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Abstract 
Although there is a large amount of research on adop-
tion and benefits management, we know surprisingly lit-
tle about how and why managers manage adoption of 
enterprise systems. By conducting an interpretive case 
study, we explore managers’ perceptions of adoption 
management. Through semi-structured interviews, we 
uncover that two levels of management expressed sur-
prisingly little action to influence users’ adoption to-
wards desired benefits once the application is live. The 
data analysis found a mental rationalisation pattern 
that justified the managers’ (lack of) adoption action. 
We identify these ostensive and performative structures 
as a project-centric mindset to highlight how the rigid 
boundaries of project completion are prioritised, thus 
challenging holistic adoption management. 
 
Keywords: Adoption Management, Case Study, Project 
Thinking, Management Actions, Management Justifica-
tion. 

Introduction  

The study of user adoption is unarguably one of the 
most represented literature topics in Information System 
(IS) research. However, organisations still struggle to 
manage adoption towards desired benefits. The re-
sources allocated to IT projects continue to rise, but re-
ports show that on average they return 56% less value 
than anticipated (Bloch et al., 2012). In the quest to un-
derstand the challenges organisations encounter when 
managing user adoption, we need to differentiate be-
tween voluntary and mandatory use environments. Our 
study focuses on the mandatory use context of enterprise 
software. Mandatory environments have been shown to 
be substantially different from voluntary use contexts. 
When software is voluntary, user attitudes and intention 
to use have been proven to correlate with actual usage, 
however as enterprise software is mandated by the or-
ganisation, intentions contribute with very little explan-
atory power (McNally & Griffin, 2010; Bhattacherjee et 
al., 2018; Beaudry et al., 2020; Nah et al., 2004; Brown 

et al., 2002; Koh et al., 2010). Thus, for enterprise soft-
ware, user adoption embodies a more ambiguous and 
dynamic behaviour that calls for a different management 
approach (Seo et al., 2011; Van Offenbeek et al., 2013). 
Mintzberg’s (1971) foundational work on managerial 
work has shown that it is imperative to understand man-
agers’ working processes to improve them. It is then sur-
prising that despite the vast amount of literature on user 
adoption (Venkatesh et al., 2016; Beaudry & Pinson-
neault, 2010) and on benefits management (Ward et al., 
1996; Ashurst et al., 2008; Holgeid et al., 2022), rela-
tively little work has been done to understand how man-
agers manage adoption in mandatory environments. Ul-
timately, it implies that there is a need to know more 
about what managers do when they manage adoption of 
enterprise software.  

This case study departs from the need to understand 
perceptions of adoption management and to uncover 
challenges management faces in practice. This is also to 
further explore the boundaries of adoption management 
and explain current obstacles. The case study explores 
the following research questions: (1) How do managers 
perceive adoption management and their actions to-
wards managing adoption? and (2) How do managers 
rationalise and justify their adoption management ac-
tions? In the remainder of this paper, we review litera-
ture on adoption, benefits management, and organisa-
tional routines, describe our methods and results of an 
interpretive case study at three organizations, and dis-
cuss implications.  Our key contribution lies in identify-
ing managerial interpretations and rationalisations that 
explain why managers may devote limited efforts to 
managing adoption.  

Background Literature 

There is very little explicit focus on adoption man-
agement in literature and there is a need to delimit the 
phenomenon in IS terminology. Following a recent lit-
erature (Falch & Krancher, 2022), we define adoption 
as when a system enables usage that solves a given prob-
lem with a valuable outcome. We distinguish two broad 
literature streams that intersect aspects of this definition: 
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the acceptance and resistance literature and the project 
and benefits management literature. 

