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Abstract 

For some time there has been an increase in adoption of enterprise systems by small companies. With well-
documented potential benefits, there are a lot of reasons to adopt them. In this study however the choice to adopt 
smaller pieces of information systems by a small organization is investigated to provide a counter example to the 
integrated-solution literature. With the intention to adopt an enterprise system at the beginning, the case provides 
a dynamic story of a small organization and how various factors impacted on the intention and resulted in an 
assemblage of information systems instead. By adoption the technology-organisation-environment framework and 
a single case study design, the case indicates that in addition to the oft-cited factors such as organisational size 
and IT readiness, social norms and the characteristics of a central individual, such as the owner, play a prominent 
role in information systems adoption, and highlights how these factors are connected to each other. 
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1. Introduction 
For some time, it has been argued that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) can use 
information technologies (IT) as a tool for competitive advantage. One development in this area 
is the adoption of enterprise systems  - such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems – 
by the SMEs. Once a domain of large enterprises, today enterprise systems are used by SMEs 
as well. This move to some extent has been the result of saturation of the large-enterprise 
market, as well as the changing technology that enabled the vendors to offer solutions to SMEs. 

The ERP systems literature argues that there are various benefits for adopting such 
systems: cost reduction, productivity improvement, quality improvement, customer service 
improvement, better resource management, improved decision-making and planning, and 
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organizational empowerment (Shang & Seddon 2000). Based on these benefits (e.g. Karimi, 
Somers, and Bhattacherjee 2007; Morton and Hu 2008; Uwizeyemungu and Raymond 2012) it 
might be expected that many organization adopted an ERP-like information system? However, 
many organizations do not adopt ERP-like systems. Then the question arises: why do not some 
organization adopt such systems? 

In this paper, the decisions of a small organization regarding their information systems 
(IS) choices to adopt small off-the-shelf ISs are investigated. By focusing on identifying which 
factors influence IS adoption in a small organisation context and how they interact with each 
other, this paper aims to answer the research question “how does a small organization adopt an 
IS?”  

A small company is chosen for this study for several reasons: while the ERP literature 
began to include SMEs, the differences between small- and medium-sized companies are often 
missing (Laukkanen et al. 2007; Iskanius et al. 2009). By focusing only on a small company 
then the study would add to the literature by providing a perspective to balance out the medium-
sized enterprise perspective. Similarly, by focusing on a small company, the study would also 
reveal how the often taken for granted assumptions that govern SMEs in general – resource 
deficiency, short-term focus2 – play in IS adoption. Thus the main objective of this study is to 
contribute to the information systems adoption literature by studying a small business’ IS 
adoption process. 

As noted by Jha and Bose (2016), IS adoption studies often assume a European or 
American setting, and do not assume a longitudinal perspective. This skewed representation 
means that social and behavioural differences in other settings are not investigated, thus eroding 
the generalizability of the findings of research outside the specific geographies of developed 
countries. The case for this paper, Kitchen Co., is a manufacturing company in South America 
that builds kitchens for both private individuals – more of a bespoke design – and supplies 
kitchens for housing projects.  The study adopts the technology-organization-environment 
framework (TOE) (DePietro et al. 1990). With its explicit emphasis on environmental context, 
TOE provides a useful lens to analyse a non- American or Europe setting. . 

The case provides a glimpse of interrelated IS decisions: the owner of the company had 
experience with ERP systems before setting the company up and had the intention to use one. 
However 4 years down the road, the company has no ERP system in the pipeline, even though 
recent talks with the owner revealed that the idea of adopting an ERP system is still in his vision 
of the company. The company, on the other hand adopted smaller standard-off-the-shelf 
systems to create their IS. The adoption of IS that helps in running the company during these 4 
years still has to satisfy various stakeholders and play various roles within the organization.  
The case has been followed over this time and such a longitudinal view and similar to Cho and 
Mathiassen (2007) and Kietzmann (2008) contributes by exploring the stages that the 
organization has passed in adopting. 

After this introduction the next sections provides a brief literature review on ERP 
adoption and discusses the theoretical framework. The research approach is detailed next, 
followed by the case description and analysis, with the paper closing with a discussion and 
conclusions.  

