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Abstract. Perspectives in organizations differ to which extent information sys-

tems (IS) should be tailored towards local (e.g., business unit) needs or toward 

organization-wide, global goals (e.g., synergies, integration). For contributing to 

overall IS performance success, the harmonization of different perspectives be-

comes essential. While many scholars have highlighted the role of IS manage-

ment approaches, institutional studies argue that harmonization is not solely the 

result of managerial action, but a consequence of institutional pressures that 

guide organizational decision-making. In the paper at hand, we follow the call 

for adopting institutional theory on the intra-organizational level of analysis and 

study the logic of attaining harmonization along institutional pressures. By means 

of a revelatory case study, we find harmonization attained in a dynamic interplay 

between different institutional pressures. Mimetic pressures influence normative 

pressures, which in turn influence coercive pressures. Our findings as well as our 

implications for enterprise engineering guide prospective research in studying the 

attainment of harmonization through an institutional lens.  
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1 Introduction 

In virtue of ever-growing complex organizational environments, perspectives on the 

development of information systems (IS) differ on whether to meet local business needs 

or organization-wide, global IS performance goals [1]. While tailored IS solutions may 

support local business unit operations [2], cost efficiencies and synergies are said to 

become realized through aligned and consistent IS landscapes at the global level, which 

requires harmonization efforts [3]. Consequently, it has become the underpinning ra-

tionale of numerous IS management approaches to harmonize local (i.e. business unit) 

needs with global (i.e. organization-wide) goals [4]. Yet, Mignerat and Rivard [5, p. 

369] posit that researchers might not be able to explain “everything that happens in

organizations by considering only rational actions of managers”. For studying how

global goals are achieved, the institutional logic that surrounds decision-makers in ex-

ercising their tasks needs to be considered, and requires a closer investigation [6].
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Institutional logic is defined as the patterns of rules, values, assumptions, and be-

liefs by which individuals (re-)produce their material subsistence, organize time and 

space, and provide meaning to their social reality [7]. It intends to explain the formal 

and informal rationales of action and interaction for accomplishing organizational goals 

and tasks [8, 9]. Institutional logic is promoted by institutional theory, which is among 

the most vibrant theoretical lenses in IS research [5]. However, to date, institutional 

theory has been applied mainly at the inter-organizational level, i.e. explaining harmo-

nization between organizations.  

In the paper at hand, we follow several calls in the root discipline of institutional 

theory [10-13] as well as in IS research [5] and take an intra-organizational perspective 

through a revelatory case study of a highly decentralized organization. High decentral-

ization is a well-suited structure for our purpose as it helps to translate the setting of 

pressures among different organizations into a setting of pressures among different 

units within an organization. We thus aim to learn how the distinctive influence of each 

pressure alone as well as the dynamic influence of pressures interacting (e.g., shaping, 

constraining, or constituting each other among different units) contribute to the attain-

ment of harmonization. We seek to answer the following research question: 

What is the institutional logic of harmonization in a decentralized organization? 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: first, we provide the theoretical 

foundation, i.e. institutional theory, its state of research in IS, as well as the research 

gap along which we position our contribution. Next to the research method, the case 

analysis is presented, following the reflection of institutional pressures and their influ-

ence. We conclude by discussing implications of our insights for future research.  

2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory [14-16] understands organizations as social constructions, which 

seek to gain legitimacy in their environment. To gain legitimacy, organizations must 

adhere to assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules that are prevailing in their environ-

ment. In turn, adhering to a common set of assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules leads 

organizations to become homogenous over each other, i.e. a state of harmonization, 

which shapes and constrains organizational action and behavior [8].  