Project and Benefits Management 

Benefits management as a discipline is largely built 
on the early work of Ward et al. (1996) where they pre-
sented the process model of benefits management that 
has shaped much of later research. The paper argues that 
IS/IT does not deliver benefits on its own, but it is 
through a comprehensive management process that or-
ganisations can ensure that desired benefits from IT in-
vestments can be realised. The phases of the iterative 
model include identifying benefits, planning the realisa-
tion, executing the plan, evaluating, and analysing the 
potential for further benefits (Ward et al., 1996). Schol-
ars and professional organisations such as the Project 
Management Institute have built upon this model and 
developed similar frameworks that underpin the im-
portance of a structured and often iterative approach 
(PMI., 2016; Peppard et al., 200; Holgeid et al., 2022; 
Ashurst et al., 2008). The common pattern among the 
benefits management literature is that the papers are 
largely prescriptive and rarely focus on how and why 
managers should manage user responses to align system 
usage and business benefits, thus not focusing on adop-
tion. Moreover, in line with the notion of projects as a 
set of time-limited one-off activities (Cadle & Yeates, 
2008; Ashurst et al., 2008), the project and benefits 
management literature emphasises processes and prac-
tices that ensure “benefits are realised as project imple-
mentation progresses and finishes”, though some frame-
works also acknowledge the importance of sustaining 
benefits after a project’s end (PMI, 2016).  

Acceptance and Resistance 

For what can be characterised as acceptance and re-
sistance literature, it is commonly known that research 
in this field either seeks to explain acceptance (Davis, 
1987; Ginzberg 1981; Beaudry & Pinsonneault, 2010) 
or reduce resistance in users (Hirschheim & Newman, 
1988; Kim & Kankanhalli, 2008). Recently, research 
has studied acceptance and resistance simultaneously to 
accommodate the complex and paradoxical user behav-
iour of mandatory system usage. Here, studies are chal-
lenging the notion that by obtaining usage, the organisa-
tion is also guaranteed to satisfy user needs (Beaudry et 
al., 2020; Bhattacherjee et al., 2018). Most of the litera-
ture is explanatory and/or predictive in nature for a wide 
variety of mediators e.g., perceived switching cost (Po-
lites & Karahanna, 2012), that is argued to align system 
usage and user behaviour. However, although this re-
search points to some managerial interventions (e.g., 
training, deliberate change management initiatives) for 

promoting adoption, this research has not explored the 
full repertoire of actions that managers take to manage 
adoption, nor the reasons why managers take these ac-
tions. 

While observing the nature of these two literature 
streams, it becomes evident that three knowledge gaps 
exist. First, where benefits management literature pro-
vides a tangible management aspect to aligning system 
implementation and business benefits, the adoption lit-
erature provides explanatory and predictive models of 
how to align system usage and user behaviour. Thus, 
each literature provides insight into the concept of adop-
tion management, but there seems to be a missing link 
that holistically connects system implementation, user 
behaviour and business benefits. Second, we know little 
about the concrete actions that managers take to manage 
adoption and about the reasons why they take these ac-
tions. Notwithstanding the value of prescriptive frame-
works, organisations implementing these frameworks 
may not gain the expected results without understanding 
the reasons why managers may or may not use these 
frameworks or take other actions to manage adoption in 
practice. Third, both literature streams focus on struc-
tures and activities during the implementation phases of 
projects, thus taking a project perspective. Yet, such a 
project perspective is increasingly challenged as organ-
isations move from project to product organisations 
(Wiedemann et al., 2020) and realise that environments 
may change and new opportunities for creating value 
from systems arise over the lifetime of a system (Strong 
et al., 2014; Orlikowski, 1996). 