2. Enterprise systems in SMEs 

																																																								
2 Needless to say, as Zammuto et al. (2007, 752) argues, a resource-poor organisation might have a different 
experience than a leading edge manufacturing organisation. However, as research on born –global organisations 
shows resource-constrained organisations can still leverage their capabilities and achieve success, e.g. by using 
network relationships (Sullivan Mort & Weerawardena 2006). 
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ERP systems have originally been geared towards large enterprises, and have been 
associated with various benefits over the years (Davenport 1998; Shang & Seddon 2000; Yusuf 
et al. 2004; Uwizeyemungu & Raymond 2012; Nwankpa 2015). However in recent years, as 
Sedara (2009) argues, the market became saturated and the vendors shifted their focus towards 
SMEs, and as a result –the ERP literature began to include SMEs (Laukkanen et al. 2007; 
Iskanius et al. 2009). 

Similar to large organisations, the strategic value of ERP systems have been investigated 
for SMEs, and Yen and Sheu (2004) argues that they are as strategic for SMEs. Buonanno et 
al. (2005) claims that structural and organizational reasons were cited as the main reasons for 
not adopting an ERP system among SMEs – not financial ones as assumed in the previous 
literature. Similarly Federici (2009) has cautioned against considering an SME-ERP 
implementation as a scaled down implementation.  ERP systems’ potential benefits often arise 
from efficiency and legitimacy gains (Son & Benbasat 2007), and it has been argued that SMEs 
can level the playing field against large enterprises by employing enterprise systems (Awa et 
al. 2016), and use them for competitive advantage (Koh & Simpson 2007). 

However, achieving these benefits is not straightforward. Peculiarities of SMEs – e.g. 
family owned, single person owned, tight budgets – might necessitate further research to 
evaluate how SME setting impacts ERP implementations. The literature documented the impact 
of several organizational and context factors on SMEs information system preferences. For 
example Federici (2009) found that some factors such as size were not significant, however 
SMEs preferred local ERP companies. Cereola, Wier, and Norman (2012) identified 
importance of top management support. Buonanno et al.'s (2005) study showed that 
organizational complexity is not a significant factor in SME ERP adoptions.  

3. Technology-Organization-Environment (TOE) framework and IS adoption  
There are a myriad of ways to explain how and why an IS is adopted. There are some 

specific theories that directly address the issue – such as technology acceptance model (TAM) 
(Davis 1989) unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (Venkatesh et al. 2003), 
diffusion of innovations (DOI) (Rogers 1983) and TOE (DePietro et al. 1990) which this study 
adopts.  

In this paper the TOE framework is adopted. The TOE framework is a widely used IS 
adoption frameworks that has empirical support and has been used in various IS adoption 
decisions. It has been claimed as a generic IS adoption/diffusion theory that only suggests 
different sources of influence without specifying variables of each (Zhu & Kraemer 2005).  

In TOE framework, decisions are influenced by three contexts3. Organisational context 
denotes descriptive measures about the organizational characteristics such as top management 
support, size, organizational readiness and employees’ IT expertise (Awa et al. 2015; Jeyaraj et 
al. 2006; Zhu & Kraemer 2005; Iacovou et al. 1995; DePietro et al. 1990). Technological 
context refers to existing technologies in use and new technologies relevant to the firm. In this 
context research has shown that characteristics such as complexity, compatibility, relative 
advantage, ease of use, IT infrastructure play a role in the decision to adopt IS. (Rogers 1983; 
DePietro et al. 1990; Jeyaraj et al. 2006; Oliveira & Martins 2011; Oliveira & Martins 2010). 

Environmental context on the other hand refers to the arena in which the firm conducts 
its business—its industry, competitors, and dealings with the government. While the technology 
and organization contexts of TOE closely follow the characteristics investigated in DOI of 
Rogers (1983), this environmental context adds extra explanatory power to the TOE framework 

																																																								
3	See	Jha	and	Bose	(2016),	Oliveira	and	Martins	(2011)	and	Jeyaraj,	Rottman,	and	Lacity	(2006)	for	a	
review	of	the	constructs	within	these	contexts.		
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(Hsu et al. 2006). Research has focused on how government regulations, competitive pressures 
supplier support impact on IS decisions. (DePietro et al. 1990; Zhu & Kraemer 2005; Jeyaraj 
et al. 2006; Oliveira & Martins 2011; Alshamaila et al. 2013; Awa et al. 2015). 