Numerous theorists have contributed to explain how harmonization becomes at-

tained. More prominently, regulative, normative, and cultural systems have been asso-

ciated by theorists as “vital ingredients of institutions” [8, p. 59]. These associations are 

particularly reflected in the three institutional pressures introduced by Dimaggio and 

Powell [16], namely, coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures. Theory further ar-

gues that each pressure is catered by types of carriers, namely, symbolic systems 

(coded meaningful information), relational systems (horizontal and vertical structures 

fostering commitment), activities (actions, routines), and artifacts (objects, materials) 

[8]. Coercive pressures build on the logic of instrumentality, through which organiza-



tions constrain and regularize behavior. Rules, laws, or sanctions are prominent carri-

ers. Normative pressures introduce an obligatory dimension into social life to which 

behaviors can be compared. Normative pressures are typically carried by values, norms, 

and standards, building on the logic of appropriateness and social obligations. Finally, 

mimetic pressures result from similar responses to uncertainty and refer to the imitation 

of one organization seen by another as more legitimate or successful, following the 

logic of perceived benefits. Observation, communication, and the work climate are 

prominent carriers of mimetic pressures.  

IS research has applied institutional theory as a lens on a variety of settings, such as 

IS innovation, IS implementation, and IS adoption [5, 17]. A growing body of work 

thereby explicates the importance of institutional pressures on the inter-organizational 

level, leading to harmonized courses of action between organizations [5]. For instance, 

Teo et al. [18] found that all three pressures work in parallel and respectively have an 

influence on an organization’s intention to adopt IS. However, they found that pres-

sures’ effects vary in strength with regards to the level of exertion (competitors, parent 

organization, customers, and suppliers). Pressures also vary due to different firm char-

acteristics (i.e. dominant/less dominant market player), a perspective that has been pro-

moted by Bala and Venkatesh [19]. While working simultaneously, pressures are also 

shaped by external influences: Liang et al. [20], for instance, examined mediating ef-

fects on external institutional pressures, highlighting the role of top management on 

information technology (IT) assimilation. Furthermore, the combination of institutional 

pressures may vary over time. For instance, Benders et al. [21] found varying effects 

and strengths of institutional pressures over several IS adoption phases. Finally, Nielsen 

et al. [17] demonstrated that organizations change their responses to institutional pres-

sures over time. Their findings broadened the understanding of institutional pressures, 

reflecting organizational concerns of conformity and nonconformity.  

2.2 Intended Contribution 

To date, the existing discourses in IS research on institutional theory mainly refer to the 

inter-organizational level, studying the influence of pressures on harmonization be-

tween organizations [5]. According to Mignerat and Rivard’s [5] review of 53 IS studies 

that adopt institutional theory, only two focused the intra-organizational level. In line 

with Greenwood et al.’s [13] outline in organization science, Mignerat and Rivard [5] 

motivate the adoption of institutional theory on the intra-organizational level—such as 

on/among units—for future IS research. We follow their call and study the attainment 

of harmonization along institutional pressures on the intra-organizational level.  

Furthermore, the discourses in IS research illustrate pressures to work in combina-

tion [5], in different organizational contexts [e.g., 18], as well as in different temporal 

circumstances [21]. By shifting the focus from the organization as such to different 

units within an organization, we assume that harmonization may be explained by more 

than just the distinctive influence of each pressure separately. Particularly, we aim to 

account for the dynamics of institutional pressures interacting among different units, 

which may be shaping, constraining, or even constituting one another. 



To develop a first understanding of how institutional pressures lead to harmoniza-

tion in an intra-organizational setting, we study the institutional logic. Institutional 

logic intends to explain the patterns of rules, values, assumptions, and beliefs (i.e. car-

riers of institutional pressures) by which individuals (re-)produce their material subsist-

ence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality [7]. Thereby, 

it sheds light on the formal and informal rationales of action and interaction for accom-

plishing organizational goals and tasks [8, 9]. For our purpose, it may help to explain 

how local (i.e. business and IS) needs become harmonized with global business and IT 

goals. As organizations are infused with various (often competing) rationales of what 

constitutes global goals and how to pursue these, institutional logic may be well-suited 

to explain the distinctive as well as dynamic influence of institutional pressures in place 

[22]. In recent years, institutional logic has been pertinently used for explaining how 

intra-organizational processes affect organizational goals, change, and success [23-25].  