Organisational Routines 

As we collected and analysed our data, the theory 
of routines (Feldman and Pentland, 2003) emerged as a 
helpful lens for making sense of and organising the 
emerging concepts. Routines are patterns of recurrent, 
interdependent actions in organisations. As such, man-
agers’ actions of monitoring and following up on adop-
tion can be seen as a routine to the extent that there are 
recurrent patterns in these actions. In their theory, Feld-
man and Pentland build on Latour’s (1986) distinction 
between ostensive and performative aspects of practice. 
While the ostensive aspect refers to ideas about a rou-
tine, the performative aspect refers to concrete actions 
that actors take in concrete instances of the routine 
(Feldman and Pentland, 2003). Drawing on Latour 
(1986) and ethnographic research (Feldman, 2000), 
Feldman and Pentland theorise the reasons for stability 
and change in routines. They argue that the ostensive as-
pect legitimises and guides the performative, while the 
performative creates, reinforces, and modifies the osten-
sive. 
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Method 

We used an interpretive case study (Walsham, 
1995) approach to understand how managers perceive 
adoption management and their actions related to the 
practice. We chose the interpretive approach because it 
allowed us to explore the emergence of manifestations 
and cognitive patterns that are deeply embedded in the 
subjective understanding of the interviewees’ work. 
Moreover, we chose case study as our research method 
because it was well suited for exploring an issue that is 
little understood (Walsham, 1995). 

We selected cases that met the following criteria: 
(1) the company must employ more than 1000 employ-
ees, (2) the company must be ready to provide insight to 
an enterprise software application with more than 100 
users, and (3) the application must have been live for 
more than one year.  This enabled us to analyse case 
companies that would be considered larger enterprises 
and discuss implementation projects where the software 
had been operational for a significant number of users 
with enough time for managers to influence adoption 
post-implementation. The research departs from three 
Danish companies that adhere to these criteria. The 
number of employees in each of the three companies 
ranges from approx. 1500 to approx. 60.000. The num-
ber of users for each of the three applications ranges 
from approx. 300 to approx. 16.000. The first company 
is a major Danish retail company. We chose their re-
cently completed implementation of a product-return 
system as the case project. The second company was 
also founded in Denmark but has a large international 
sale and production chain. As a manufacturing com-
pany, they proposed their large implementation case of 
a new machine maintenance system. Finally, with more 
than 80 vessels operating in the shipping industry, the 
third company’s case project departed from its long-run-
ning enterprise procurement system that continues to ex-
perience adoption obstacles. In all three cases, we inter-
viewed two levels of management that had been in-
volved in the implementation or are currently responsi-
ble for the case project’s software application. These 
roles included top management and the product owner. 
Furthermore, we interviewed one user for each applica-
tion to compare the alignment between management 
perceptions and users’ reality. Though each specific job 
title varied across the companies, we utilise these more 
discrete categories to illustrate the hierarchical order and 
still maintain anonymity. 

Prior to the interviews, the participants were told 
that the focus of the study was to understand user reac-
tions, adoption outcomes, and the actionable manage-
ment of adoption and desired benefits. The participants 
were motivated to contribute as they had a clear interest 
in the topic of adoption and managing towards benefits. 

They felt the topic was highly relevant and were eager 
to reflect on their experiences.  

Data Collection 

Our data sources were interviews with semi-struc-
tured focus questions (Charmaz, 2006). We began with 
questions about the project’s status and how it was per-
ceived by the interviewees. As we followed the semi-
structured interview approach some questions varied, 
but the core aim remained the same: to understand man-
agement actions and the subjective structures that drove 
those actions. The key interview questions are shown in 
Table 1. Since the focus of our study was on managers’ 
interpretations and rationalisations, we preferred inter-
views as our key data source over alternative data col-
lection strategies like archival data.  

 
Would you say that the users have accepted the applica-
tion? – Why?  
Would you say that the users are compliant with how to 
use the application? – Why?  
Would you say that the application has been adopted? – 
How do you know? 
What actions have you applied post-implementation to 
manage adoption? 