While TOE has been recognized as a versatile tool of inquiry, one criticism against it has 
been raised by Thong (1999) that it might not be the most suitable to be used in small 
organisations. Claiming that in small organizations the CEO is the owner/manager of the 
organization and has a role in determining the innovativeness of the organization, Thong (1999) 
has argued that CEO characteristics should be considered as a fourth context in TOE 
framework, and were found significant (Jeon et al. 2006; Shiau et al. 2009). In most IS adoption 
literature however, Thong's (1999) CEO characteristics is missing even though there is a strong 
emphasis on the effect of size  and top management support in the organizational context.  

Several reviews (Jha & Bose 2016; Oliveira & Martins 2011; Jeyaraj et al. 2006) highlight 
the predominance of quantitative methods in IS adoption research, which might be one of the 
reasons why similar constructs have been validated as significant in IS adoptions. However 
TOE has been adopted in qualitative research that also seems to validate the same constructs 
(e.g. Alshamaila, Papagiannidis, and Li 2013; Bradford, Earp, and Grabski 2014). 

Also, as Jha and Bose (2016) argues, there is a lack of non-American and European 
adoption research. Adopting TOE, with its emphasis on environment, would highlight how a 
South American setting would effect the IS adoption. Similarly, they argue that there is a 
technological determinism in some theories used within the field. As TOE doesn’t assume 
prevalence of any contexts, it can help in providing a more balanced understanding of IS 
adoptions when compared with other frameworks. 

While Thong (1999) has argued adaptation to the TOE model, the model he proposed did 
not account for the interaction between the different contexts – even though he cautioned that 
indirect effects might occur. In this paper, the TOE framework is adapted to include the insight 
from Thong (1999), with the most commonly cited factors are included in their respective 
contexts – Technology, organization, environment and CEO – provided in figure 1. The 
mentioned reviews highlight a tilt towards positivistic philosophy in IS adoption research. In 
this study, the TOE framework is used as a sensitizing device4 to analyse the case and highlight 
how the building blocks of the TOE framework impact the IS adoption and use. By using TOE 
framework in such a way, the case material then can be used to reveal some other building 
blocks and linkages among them that might be overlooked due to the design of previous studies, 
which mostly accounted for direct impact of the factors whereas leaving interaction among 
factors unattended. 

 

																																																								
4 In his work, Blumer (1954, 7) uses the terms definitive- and sensitizing concepts, with the definitive  concept 
defined as “refers precisely to what is common to a class of objects, by the aid of a clear definition in terms of 
attributes or fixed bench marks”.  
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Figure 1. The adapted TOE framework (adapted from DePietro, Wiarda, and Fleischer (1990) 
and  Thong (1999))  

4. Setting and approach 
In this study a qualitative and interpretative single case study design was adopted 

(Walsham 2006; Eisenhardt 1989; Benbasat et al. 1987). A single case study design was 
selected for this research, as the contact with the owner of the case organization about various 
issues was kept from late 2012 to early 2016, providing longitudinal aspects that make a single 
case study design appropriate (Yin 2009). As Siggelkow (2007) and Flyvbjerg (2006) argues 
adopting such a design can be valuable to highlight dynamic processes by getting closer to the 
constructs under study which might be harder with large-sample empirical works.  

The study is further informed by the principles laid out by Klein and Myers (1999). 
During the time period that the author kept in contact with the owner of Kitchen Co. there were 
instances that changed the understanding of both parties. The author’s research project was 
about integrated systems, e.g. ERP systems, and Hugo, the owner of Kitchen Co was 
undergoing SAP training. This mutual interest resulted in discussions around why an ERP 
system can be useful for a company, what kind of options there might be for a start-up. This 
instance is akin to Klein and Myers’ (1999) idea that facts are produced with the interaction 
among the researcher and the participants. This stance was later adapted as Kitchen Co. was 
established and no ERP decisions were made, resulting in the “research project” with Kitchen 
Co to cool down. However, as time went by, the choices made in Kitchen Co to adopt smaller 
systems became interesting phenomena, an option to highlight an alternative of an assemblage 
of systems in contrast to a fully integrated system such as an ERP. Thus the passage of time 
and addition of new data has changed the perspective of the researcher, which might fit with 
Klein and Myers’ (1999) ideas of iterative thinking.  