3 Research Method 

Case studies are a dominantly used approach for studying institutional logic [23, 26, 

27]. We selected a single case along the criteria of criticalness and revelatory insights, 

conducting a series of twelve semi-structured interviews [28]. For our research objec-

tive, we opted for a highly decentralized organization, operating under labor division 

and granted autonomy. This structure may be well-suited to explain how unbounded 

units that are focused on meeting specific goals and demands of their respective cus-

tomers may become guided toward shared organizational goals. High decentralization 

also helped us magnifying the focus on the influences of institutional pressures and 

their potential interactions among different units as well as local and global levels.  

3.1 Case Description 

The case organization is one of the Europe’s leading providers of public services in its 

respective field. With a yearly operating budget of over €200 million and more than 

3,000 employees, it supplies its services to over 8,000 international customers on three 

continents namely, South America, Europe, and Eastern Asia. Additionally, the organ-

ization has over 50 partnership agreements with peer organizations around the world. 

The organization is structured highly decentralized: while adhering to shared global 

goals, the attainment of these goals is left autonomously in the hands of its local units. 

Overall, the organization offers four types of services. The first is a standardized service 

for a heterogeneous market of about 7,000 customers. The second is specialized and 

tailored to an exclusive market of around 1,000 customers. The third service type is a 

knowledge-centered public service, offered to a small market of international experts. 

The fourth service type is also knowledge-centered, however, mostly offered locally.  

Global business. The organization is operating under a global management board. Its 

president is temporarily elected out of the over 100 local business unit managers, being 

responsible for supervising the legitimacy of internal decisions. Three vice-presidents 



support the president in the fields of services, internal operations, and international re-

lations. While decisions are exercised through the board of management, decision-mak-

ing is commissioned by an authorized committee. This committee consolidates goals 

and interests of local units by the leading business unit managers, who are members of 

this committee.  

Global IT. The global IT department employs around 50 full-time equivalents and is 

headed by the Chief Information Officer (CIO). The CIO manages the project portfolio 

and stands in close contact with the global business. In total, up to 50 projects on dif-

ferent levels of complexity are run simultaneously by the global IT department, ranging 

from large, global transformation projects to daily business incidents.  

Local business. In total, there are over 1,000 local employees and over 100 leading 

service managers in around 40 business units. While specialized on their respective 

market segment, they operate autonomously. For service types 1 and 2, business units 

are interdependent and have to align their activities with other local units and the global 

business level. Service types 3 and 4 follow individual market segments. As local units 

are not interdependent in service 3 and 4, no alignment is necessary there.  

Local IT. The local IT are independently operating units in the organization and com-

plement the global IT. The business support as well as their modes of operation lie 

autonomously in the hands of the local IT. Currently, five business units exclusively 

employ local IT for their operational support. The strengths of the local IT are primarily 

a quicker and more flexible mode of operation—as compared to the global IT—such as 

in technological (e.g., tool support, incidents) and business process solutions.  

3.2 Data Collection 

The data collection took place between November 2016 and November 2017. The col-

lection comprised empirical data from primary and secondary sources.  

Primary sources refer to the interviews conducted in the organization. In total, we 

conducted twelve semi-structured interviews under the thematic frame of the three in-

stitutional pressures. Each of the three interview parts started with a structured question, 

followed by an open discussion for collecting carriers of institutional pressures: 

1) Coercive: “What are the rules, laws, regulations, guidelines or sanctions that 

foster the alignment of local and global goals?” 

2) Normative: “What are the behaviors, norms, values, ideals, or philosophies that 

foster the alignment of local and global goals?” 

3) Mimetic: “What are your perceptions, thoughts, beliefs, routines or best-prac-

tices that foster the alignment of local and global goals? 

