considers socio-
logical factors that would influence IT implementation initiatives. From a
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theoretical point of view, we are assuming that the success or failure of an IT
project could be explained by the actor network theory. This would help us observe
the IS design process while considering the positions of all the actors, in favor or
against the implementation of this tool, in a specific business environment.
Accordingly, the actor network theory is based on human/objects interactions that
are the bases for networks’ creation. These interactions can be seen through ‘the
model of translation’ defined by Callon and Latour as the negotiations, acts of
persuasion, calculations, violence behaviors, expressed by an actor who acts on
behalf of another actor [80]. According to Callon [81, 82] and Akrich et al. [83, 84],
the translation process is done in four steps: (1) Problematization, which is defining
the nature of the problem in a specific situation by an actor and the following
establishment of dependency; (2) Interessement, which is engaging other actors into
the roles that were proposed for them in the actor’s program to resolve the latter
problem; (3) Enrolment, which is the definition of the roles that were assigned to
other actors during interessement; and (4) Mobilization, which is ensuring that the
spokespersons for relevant collective entities are properly representative of these.
Despite the importance of the actor network approach in our study, considered
alone, it would be insufficient to tackle our research proposition. Yet, in the context
of contagion, it would be interesting to include an additional dimension into the
translation process, which is conflict contagion.

Proposition 2 Destabilizing “automatic” conflict contagion between cooperatives
engages contagious survival mechanisms, limiting conflict contagion and aug-
menting the number of the tool’s adopters.

3 Case Description

The Regional Federation of Agricultural Cooperation in the Languedoc-Roussillon
(FRCA LR) was founded in 2006, representing a network of more than 300 ter-
ritorial agriculture cooperatives, based in southern France. Its purpose is to promote
the cooperatives’ activities to professional organizations, governmental depart-
ments, local authorities and national and European authorities. At a time when
agriculture is on a very important turning point of its history, and when coopera-
tives of the Languedoc-Roussillon region in southern France increasingly engage
with alliance and merger operations, it became essential to the FRCA LR to develop
a collective intelligence IT tool, and provide it to the member cooperatives. The tool
has three main objectives: (1) Providing managers of the latter agricultural coop-
eratives with a dashboard of key indicators (economic, social, commercial, and
environmental), specific to each sector; (2) Allowing managers to know their
positions in comparison with other cooperatives in the regions, and benchmark with
the regional average of cooperatives of the same status and the same sector; and
(3) Building and implementing a comprehensive online administrative directory of
agricultural cooperatives to promote relationships between leaders of agricultural
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cooperatives, while at the same time follow the development of the regional agri-
cultural cooperative perimeter.

4 Method

The research design of Susman and Evered [85] is one of the most action research
method used in social sciences [86]. The method relies on a cyclical process in five
steps: (1) diagnosing; (2) action planning; (3) action taking; (4) evaluating; and
(5) specifying learning (see Tables 4 and 5). Our research field seams to follow a
problem-solving approach than a research dominant approach. Therefore, in this
article, we will use an action research (AR) method to analyze the selected case
study based on two cycles.

Action research has been employed to conduct empirical research within the IS
discipline because it has a practical value to both researchers and employees [87].
Since our research question is difficult to answer in a quantitative manner, quali-
tative analysis was deemed particularly appropriate for examining conflict conta-
gion mechanisms between organizations. Problem identification calls for action AR
acts as a liberating agent of change, and is [83, 88-90]: (1) Cyclic: as iterative steps
recur in a longitudinal time frame (4 years, in our case), generating knowledge to
engage further actions; (2) Participative: as employees and researchers collaborate
in partnership as co-researchers, and where stakeholders are full participants in the
research process or where practitioners serve both as subject and researcher, one

Table 4 Methodology

First cycle (28 months) Second cycle (20 months)
Diagnosing Objective: Explore the existing Objective: Enquire about possible
COOPEREFIC tool to understand its conflict contagion effects between
technical characteristics, and clarify cooperatives in the network. Find a
conflicts towards the first version, consensus to deploy COOPERFIC on
expressed by several opposing a large scale
organizations in the network
Sources: Existing documentation on Sources: 14 in-depth interviews;
the COOPERFIC project; 19 in-depth | Direct day-to-day observations;
interviews with key actors at the Academic literature; 29 informal
FRCA LR; Informal meetings and discussions with
communications; literature managers at both opposing and

advocate cooperatives

Data analysis: During several sessions with managers and key employees,
direct observations, verbal and nonverbal communications were noted