Data gathering has been done in semi-structured interviews. The author has met Hugo, 
the owner of Kitchen Co., in Sweden, so the first few instances of interaction was on a face-to-
face basis. Later contact was kept via video conferencing tools – Skype and Facetime - and was 
later broadened to include 2 members from the engineering team, the accountant, and an 
external consultant. Notes were taken during the interviews, and used as reference points when 
summarizing the interviews and examining the data. 
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5. Kitchen Co. 

In this section, the case organization is presented, followed by three subsections corresponding 
to the three contexts of TOE framework used to analyse the IS adoption decisions within the 
case company. During the analysis the CEO (Hugo) emerged as a central figure. To highlight 
this predominance of CEO and show how interconnected these contexts are, the fourth context, 
CEO characteristics, is used in these three subsections rather than presented as a fourth context. 

5.1. Initial Contact with Kitchen Co. 

The case company for this study is situated in South America. Kitchen Co., designs 
manufactures and installs kitchen, though their projects so far has mainly focused on the capital 
and surrounding cities. Their projects have ranged from bespoke kitchens to providing kitchens 
for housing projects.  

The first contact with Kitchen Co was made before it was officially established. The 
owner of Kitchen Co, Hugo, was a master student that took a course on ERP systems from the 
division where the author is employed, and through a mutual friend was introduced in 2012. At 
that time Hugo was thinking of establishing a company in Sweden, but decided to return to his 
home country, and established a company for digging wells for water provision, Water Co. Two 
years later that company was sold and Kitchen Co was established. 

Before establishing Water Co. Hugo has attended an industry conference in Germany, 
which SAP, a major ERP vendor, was a sponsor. Coupled with the ERP course he was taking 
in Sweden, this industry conference resulted in an initial idea of using an ERP – or ERP-like – 
system for his future company. However, neither in Water Co., nor in Kitchen Co. such a system 
is used, thus providing a story that highlights the contrast between initial ideas and the actual 
organization. 

5.2. Organisation  
Kitchen Co. is a small organization, employing less than 30 people. Most of the employed 

people work in the workshop to create the kitchens – fashioning the cupboards, cutting the 
kitchen top etc. – and then going to the project sites to install these kitchens. Most of the 
production is manual, due to the capital costs involved with automated machinery. The workers 
receive the blueprints that are designed by a CAD tool used by the engineers and manufacture 
the kitchen according to the specific requirements from the blueprint. After the parts are 
manufactured they are checked against the requirements list provided in the blueprint, and they 
are checked once again during the installation. 

The CAD is used to create the list of requirements of the projects, and the list is printed 
out as an Excel file, which is then put into an inventory management software. This job is 
mostly done automatically, however an administrative assistant first manually has to edit the 
Excel file and check that the requirement list and the inventory list are the same after the file is 
fed to the inventory system. Hugo has done that task along with the engineers from time to time 
to ascertain that the lists are the same. Such close contact with the data allows Hugo and the 
engineers to have a feeling about how the company is doing by keeping track of the projects 
and people involved with the projects. 

Hugo has a small team of engineers that design the kitchens and also work as a sales team. 
Hugo himself has a background in industrial engineering and manufacturing management, thus 
has experience from both the engineering and management perspective to help with the daily 
run of the business. He takes an active role in running the company and spends time both at the 
office and the workshop. The first housing project they have received was due to his personal 
involvement and using his network, and in his words “being there at the right time”. As the sole 
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owner he has the official power to make decisions, and is mostly involved with the day-to-day 
running of the company.  

Hugo is coming from an entrepreneurial family, and has used some of the resources 
available from having such connections in both Water Co. and Kitchen Co. One main resource 
is the accountant, who also takes care of the family owned Rice Co. Jose works part time with 
Kitchen Co as he has more responsibilities with the Rice Co., and was influential in the 
accounting software selection, the same that they use in Rice Co. Hugo handles the issues 
related to human resources himself, and the costs and expenses are reported to the accountant 
by using simple Excel sheets accompanied with the receipts and order forms, and the accountant 
has not raised any difficulties in deciphering such documentation.  