Following our research objectives of understanding the logic of harmonization from 

an organizational (not solely IS-specific) perspective, interviewees were chosen from 

four distinct areas (Table 1): business global, business local, IT global, and IT local. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Complementing our interviews by sec-

ondary sources allowed a triangulation of the data. We used different sources to gain 

an in-depth understanding of the organization’s structure, goals, functions, roles, and 

dependencies. We studied organigrams, regulations, job descriptions, annual reports, 

strategies, mission/vision statements, newspaper articles and the content of webpages.  



Table 1. Profiles of Interviewees 

Role Function (Length) 

Global 

Business 

Vice-president Director of internal operations (60min) 

Vice-president Director of administration (60min) 

Vice-president Director of corporate services (60min) 

Global IT 
CIO Director of IT administration and services (90min) 

Head of global unit Responsible for service evolution (60min) 

Local 

Business 

Head of local unit  Mainly engaged in service 1, 2, and 3 (60min) 

Head of local unit  Mainly engaged in service 4 (60min) 

Head of local unit  Engaged in service 1, 2, 3, and 4 (60min) 

Head of local unit  Engaged in service 1, 2, 3, and 4 (60min) 

Member of local unit Mainly engaged in service 1 and 3 (90min) 

Local IT 
IT Service Manager Engaged in central IT administration (60min) 

Head of local IT Engaged in local IT administration/services (90min) 

3.3 Scheme-guided Analysis 

Following Miles and Hubermann [29] as well as Eisenhardt [30], the data analysis was 

divided into two phases: coding and case analysis (next section). The coding scheme 

was developed based on the three institutional pressures promoted by institutional the-

ory [8]. These were studied on both local (operational units) and global (administrative 

units) levels. Table 2 illustrates our analysis scheme (adapted from [8]). 

Table 2. Coding scheme (adapted from [8]) 

Pressures Coercive Normative Mimetic 

Global Level Examples: 

• Rules, regulations 

• Sanctions 

• Incentives 

Examples: 

• Values, norms 

• Standards 

• Expectations 

Examples: 

• Thoughts, beliefs  

• Shared understanding 

• Work culture/climate 

Local Level  

    

We coded the entire case transcript using Atlas.ti software. In order to identify in-

stitutional pressures, we followed Scott’s [8, p. 60] theoretical descriptions as well as 

illustrative examples of carriers (Table 2). Consistent with Scott [8], we considered the 

reflection of pressures via symbolic systems, relational systems, activities, and artifacts. 

4 Case Analysis 

In the following, we describe the identified carriers reflecting the pressures that con-

tribute to the attainment of harmonization in the organization. Consistent with our focus 

of analysis, we study the reflection of pressures on global and local business and IT 

levels. We report on the both distinctive (i.e. separate) as well as dynamic (i.e. interact-

ing) influence of pressures.  



4.1 Institutional Pressures 

Coercive pressures. At the global business level, coercive pressures are carried by the 

overall vision and strategy. Vision and strategy reflect negotiated compromises of the 

organization’s committee. They comprise a global business orientation, which is used 

to initiate and direct local change and development projects. Furthermore, the global 

business monitors and evaluates standards of local business service. Together with the 

global business, the global IT develops IT-related parts of the overall strategy. For op-

erationalizing IT-related strategies, the global IT is in constant negotiation with the 

global business for the allocation of budgets. Toward the local business, the global IT 

is required to steer IT developments that either operationalize global goals or non-stand-

ardized business support solutions. Despite these regulations, the global IT is granted 

autonomy in pursuing technological support for the local business.  

On the local business level, coercive pressures are reflected in the standardization 

of services, in strict definitions of service processes and minimum quality requirements. 

For developing technological solutions to which no standardized products exist, the 

global business requires mandatory consultancies from local business units with the IT. 