Action Identifying both task-oriented and Observing conflict contagion

planning socio-political oriented conflicts; mechanisms toward COOPERFIC
Analyzing the cooperatives’ cultures; between the cooperatives. Launching
Process analysis for the new version the translation process in accordance
of the tool with the actor network theory
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Table 5 Results
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First cycle (28 months)

Second cycle (20 months)

Action The purpose is to rapidly adapt the An ‘induction session’ organized

taking tool’s characteristics taking into with key cooperatives (tool-opposing
account the wishes/tasks of the ‘tool’s and advocate organizational
opponent’ organizations then members) to “talk” and “interact”
implement the new version on a large | about the tool between other subjects
scale in the network; ‘Go decision’
concerning the tool’s implementation

Evaluating Task-oriented conflicts were Beyond the purposes for which
evaluated during the ‘change COOPERFIC was designed, the very
session’. Socio-political oriented same tool has started to play an
conflicts were evaluated during additional role between cooperatives,
unofficial individual conversations. “inducing” and causing interactions
15 of the opposing cooperatives had that did not exist before the tool’s
to evaluate if their main expectations | implementation
were satisfied by the tool

Specifying A task-oriented conflict appeared to Following the COOPERFIC

learnings hide a socio-political conflict: implementation, the tool was the

managers of opposing cooperatives
stated that they cannot trust their
confidential information would be
safely protected in the tool’s
imperfect database. Hence, they
decided to reject the tool. However,
during unofficial interviews, few of
the opposing managers stated that
they do not trust the management of
the FRCA LR and prefer to “follow”
the decision of the many opposing
cooperatives that decided to reject the
tool. Accordingly, opposing
cooperatives had hidden the
“mistrust” motive (socio-political
conflict) for rejecting COOPERFIC
and decided to express conflicts on
the tool’s low database security
(task-oriented conflicts) only. Only
39 cooperatives have adopted the tool
at the end of Cycle 1

mean through which advocate
cooperatives were able to interact
with other members of the network.
Consequently, advocate cooperatives
were able to orally share key
information on the market’s
conditions as well as on the overall
agricultural cooperative business and
economic challenges. Consequently,
tool-opposing cooperatives showed a
great interest in the “interaction”
session, and asked to do the same
session the following month. This
experience showed us that
implementing the tool has led to a
disturbance of the historic network of
agriculture cooperatives in the LR
region. “Automatic” conflict
contagion between the cooperatives
in particular, have woken hidden
re-stabilization processes and
engaged contagious survival
mechanisms. At the end of Cycle 2,
the number of cooperatives that
adopted COOPERFIC was doubled,
gathering 89 cooperatives

refers to participative action research; (3) Qualitative: operating more through
verbal conversations than by numbers; (4) Reflective: because critical feedback on
the process is essential to each cycle, and is used in designing subsequent steps and
actions; and (5) Responsive: as it reacts and adapts flexibly to the findings from
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each previous cycle. Lastly, AR considers that it is useless to study a real-world
problem without working to propose a solution [91]. Additionally, the creation and
observation of interactions seems to be adapted to our field because we can expect
that the fundamental properties of the natural environment are that everyone agrees
with this tool, while at the same time it could be expected that many reject the tool
for many reasons, including technical, social, cultural and political ones. Our
epistemological posture is interpretative. Hence, the researchers were requested to
gather information through unstructured and unofficial interviews, observations,
field notes, meetings, focus groups, and documentary analysis. The following
section expands on these results and provides a discussion on their implications.

5 Results

Table 5 summarizes the results of the two cycles with respect to the research design
of Susman and Evered [85].