There is an understanding that a close integration within IS can help to reduce some of 
the costs and help streamline the manufacturing process. The inventory management system 
can use barcodes to read the data and keep track of the stocks, which was identified as a future 
option. However, as of yet Kitchen Co. hasn’t felt a need to use barcodes to keep track of 
inventory and merchandise due to relatively low volumes of production and consistent 
communication with suppliers. Such a gap, as Hugo admits makes the work a bit tedious. 
However, it has also provided him an opportunity to check on the actual status of the stocks, as 
well as having a grasp of what is going on with the company. By managing the payrolls 
individually he is better able to realize who is working on which days and compare it with the 
projects they are assigned. He argues that it is provides a more personal feeling when talking 
with the workers rather than relying on a fully integrated system. 

At this moment, a fully integrated system is not fully realizable. The company still 
operates on short-to-medium term survival and doesn’t have the financial resources for an ERP 
system. When the option of an open source ERP as an alternative was raised by the author, 
Hugo commented that they don’t have the in-house IT knowledge to operate the system so it 
wouldn’t be “free anyway”. The workers at the workshop are not trained to use a computer 
system to assist them in their work – which still relies on manual work processes. As a result, 
the engineering team and Hugo have a closer interaction with the workshop, visiting them 
regularly to see the progress of the projects in person. The existing communication channels – 
sending the blueprints, the list of requirements, calling the foreman among others – are not 
deemed as problematic even though it not an integrated solution. However respondents 
suggested that as long as no problem occurs – or they grow exponentially – there is little 
advantage to complicate the work-system by changing the IS set up. 

5.3.  Technology 
As already mentioned, there are several systems that are in use at Kitchen Co. This is a 

deviation from the ERP-like system idea Hugo had at the beginning. While there are various 
ERP systems that will serve most of their needs, Hugo has decided against such a system. 

The engineering team uses a CAD software to design the kitchens and plan the production 
with the system. It also keeps track of the required material that is needed to produce the 
kitchen. For standard kitchens, the system derives the materials requirements automatically. 
For more specialized products, the engineers manually input some of the requirements to the 
list in the software. One person in the engineering team was familiar with the system from a 
previous job and has recommended to the team, and the software was adopted rather quickly. 
There are modules that can be used to integrate such CAD software to an ERP system, however 
the interviews suggest that at this moment such integration is not needed.   

A free inventory management system is used by Kitchen Co. Using a free software has 
helped in reducing the costs, especially at the kick-off stage of the Kitchen Co. Hugo wanted 
to have a versatile system to cover any future growth, and decided that keeping everything in 
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an Excel sheet will not work in the long run. One chief reason for choosing the system was that 
it was created for small and medium-sized organizations, and was easy to set up. The system 
also offers easy upgrade options if the in-built options do not support the organization, while 
necessitating minimal support from the vendor, highlighting issues of complexity as well as 
external support. 

One overarching issue in IS selections was the need to be able to operate in Spanish, and 
being able to work with the country regulations. While the engineering team has English 
language skills, for any other personnel the IS needs to be in Spanish. Similar to this constraint, 
issues related to the tax system was the main reason why the accountant’s idea to use the 
familiar accounting system was accepted. Whereas other options were also investigated – such 
as QuickBooks, which Hugo wanted – they were discarded due to incompatibility with the tax 
system, and language issues. Whereas the accounting system used does not have modern tools 
– e.g. cloud applications and being able to generate quotes and invoices from a smart phone – 
the accountant’s experience in using the system has offset some of these issues. Hugo’s 
experience with such mobile apps was broadened while studying in Sweden and he encountered 
various payment systems. He remembers using applications like Swish and iZettle, and he 
argues that while he would like to use such applications, they are not widely spread in South 
America. As most of the customers and suppliers would not use these systems, they will not be 
able to use these applications with full potential.. 

Having an education and experience of using such systems in Sweden also provides 
another point of contrast. Hugo recalls the wide use of mobile internet, and expecting to have 
wireless connection is most public places in Sweden, However in his country, such technologies 
can still be problematic. This became apparent while having a Skype interview with the author, 
which had to be postponed twice due to low quality of internet connection. Such failures in 
connection makes on-spot quote calculations more difficult. However the sales team is 
comfortable with using their laptops and giving rough estimates on the spot, and more firm 
quotes within a few days of initial contact with potential customers. Such a time gap also allows 
them to discuss what can be offered to the customer rather than relying on set-rules written to 
the system. Rules such as a discount to a returning or premium customer could be decided 
together before putting into the system. However having a discussion on what the project entails 
and then deciding upon a cost projection and preparing an offer for the customer – with Hugo 
and a project responsible from the workshop – seems to be a workable solution for Kitchen Co. 