Table 1: Overview of Key Interview Questions 

Data Analysis 

We applied data analysis techniques and coding 
strategies known from grounded theory (Charmaz, 
2006) for our analysis as we began to make analytic 
sense of the participants’ experiences and the meanings 
and actions behind them. First, all interviews were tran-
scribed, and those interviews conducted in Danish were 
transcribed by the authors to English. Second, the find-
ings were revealed through the phases of initial and fo-
cused coding. First, we coded the quote sections that 
helped us to understand how adoption was perceived, 
what actions management applied to influence the ap-
plication use after going live, and how they measured or 
verified their claim that they were successful or not. 
Within these sections of quotes there began to emerge a 
pattern of themes, and we moved to focused coding. 
Here, we applied the most useful initial codes and began 
applying them consistently across all interview tran-
scripts. The codes included: usage is adoption, no usage 
no job, measure mistakes, no structured approach, no 
news is good news, management justification, project 
thinking, no baseline to compare, it lives let go, how do 
you know you are right and status check-ins. As we be-
gan to integrate these codes some became more inter-
twined and could be combined, whilst two natural cate-
gories appeared. In the analysis of these categories, we 
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found that the tangible actions that management applied 
post-implementation named management actions were 
portrayed in the codes: measure mistakes, no structured 
approach and it lives, let go. On the other hand, we 
found that the rationalisation of these actions could fall 
under the umbrella term management justification and 
include the codes: usage is adoption, no usage no job, 
and no news is good news. After focused coding, we 
moved to theoretical coding (Charmaz, 2006). In this 
stage, Latour’s distinction between the ostensive and the 
performative emerged as a theoretical description (By-
gstad et al., 2016) of our findings.  In the next section, 
we present these findings in detail. 

Findings 

In our three cases, managers expressed that they 
took surprisingly little action to manage post-implemen-
tation adoption. The inductive examination of the data 
revealed that managers justified the lack of initiatives 
based on a pattern of cognitive perceptions regarding 
adoption. The findings show that both top management 
and product owners struggle to pinpoint focused at-
tempts to influence user adoption to ensure system us-
age that solves a defined problem due to a linear and 
rigid perception of enterprise software adoption. The 
data analysis revealed that the mental perceptions of 
adoption and adoption-focused actions are closely inter-
twined as there seems to exist an interdependent relation 
through a rationalisation process. The code categories, 
corresponding sub-codes, and the interrelation between 
them are represented in Figure 1 below. 

 

 
Figure 1: Conceptual Model of Project Thinking Explained 
by Management Justifications and Management Actions 

Looking at the nature of these two categories, we 
found it relevant to draw on Feldman and Pentland’s 
(2003) theory of routines. We argue that there is a natu-
ral interdependency between managers’ concrete ac-
tions (i.e., performative aspect) and the cognitions that 
justify these actions (i.e., the ostensive aspect). We ar-
gue that the way management perceives adoption and 

acts accordingly can be characterised as a project-think-
ing mindset. By utilising this label, we make connota-
tions to how it seems in the interviews that project com-
pletion is prioritised over the final product and evaluat-
ing the value it created. We argue that when reading the 
model, there is a constant alternation in the legitimising 
and maintaining structures across the code categories. 
We do not describe a linear relationship between e.g., 
usage is adoption and measure mistakes. Instead, we 
wish to emphasise that e.g., the code usage is adoption 
also cross-legitimise the code no structured approach. 
It is important to highlight these cross-sectional notions 
to underline the socio-technical complexity of how 
adoption management is perceived. In the following 
section, we describe the foundation for each code and 
how the dynamics between the two sides of the model 
were demonstrated during the interviews and can be 
characterised as what we label project thinking.  

Management Justifications 

As we focus on the first part of the model, the os-
tensive aspect of project thinking shapes the perception 
of what management justifications are. Project thinking 
is portrayed in the various ways management justifies 
their (lack of) actions. 

First, there was a noticeable perception among 
management that once the application went live, the pro-
ject ended and users utilised the system, the application 
was implemented and adopted. The distinction between 
implementation and adoption lacked clarity in terms of 
semantics, but it was evident that actual usage signified 
adoption. These quotes were coded as usage is adoption: 

We use the system and the fact that we have 37,000 
cases running through the system is to me a clear indi-
cation that it is being utilised. (Retail, Top Manage-
ment). 