Proposition 1 examined whether conflict behaviors expressed by an organization
toward an IT initiative infect other organizations in the same network involved in
the latter IT project. As stated in Table 5, we have observed contagious mecha-
nisms: ‘neutral’ cooperatives have become automatically involved in their network
peers’ conflicts. Accordingly, out of 300 cooperatives, only 39 decided to adopt the
tool whereas opposing cooperatives rejected it, under the same guise of possible
data-security gaps in the tool. Thus, Proposition 1 was strongly supported at the
network level, through cooperatives manifesting the same task-oriented conflicts
(database security) to hide socio-political ones (mistrust in the management of
FRCA LR). On the other hand, Proposition 2 aimed to test whether destabilizing the
existing way-of-doing of the network through the translation process, have a pos-
itive impact on IT success despite IT technical imperfections. As shown in Table 5,
the COOPERFIC tool has shifted from being “the subject/purpose” into being “the
mean” through which tool-advocate cooperatives were able to communicate with
their peers in the network, which was not possible. Furthermore, considering the
tool as a mean of communication and not an objective by itself, has led to aug-
menting and accelerating the tool’s adoption through reverse-contagion, despite its
technical imperfections. Consequently, the number of cooperatives that adopted
COOPERFIC was doubled, gathering 89 cooperatives. Therefore, Proposition 2
was also strongly supported—the translation process—engaging interactions
between cooperatives, has led to breaking down prior communication barriers
between actors, where the tool by itself was no longer the principle objective.
Instead, mobilizing the different actors of the network and making them interact has
led to oral and traditional information exchange, which made the tool-opposing
cooperatives realize that they strongly depend on information to survive.
Consequently, more than 100 cooperatives agreed to participate in “interaction”
sessions on a monthly basis, and 89 of them asked to adopt the tool.
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6 Conclusion

Contagion theories seek to explain networks as conduits for “infectious” attitudes
generally perceived as negative behaviors. These theories focus on the different
aspects of the social construction process. Contact is provided by communication
networks in contagion theories. These communication networks serve as a mech-
anism that exposes organizations to information, attitudinal messages and the
behaviors of others. Because of this exposure it increases the likelihood that net-
work members will develop beliefs, assumptions, and attitudes similar to those of
their networks. Contagion theories seek the relation between organizational mem-
bers and their networks. The organizational members’ knowledge, attitudes, and
behavior are related to the information, attitudes, and behavior of others in the
network to which they are linked. Our research is based on a single case study, and
therefore we cannot claim any generalization of the results, as we could have if we
had used several case studies or sample quantitative analysis. Further research
should be done in order to examine findings in other professional and organiza-
tional contexts to provide a deeper understanding of IT conflict contagion between
members of an organizational network. However, we highlight in-depth research
versus cross-sectional data collection, to analyze the dynamic nature of conflict
contagion between agricultural cooperatives. For IS managers, one should not to
take as granted and solely-sufficient, task-oriented resistance behaviors expressed
by users, but understand instead whole resistance causes related to IT deployments,
through unusual means of conflict identification. Moreover, identifying potential
conflict contagion effects turns out to be necessary to the change management style
to adopt. In our case, the number of cooperatives that adopted COOPERFIC has
doubled because we have provoked tacit interactions between the actors. For
instance, key oral information on market feedback have favored the adoption
decision of COOPERFIC by cooperatives that have first decided to reject the tool
automatically, having been influenced/contaminated by the vast IT opposing
majority. For IS practitioners, this article suggests a greater attention to issues
related to tacit/automatic conflict contagion effects between “organizational lead-
ers” and “organizational followers”, but also issues related to tacit socio-political
motives/conflicts. For academics, our results enrich the literature in information
systems on IT conflict behaviors. Beyond the way IT projects are designed,
developed and presented in terms of objectives, they can endorse value conflicts
between cultural principles of cooperatives or network of cooperatives and the
perceived underlying strategic objectives assigned to IT implementation. Such a
holistic way of managing IT projects can be a way to grasp the systemic dimension
of the organizational information system they are part of. The underlying message
of this paper for researchers and practitioners is to consider potential IT conflict
contagion effects as a key process embedded into IS management. We encourage IS
researchers to pursue investigations on the resistance legacy of IT projects and to
figure out how IS projects management could be enriched to prevent or anticipate
the latter contagion effects.
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