5.4. Environment 

In previous studies, one major part of the environmental context was the external threat 
and the adoption of the innovation by the competitors. In Kitchen Co. the respondents did not 
provide any indication that the competitors’ choice was influential in selection of IS. As already 
mentioned, the CAD software was suggested by an engineering team member which can 
indicate that the software is used by others. Similarly the accounting software is suggested by 
a senior accountant, demonstrating that already existent software are used without much change 
in new organizations. 

As Kitchen Co. is still a small company, Hugo is able to manage the company with the 
limited IS tools adopted. As mentioned Hugo had the idea to adopt an ERP system early on, 
however that is not realized yet. In the recent years ERP vendors have shifted some of their 
services to cloud, and began to offer “reasonably priced” packages. While the external 
consultant and Hugo seem to be enthusiastic about the idea, they are not sure as not having the 
right infrastructure can cause problems. Though there is a trend for increasing speed, South 
American countries lack the internet speed found in North America or Western Europe (Akamai 
Technologies 2016). This necessitates IS that can work without [stable] internet connection, 



277 Ö. Imre 
 
 

Copyright © 2016 JAEBR ISSN 1927-033X 

thus eliminating some of the cloud options that can be adapted to the existing IS in Kitchen Co. 
Such lack of stable connection necessitated, as mentioned, an interview with the researcher to 
be postponed twice, and around that period, Kitchen Co. was not able to order supplies as they 
usually do, but had to phone their suppliers. Similar to the infrastructure problems, all the ISs 
that have been supplied from the vendors that Kitchen Co. is able to access with minimal effort. 
This coupled with the familiarity of the employees with the systems used before Kitchen Co. 
highlights the importance of external support and employees’ experience. 

Another environmental factor was hinted at previously, being at the right place at the right 
time. Hugo argues that compared with his experiences in Sweden, USA and Germany, in his 
country people are more willing to work with personal contacts and back-of-the-envelope 
calculations. Having an ERP-type system where everything is connected and adheres to a set 
of rules can be problematic. Kitchen Co. has customers that prefer to use back-of-the-envelope 
type calculations from time to time. As all respondents have argued, there is a tendency to use 
paper invoices and paying with cash in the country, thus having such a tightly integrated system 
might become problematic. Such norms and transactions were contrasted heavily by Hugo, who 
remarked how in Sweden every cashier was directly connected to Skatteverket, the Swedish 
Tax Agency.  

In Kitchen Co. none of the informants argued that their choices are influenced by 
competitive pressure. This is counter to most of the literature where competitive pressure plays 
a significant role. Hugo argued that they are not in a stage where they are “that concerned” 
about competition, but are trying to survive on short and middle term. Similar arguments were 
raised by others, however one issue of interest is the choice of the CAD. As two of the engineers 
have argued they have used the system in their education – and one worked with it – there might 
be elements of normative pressures in this choice. When asked about their knowledge about 
competitors that might be using an ERP system, while there were no definite answers, there 
was a basic understanding that similar organisations are not using one whereas bigger 
organizations might have ERPs.  

6. Discussion 
This paper has the aim of investigating how a small organization adopted ISs, and has 

employed the TOE framework to identify the factors that affect the adoption. In this part of the 
paper how these factors worked in tandem to afford and impede some IS choices for Kitchen 
Co. 

Hugo, as the owner of Kitchen Co. has proven to be a central figure in decisions regarding 
IS adoption in Kitchen Co, similar to Thong (1999). Having education in ERP systems, he has 
expressly argued for an ERP system and has thought about a cloud-ERP option. However this 
was countered by organizational realities such as constrained financial resources and non-
existing in-house IT capabilities needed for an ERP implementation. In this clash of CEO vs 
organizational context, several members of the organization has countered Hugo’s ideas and 
was able to influence him to their chosen IS systems. Whereas the idea of an ERP was more 
predominant in the early talks with Hugo, after Kitchen Co. was set up and production began 
the prevalence of the idea of an ERP system diminished. To most extent this can be 
characterised as a result of low need-pull within the organisation: the current set up of the 
system seems to satisfy the organisational needs, thus the perception of a lower relative 
advantage of an ERP system. This satisficing is similar to what Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997) 
and Bensaou and Earl (1997) discuss as a Japanese style approach to IT management. 