Basically, the only way that we looked at it, was 
how many users out of the total are actually using the 
system. How many transactions, how much activity is 
actually being done in the new system compared to the 
old? We don’t have any other measure. (Manufacturing, 
Product Owner).  

These quotes offer a very rigid perception of adop-
tion and do not go beyond the mere operation of the sys-
tem, which potentially hindered the realisation of de-
sired benefits. The lack of appropriate measurement 
techniques for adoption also seemed to pose a challenge 
for managers to meaningfully influence adoption toward 
benefit realisation.  

And specifically, we are still delivering our prod-
ucts and the supply chain is running. That is a very con-
crete example of how it is working. (Manufacturing, Top 
Management) 
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I don’t think the users are thinking – I really get a 
lot out of using the system. I think they do, what they 
need to do in the system. So, I think that they can see 
how it is necessary for their work function and in that 
way gives them value. But I don’t think they feel en-
riched by it. (Shipping, Top Management) 

As the quotes show, management’s focus resided 
on operational and functional use and failed to connect 
holistically to greater business benefits or user value. By 
not considering these aspects, companies are at a greater 
risk of overlooking ambiguous behaviour that is difficult 
to surface. 

Another management justification that emerged in 
our data was no usage, no job. This was used to classify 
when management themselves expressed how the lack 
of users’ voluntary choice to adopt the given application 
influenced their adoption actions. These quotes in-
cluded: 

To be honest, if they don’t accept the application 
then they are not able to fulfil their work tasks. And if 
they don’t fulfil their work tasks, then I would hear 
about it, because then something would be wrong. Then 
we’d have customers who are not getting help. (Retail, 
Product Owner). 

I think they have adopted the application because 
there’s not really a voluntary choice. At the end of the 
day, it’s the company who decides and you are getting 
paid to be here, and that means there are some pro-
cesses you must follow. And this is one of them. (Manu-
facturing, Top Management). 

The quotes follow the logic that employees must 
adhere to the operational procedures of the company. 
Following these linear ideas of usage, it was interesting 
to get the perspective of the users. Here, we asked if they 
considered their usage as in alignment with the com-
pany’s desired benefits. 

I think there’s missing a common understanding of 
how they want us to use the system, so that we can actu-
ally use the system, in the way they want us to use it. 
(Retail, User). 

Yes, we have accepted the application, because we 
don’t have a choice. It is a business decision that we run 
with this application. And you can have an opinion to-
wards that, in the same way you can have an opinion 
about all the systems we use. And you can have an opin-
ion about whether it’s good or bad. But the fact is, that 
if you want to work here, then it’s this system we all 
work in. And if you don’t like it, then there’s not any 
other way to work. (Shipping, User). 

Here, it was evident that the shipping user’s experi-
ence the no usage, no job mindset as problematic, but as 
a management justification it has permeated to the users 
and manifested as an understanding that their opinions 
do not matter as enterprise software is an extensive part 
of company operations. The retail user continued the 

same kind of problematisation as they highlighted that 
the lack of a common and unified understanding of user 
behaviour hindered valuable usage. During the inter-
views, top management and product owners alternated 
between elaborating on adoption actions and the justifi-
cation of those actions. In this process, we found that 
one of the cognitive patterns that was most protruding 
was what we called no news is good news. Here, man-
agement rationalised their scarce adoption management 
actions by asserting that the business is still operational 
and any major issues that would interfere with that 
would be brought to their attention. Thus, situated usage 
as a singular-level and linear idea of production.  

We don’t necessarily go out and ask a lot of ques-
tions. We probably have the more classic approach 
where if no one is yelling loudly about something that is 
not good enough, then we probably did okay. That’s the 
approach we’ve gone with. (Retail, Product Owner). 

Actually, the reaction was quite silent. We haven’t 
heard much, to be honest. At least not during the first 
weeks after the shutdown of the old system. And no in-
formation is good information at that point. That’s how 
we looked at it. No one was missing any critical feature. 
No one was complaining. Everyone could do their work. 
(Manufacturing, Product Owner).  