Despite these consultancies and the minimum quality requirements, there are no coer-

cive pressures on the operations of local business units. Moreover, autonomy is granted 

by the regulation not to regulate local units’ operations. By granted autonomy, local 

units specialize in tasks and labor to supply their services to their respective market, 

guided by the global frame of vision and strategies. The local IT is constrained by budg-

ets, which are allocated by the global IT and the local business level. For services that 

support the global IT, the local IT takes advantage of financial subsidies from the global 

IT. Yet, the operationalization of local business demands lies autonomously in the 

hands of the local IT and is not further regulated.  

Normative pressures. At the global business level, normative pressures are carried by 

norms, values, and the overall identity. Norms focus the generation of quality and in-

novativeness in outputs and services, comprising desired performance toward the cus-

tomer. Values refer to the organization’s brand and reputation, creating a common de-

sire of belonging and foster the motivation to actively engage in corporate development. 

Another major carrier of normative pressures is the committee, which comprises over 

100 representatives from global and local levels with the goal of corporate develop-

ment. While decisions are executed at the global business level, the committee collects 

and negotiates contesting and potentially conflicting local goals and expectations, fos-

tering a compromise among these. Compromises then become externalized in vision 

and strategies. Finally, identity is among the normative pressures, carrying the meaning 

attached to goals that are negotiated among local and global levels. Moreover, identity 

encompasses shared expectations, such as toward roles and contributions. The global 

IT shares values and norms of the global business, understanding its role as supporting 

function for the global business. In order to excel support, the global IT employs high 

standards of technical resources deployment as well as personnel capabilities. Due to 

high standards, the global IT becomes involved in organizational development regard-

ing IT-related aspects in global vision and strategies.  



As local units serve different markets, they differ with regards to norms and values. 

Expectations to pursue these values are also specific, differing particularly within local 

units: while having a strong team focus, unit members value specializations in tasks as 

well as their different levels of knowledge and expertise. In turn, they value pro-active 

engagement in corporate development. As local unit representatives are members of the 

committee, contesting and potentially conflicting goals, norms, values, and expecta-

tions become mutually negotiated toward a global compromise. Operating autono-

mously, the local IT understands its role as a flexible business support provider. Local 

IT units operate directly with the business, independently from global supervision. Ser-

vice orientation, while not directly delivering on the organization’s output, drives the 

local IT. The mode of working within the local IT is similarly characterized by a high 

degree of flexibility in pursuing operations (emphasizing a service way of thinking).  

Mimetic pressures. At the global business level, mimetic pressures are triggered by 

transparent communication channels and an endorsed feedback culture. Transparent 

channels of communication foster the exchange of knowledge and experience among 

global and local levels. Thereby, the global business learns how overall goals are oper-

ationalized, and what best practices or performance challenges resulted. In this vein, 

personal contact and bilateral communication between global and local representatives 

is valued and encouraged for a shared understanding on corporate development. Be-

sides, the global business learns from the observation of industry competitors. At the 

global IT level, mimetic pressures are also triggered by observations: on the one side, 

the global IT observes the global business in joint operations, learning from a central-

ized body operating in a comparable administration function. On the other side, global 

IT units observe industry competitors in regular peer meetings, where project manage-

ment practices, success stories, and field reports are shared. Communication and re-

porting channels as well as bilateral contact among global IT representatives follow this 

relation. Learnings and experience are also shared with the local IT based on personal 

contacts as well as the bilateral exchange of knowledge and best practices.  

At the local business level, mimetic pressures are reflected in mutual perception and 

communication, supported by the work climate. Business units closely observe their 

counterparts’ performance. Based on communicated knowledge, success stories, and 

best practices, they learn and derive benchmarks for their own operations. By the same 

token, learning and the derivation of benchmarks occurs within local business units: 

unit members value different qualifications of their colleagues (e.g., education back-

grounds, specialized skills), by which they individually contest toward a greater perfor-

mance of the respective unit. Especially trust, reliability, curiosity as well as the will-

ingness to learn are important factors of the work climate that support communication 

and observation. The comparably small size of the local IT unit permits close physical 

colocation for mutual observation, helping local IT units’ members to gather an under-

standing of best practices and success stories. As a result of pro-active endorsement of 

the local IT’s supervisors, experience, knowledge, and learnings are collectively shared. 