Also of notice is the use of Hugo’s network to to secure services of the accountant and 
external consultant, once again highlighting the importance of CEO’s capabilities. This need 
and ability of the CEO to network is well recognised (Kotter 1982), however in the reviewed 
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TOE-based literature that ability of the CEO is not highlighted. In Kitchen Co. the external 
consultant was identified by Hugo while studying in Sweden, whereas some of the customers 
were found when he was attending various expos in Bolivia. Just as attending an SAP sponsored 
expo has affected Hugo’s ideas, the networks that the CEO is a part of should be considered 
more thoroughly. 

The ISs that were adopted in Kitchen Co. have also shown the importance of 
compatibility. While some parts of the work-system needs manual assistance, the chosen IS 
systems complement each other. The inventory management system provides the actual stocks 
the warehouse has, whereas CAD is used to plan the manufacturing of the kitchens. The 
blueprints produced by CAD is used at the work-shop to manufacture the kitchen as well as 
used to check the inventory. An administrative assistant – as well as the engineers and Hugo 
from time to time – manually check the systems are working well, and transfer the reports 
created to the accounting software. This rather basic set up, while lacking the potential benefits 
offered by ERP systems – automation, standardization - allows Hugo to keep track of the 
company with ease. This is similar to what Orlikowski and Hofman (1997) suggested, that such 
issues can result in improvisation and can be turned into advantages. Diverging from the ERP 
idea that Hugo had – that implied automation and meetings to check the progress of projects – 
the current set up necessitates him and the engineers to work closely with the shop floor. This 
bridges the “division of labour” by having both planned and unplanned meetings to discuss the 
issue. The current set up has thus spurned a more “flat” hierarchy.  

Of notice is the effect of technological capabilities provided by the standard IS systems. 
These systems are standard solutions that have more or less compatibility to work with other 
systems inscribed to them (CAD can read an Excel sheet with some minor modifications as 
input for inventory). This allows organizations to assemble them to a work-system bypassing 
the problems related to non-compatible legacy systems. 

Similarly, the chosen IS are not complex, a technology factor. However, this non-
complexity factor is tightly coupled with organizational resources and readiness, as well as 
environmental factors. QuickBooks, which Hugo was thinking of for accounting purposes, was 
discarded for Accounts, a system that the accountant has been using for some years. They are 
of similar complexity in their set-up, however, Accounts is already adapted for the Bolivian 
regulations, and has readily available support5.  

These factors have already been validated in other contexts as mentioned before. 
However, in Kitchen Co. the competitive pressure was not a factor that was taken up by any of 
the informants, which is against most of the literature, as well as for SME-IS adoption (Hoti 
2015). The interviewed people argued that they are on “survival mode” and thus competition’s 
decisions are not taken into consideration for IS choices. A similar non-significance was found 
in Kuan and Chau (2001) for EDI adoption in small organisations in Hong Kong, Jeon, Han, 
and Lee (2006) for e-business adoption in South Korean SMEs, Alshamaila, Papagiannidis, and 
Li (2013) for cloud system adoption in small organizations in South England. The existence of 
non-significance from different environmental setting for different IS can be interpreted in 
different ways. One way is to argue that small (and medium) sized enterprises are more prone 
to be affected by internal pressures. However this interpretation can be problematic: as 
evidenced by the mentioned reviews, competitive pressure is often significant. As the sources 
that argued that competitive pressure is a non-significant factor follow either a large-sample 
survey-based approach or a multiple case study design, they do not problemise why the factor 
was not significant, but only take it as a finding. In Kitchen Co. however, while competitive 

																																																								
5	As	addressed	in	community	support	pages	(Intuit	2016),	QuickBooks	might	be	missing	some	modules	in	
international	version	of	its	products.		
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pressures were not cited, there may have been a normative pressure that stemmed from the 
educational and professional background of engineers. This might mean that how the factor is 
defined in previous research might lead to omissions. In this way, adopting a single case study 
was useful to identify such a divergence by being able to have possibility to ask the respondents 
what “doing business” means. After several iterations it became clear that these norms of “back-
of-the-envelope calculations” were not Kitchen Co. specific, but rather social norms, that were 
not talked of as part of the “competitive pressure” discourse, but more as a taken for granted 
part of “doing business”.  