This level of explicit rationalisation was a surpris-
ing finding. The rigidness of this cognitive pattern cre-
ated an invisible barrier between management and the 
users. Management did not actively seek systematic 
feedback and the users were not provided with struc-
tured ways of providing feedback, thus creating a con-
tinuous circle of unawareness. 

When we send out updates to the different owners, 
there’s just radio silence. Perhaps one of the super users 
react. But there’s no community feeling around the ap-
plication and if we put in effort, we could have a system 
that worked for us and not against us. (Shipping, Top 
Management). 

I think they are trying. But it is driven by us and that 
we are reaching out and expressing our frustrations. It 
is not a proactive approach where they ask whether 
we’ve reached the goal. We are the ones picking up the 
ball and saying – this is not good enough. (Manufactur-
ing, User). 

Here, top management perceived the challenge as a 
lack of community sense toward the application, but the 
user expressed that the challenge was driven by the lack 
of proactive actions from management. As we regard the 
codes for management justification collectively, some 
clear structural pillars are forming through these cogni-
tive patterns. We argue that the ostensive aspect of man-
agement rationalisation, called project thinking, is rec-
ognised in the mindset that use and benefits will auto-
matically follow from the completion of a project’s ac-
tivities (e.g., development, training). Thus, we argue 
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that Figure 1 prescribes to the growing semantic differ-
entiation of project thinking and product thinking. The 
project-centric mindset is apparent here as once the pro-
ject has been released it is on to the next project and the 
companies fail to follow up and understand if the first 
project met its objectives. Essentially, adoption manage-
ment follows the argument by Cagan (2017) that dis-
cusses how a product-centric mindset aims to meet the 
needs of the business by acting according to the users’ 
needs. However, this link is not apparent in the cognitive 
patterns of management. 

Management Actions 

Redirecting the focus to the performative part of the 
model, we focus on the specific actions that manage-
ment expressed to conduct to manage adoption or influ-
ence users after the implementation ended and the appli-
cation went live. 

First, in the process of understanding the desired 
benefits that management hoped to gain from the sys-
tem, we asked how they validated whether they reached 
those goals or not. To this, the answer was by looking at 
the application usage and how many user errors were 
conducted. This was coded as measure mistakes, as in 
the following quotes: 

If we measure that the same store is making the 
same mistake, then something is wrong. But that’s the 
only data drive we have. If there’s mistakes in the pro-
cess, then we might need to reach out to that person and 
say – you need to do it the right way. (Retail, Top Man-
agement) 

Basically, the only way how we looked it at was how 
many users out of the total is using the new system and 
how they were using it. How many transactions, how 
much activity is actually being done compared to the old 
system? We didn’t have any other measurements. (Man-
ufacturing, Product Owner) 

Benefits management literature commonly argues 
that evaluation is a key step in realising desired out-
comes and benefits (Ward et al., 1996), and studies 
show that companies that engage in these types of prac-
tices outperform their competitors (Holgeid et al., 
2022). However, monitoring user errors, correcting 
manual mistakes, and ensuring the procedure is fol-
lowed are rarely considered part of benefit management 
practices. 

We look at the quality of the data that comes in. 
When I talk to the other departments, then they have a 
pretty good overview if something totally crazy comes 
in. (Shipping, Top Management) 

So, I’ve got people who are actually monitoring, 
how we work with the different parts of the process. So, 
I have a team for that, they continuously make sure and 
monitor how the users are working, showing the user 

how to do it, and praising them when they’re doing a 
good job. (Shipping, Product Owner) 

Though management elaborated on some processes 
for ensuring procedure and process alignment, we were 
not able to identify any type of structural or systematic 
process that followed up on the realisation of desired 
benefits or any actions that were targeted at managing 
adoption towards such realisation. To some extent, man-
agement was able to describe IT surveys and status 
meetings that were partly dedicated to the applications’ 
performance and implementation status. But again, the 
lack of systematic actions was apparent, and the code no 
structured approach emerged as relevant.  