Likewise, trust and reliability support communication and interaction on the local IT 

level.  



4.2 Institutional Logic of Harmonization 

Building on our analysis, in the following, we synthesize our findings into six pressure-

specific propositions on explaining the institutional logic of harmonization attained in 

a decentralized organization. We further report on the dynamics between institutional 

pressures, deriving a seventh proposition on the interplay of pressures (Table 3).  

Table 3. Propositions on Institutional Pressures and their Dynamics 

P1 
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while local units adhere to their own coercive mechanisms, globally-

enforced coercive pressures reflect a set of mutually negotiated com-

promises among local units. 
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P
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res P2 global coercive pressures foster guided interaction among local units 

by providing a general orientation frame for decision-making. 

P3 local units retain their own distinctive norms and values, that are 

shared by the market segments in which they operate and compete.  
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P4 distinctions in norms and values among local units are negotiated at 

the global level toward a mutually-generated identity. 

P5 the appreciation of distinct qualifications and perception of best 

practices set the benchmarks within local units. 

M
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P
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P6 the appreciation of distinct norms/values and perception of best prac-

tices set the benchmarks among local units. 

P7 harmonization becomes attained in a dynamic interplay between in-

stitutional pressures, i.e. between mimetic and normative as well as 

normative and coercive pressures. 
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P7a coercive pressures are influenced by normative pressures.  

P7b normative pressures are influenced by mimetic pressures.  

  

In decentralized organizations, coercive pressures are not enforced from one level 

to another. They are a product of local and global negotiations of individual expecta-

tions to pursue valued ends. This leads to a compromise of goals and expectations, 

becoming reflected in a set of mutually-agreed mechanisms (e.g., vision) (P1). In effect, 

these mechanisms harmonize differences among local units and provide an orientation 

frame for decision-making toward valued ends (e.g., outputs) as well as guided inter-

action (e.g., transparency in communication) among local and global levels (P2).  

Local levels adhere to individual norms and values. This mainly results from the 

specialization of local units as they operate and compete in different market segments. 

Therefore, each local unit shares the prevailing norms and values of their respective 

market segment (P3). In turn, normative pressures are also found to stimulate the ad-

herence of local levels to global values (feeling of belonging). That is, local units en-

gage in the negotiation of goals and expectations, which contributes not only to the 

finding of compromises, but also an overall identity due to shared expectations (P4).  

Communication channels allow for mimetic behavior within and among local units. 

Within local units, members appreciate different qualifications of their colleagues, all 

contesting toward greater performance of the respective unit. Simultaneously, best 



practices are perceived as benchmarks for members’ performance in their own unit 

(P5). This fosters the formation of cross-market knowledge among local units, which 

perform to different market segments, and eventually leverages mimetic behavior based 

on lessons learned from other market segments. Also, local units perceive best practices 

as benchmarks, triggering output performance on the global level (P6). 

Coercive pressures are externalized in the organization’s overall vision and strate-

gies. Coercive carriers are the result of mutual agreements among local units on how to 

regulate and develop the overall business at the global level. The resultant compromises 

comprise norms, values, and expectations among global and local levels. This brings 

us to a dynamic interplay between coercive and normative pressure, in which coercive 

pressures are impacted by normative pressures that cater negotiated norms, values, and 

expectations of local units (P7a). At the local level, two types of normative pressures 

are reflected. One type originates in the specific market segment to which the respective 

local unit belongs. Consequently, local units try to gain legitimacy in their respective 

market through compliance with the given market’s norms and values. The other type 

of normative pressures stems from the organization itself: as such, local units gain le-

gitimacy in the organization through respecting shared norms and values among differ-

ent local units. In effect, local units appreciate their differences, while deriving bench-

marks from each other based on success stories and best practices. This fosters the rise 

and acquisition of common norms and values as local units try to mimic the behavior 

of their successful counterparts (P7b).  