Another interesting – and related – finding are the social norms that seem to be at play. 
While previous research has identified government regulations/support can be an important 
factor, “norms” have often been termed as “subjective norms” drawing from theory of planned 
behaviour (Ajzen 1991). These were used as an organizational factor. Rather than this type of 
treatment of norms, in Kitchen Co. social norms of dealing with customers and suppliers 
informally played a role that resulted in the organization shying away from a fully-integrated 
system. Such a decision might result in loss of efficiency in the long term, however it also 
allows the organization to be flexible in conducting business. This is similar to the Peter Pan 
syndrome (The Economist 2014) where organization choose to stay small in spite of benefits 
of growing. This is another example of how the gaps within the system can be turned into a 
strategic tool. While there are opportunity costs associated with the non-integrated systems, for 
short-term survival an integrated solution might not be an option.  

6. Conclusion 

This paper began with the aim of investigating a small manufacturing organization in 
South America. The intention behind was to identify the factors relevant to IS adoption by 
adopting the TOE framework, and highlight how they interact with each other to affect the IS 
decisions within the organization.  

Similar to previous research, the main factors that were important in this case were related 
to CEO’s knowledge and attitude towards IS, organizational readiness, prior IT experience, top 
management support, size, IT infrastructure, compatibility, non complexity, interpersonal 
relations. Contrary to most of the existing research, competitive pressure was not significantly 
pertinent to Kitchen Co.’s IS decisions. This might be a result of the short-term survival focus 
of the organization which might lead to an internal focus rather than external.   

Another interesting finding was the role played by social norms, that showed that having 
a non-integrated system might lead to improvisation (Orlikowski & Hofman 1997) that might 
be more beneficial in the short-run. While an ERP type system might bring efficiency, in 
Kitchen Co. the points where the ISs that do not integrate have been used are firstly to have 
insight/control over the organization and secondly to provide flexibility when handling 
customers and suppliers. The transparency, standardisation and high integration of an ERP 
system would erode the ability of Kitchen Co. to adapt their transactions to the specific 
situations at hand. By adopting an affordance lens (Zammuto et al. 2007; Leonardi 2011) future 
research can compare the affordances provided by an ERP and a set up similar to what Kitchen 
Co. has and provide a more nuanced understanding of the IS decisions. 

There are several venues for future research based on these findings. This study has 
attempted to answer the calls for IS adoption research from non- American and European 
settings (Jha & Bose 2016) and provided a dynamic story that showed how organizational and 
individual factors can affect each other. The study relied on a single case study design with 
Skype conference as communication method in this attempt. A more ethnography based 
research design would be able to bring the dynamic elements, as well as how other elements 
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related to  the specific setting – Bolivia, relatively young work-force, manufacturing industry, 
etc. – to the forefront by providing an in situ narrative.  

Related to the choice of method, as mentioned previously most IS adoption research has 
adopted more or less positivistic philosophies. However, the finding of this research that social 
norms play an important role has not necessarily been taken up by researchers unless they 
follow institutional theory. As indicated in the discussion part, the competitive pressure was not 
relevant for this case whereas social norms played an important role. However, this might be a 
case of different factors affecting each other indirectly. By adopting TOE as a sensitizing device 
and using it in qualitative case studies - especially in light of how quickly the IS and 
organizations are  changing – can help in identifying new factors as well as defining the existing 
factors. Whereas this research is a single case study and the investment process it depicts should 
not be generalized, it suggests factors that can be important also in other cases, and that other 
cases could reveal yet other factors of importance. The similarities of previous research might 
be a result of using existing definitions with established methods, calling for a different use of 
TOE than a strict set of predefined and exhaustive factors. 

A final venue for future research is to compare the adoption of older systems with new 
systems. As argued, in this case the ISs had built in compatibility to some extent, which made 
it possible for Kitchen Co. to have an assemblage of systems rather than an integrated one. The 
strategic consequences of these new technologies and how they create new affordances contra 
old school integrated system can provide insight for would be adopters to realize their 
organizational goals.  
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