To conclude, the institutional logic of harmonization in highly decentralized organ-

izations can be explained through a dynamic interplay between institutional pressures 

(P7). As local units try to mimic behavior of their successful counterparts, shared norms 

and values among local units become leveraged. In turn, shared norms and values be-

come reflected in means to communicate and regulate them in the organization.   

5 Discussion and Conclusion 

Our research responds to recent calls for conducting institutional research on the intra-

organizational level of analysis [13]. We make two contributions: firstly, our results 

provide six pressure-specific propositions on the institutional logic of harmonization at 

the intra-organizational level, which are similarly supported by IS literature at the inter-

organizational level [19, 21, 31-35]. Secondly, our results show the dynamics of insti-

tutional pressures, which are mutually interacting and constitutive. For prospective re-

search, this finding provides new insights and offers a vantage point for discussion.  

5.1 Contribution 

For coercive pressures, we found diverging goals and expectations of local levels re-

flected in a set of mutually-negotiated mechanisms (P1). IS literature supports this find-

ing at the inter-organizational level. For example, Bala and Venkatesh [19] found that 

inter-organizational business process standards are co-developed by organizations to 

standardize their business processes as well as to strengthen their relations to other 



firms. Asset connectedness, resource synergies, and collaboration are aimed for mutu-

ally-developed standards. Our proposition that coercive pressures foster guided inter-

action among local units by providing an orientation frame for decision-making (P2) is 

also line with the inter-organizational IS literature: mechanisms that routinize decision-

making, for instance the allocation of material or authorization of human resources, 

provide a regulative frame for guided decision-making [31, 32].  

Furthermore, we proposed normative pressures along distinctive norms, values, and 

beliefs of local levels (P3) as well as their negotiation at the global level toward a mu-

tually-generated identity (P4). The distinctiveness of norms and values corresponds to 

the inter-organizational perspective [33]. A general assumption is that due to different 

spatial and hierarchical levels, norms, values, and beliefs differ in an organization [36]. 

Simultaneously, values, rationales, and opinions are shared within the organization and 

thus yield a collective, assimilated social structure [33]. Davidson and Chismar [34], 

among others, discuss that expectations between actors may spill over to behavioral 

obligations. In turn, these obligations foster an overall “structure”, which shapes and 

provides meaning to organizational behavior [34].  

Mimetic pressures were reflected in the appreciation of distinct qualifications and 

perception of best practices that set benchmarks among local units (P6) as well as their 

members (P5). This is similarly uphold in inter-organizational IS studies, such as by 

Bala and Venkatesh [19], who maintain that organizations have a competitive interest 

in expanding their relations to others to benefit from shared knowledge, IT/IS assets, 

and routines. According to Nicolaou [35, p. 140], communication and social relations 

among personnel help organizations to learn about each other’s solutions and “whether 

they intend to or not, facilitate imitation of each others’ developments and decisions.” 

Benders et al. [21] show that IS managers are attracted by best practices, which simul-

taneously leads to industry-wide standardized practices as a result of competitors that 

perceive successful practices as an opportunity to catch up in competition.  

Finally, we discovered a distinctive logic, in which harmonization becomes attained 

in a dynamic interplay between pressures (P7). We find that mimetic pressures influ-

ence normative pressures (P7b), which in turn influence coercive pressures (P7a). Fur-

ther, coercive pressures carry normative reflections throughout the organization. In the 

inter-organizational IS literature, we selectively found indications that coercive pres-

sures may derive from normative pressures [e.g., 19]. Further, we found evidence that 

normative pressures are influenced by mimetic pressures [e.g., 33, 34, 36]. However, 

our findings on the institutional logic, occurring dynamically from local to global levels 

in a distinctive interplay of mimetic, normative, and coercive pressures, respectively, 

lacks evidence in the existing IS literature. This is where our research contributes with 

new insights and simultaneously opens an avenue for prospective IS research.  

5.2 Implications 

Our findings have implications for the understanding of institutional theory on the intra-

organizational level (explanatory findings) and the discipline of enterprise engineering.  



Explanatory findings. Our findings show that harmonization emerges in a dynamic 

interplay between institutional pressures, a finding that goes beyond existing explana-

tions on the distinctive influence of pressures. While IS research has studied how insti-

tutional pressures work in parallel [5], in different organizational contexts [18], as well 

as in different temporal circumstances [21], little is known about their dynamic, i.e. 

their interacting influence. Hence, we motivate to consider the dynamic influence of 

institutional pressures for future research. 

While pressures are dynamic and their influence may change over time, there are 

also continuities, i.e. features that are highly stable and persisting in organizations. This 

is what institutional theory refers to as “imprinting” [8]. Such continuities may reflect 

particular norms, beliefs, rules or combined configurations of them [8]. Our case shows 

one major continuity – the institutional logic – that was discovered as a persisting pro-

cess, stable due to the constant negotiation of norms, values, and goals. Although IS 

scholars have started to focus more on longitudinal and historical examinations of in-

stitutional processes [e.g., 37, 38, 39], a large extent of research so far neglects explicit 

considerations of stable and persisting features of organizations [5]. Due to this short-

coming, we outline organizational imprinting as a topic for future research.  

Enterprise engineering. In enterprise engineering (EE), a common discourse ad-

dresses the empowerment of individuals for accomplishing organizational goals and 

tasks [40]. Research has propagated to mitigate the Taylorist separation of global 

(“thinkers”) and local (“workers”) actors. To this end, our finding of local actors who 

negotiate global goals and tasks to pursue these has major implications for any approach 

to engineer the organization. For example, approaches that are coercive (e.g., strict ar-

chitecture rules) and not balanced against goals, values, and expectations of local actors 

may risk ineffectiveness or non-conformity. This brings us to the following outline.  

Regarding our findings on normative and mimetic pressures, it becomes evident that 

harmonization is a dynamic process that occurs along constantly re-negotiated institu-

tional demands. Consequently, we motivate a more dynamic perspective on EE. In line 

with Hoogervorst [40] who suggests to consider the unplanned, self-organizing, and 

emerging nature of organizational environments, we motivate to establish and pursue 

EE as a continuous process of considering and continuously negotiating goals, goals, 

values, beliefs, and best practices among different organizational levels [e.g., see also 

41, 42]. In line with our findings and EE research [43, 44], feedback sessions, commu-

nication channels, and alignment meetings within and between organizational units 

could provide a pertinent avenue to dynamically establish and pursue EE over time.  

5.3 Limitations 

This research has limitations. In line with our research objective, we purposefully chose 

a highly decentralized organization. Yet, organizations differ by contextual factors and 

personal motives [45]. In consequence, they also respond differently to institutional 

pressures. In order to generalize the discovered logic independent from contextual fac-

tors and motives, we suggest extending our single case approach by multiple case stud-

ies, enriching our qualitative data and conducting cross-case analyses.  



Another limitation reconciles with this study’s lack of considering timeliness. While 

demonstrating the attainment of harmonization as a dynamic process through interplay-

ing pressures, our study neglects further insights on their temporal evolvement. More-

over, institutionalization is a process that occurs over time and thus raises the consid-

eration of timeliness [8]. Historic conflicts, changes, or unforeseen events could lead to 

a deeper understanding of why some pressures are meaningful in a given situation or 

environment, while others are not. A longitudinal perspective may allow for deeper 

insights. Hence, we outline the consideration of timeliness in studying the attainment 

of harmonization [10, 46] complementarily to the future progress of this research.  
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