We have user satisfaction surveys, which we have 
been sending out from time to time. But it was not every 
month, it was more, I don’t know, three times a year or 
something like that. And sometimes it is more focused 
on a specific feature and sometimes it is the whole sys-
tem we asked about. (Manufacturing, Product Owner) 

In IT we have user surveys a couple of times a year 
where we ask about everything from how they experi-
ence IT service desk. Are they happy with their phone 
and computers? How did they feel working from home 
during corona? And what they think about the different 
applications. And (the case application) always gets 
heavy critique. (Shipping, Top Management) 

These actions do not adhere to the systematic and 
iterative approach necessary for effects-driven IT im-
provement (Simonsen & Hertzum, 2022). The code for 
no structured approach also included the following 
quotes that elaborated on the nature of these manage-
ment actions that were an attempt to follow up on the 
implemented application solution. 

It’s an okay solution and it works on the parameters 
I want it to work on. But it is not something we are meth-
odologically following up on. We don’t have time for it, 
but it is one of the things one should consider doing. 
(Retail, Top Management) 

We have the traditional approach and have tried 
with newsletters. And you know, involving the team 
leaders, that’s the way they can give their input. (Man-
ufacturing, Top Management) 

This seemingly unstructured approach is also ap-
parent in the final code that we call it lives, let go. Here, 
we categorised the quotes that symbolised how manage-
ment related to the project’s desired benefits and overall 
adoption after implementation. First, it was expressed 
how collaborating closely with the users during devel-
opment ensured that management could take a step back 
once the application was running.   

We include a lot of the users in the design phases. 
We have 5-6 different heads of departments and differ-
ent informants – so they are involved. But when we let 
go, that’s when it is implemented, then it’s – go do it 
yourself. (Retail, Product Owner). 
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I wouldn’t say that management has made changes 
after implementation. There’s been some changes from 
the system supplier. But there’s not been any system use 
or if we are to use it differently. We haven’t heard any-
thing afterwards. (Retail, User) 

The system is intuitive, and the users have been part 
of that journey. That whole interaction – I am pretty sure 
that it has helped. Do I have numbers on it? No, I don’t, 
it’s not something we measure, and I don’t know if you 
can see it in our employee satisfaction surveys, that 
would be amazing if we could. But if we did measure it, 
I believe that they would actually be more satisfied. 
(Manufacturing, Top Management) 

When we asked management how they knew if the 
project and application implementation was a success 
after these extensive efforts and that they stepped back, 
the code it lives, let go was further sustained. One ques-
tion was directly posed: how do you know or measure 
that the application is a success? To which the answer 
was: By pure feedback. And feeling. No data. (Retail, 
Top Management). The lack of data-driven success es-
timation sustains the notion that management takes a 
step back once the application is running. One success 
criterion was directly linked to the mere replacement of 
the old system. 

It was a success because the old system was closed. 
That was the success criterion. That was what we 
wanted. It wasn’t that we needed to save 10 million in 
costs. It was all about closing the old system. We are 
there now, and we are beginning to see some drift-offs 
and are actually seeing some benefits that we hadn’t 
originally used as arguments, but they are surprisingly 
there. (Manufacturing, Top Management) 

In this part of the interview, we continued to circu-
late the topic of how management aimed to influence 
usage or user behaviour towards benefits, but the sense 
of management stepping back continued. 

A user might be used to shrugging their shoulders 
and saying – that’s just how the system is. And that’s 
unfortunate because we might be able to fix it. But then 
we’d have to correct according to 18.000 users: that’s 
a lot of corrections. It is difficult to give an ear to each 
user.  (Retail, Top Management) 

We don’t train every new employee that comes in. 
That’s up to the individual departments. So, it depends 
on who sits beside you. We don’t have an e-learning uni-
verse that tells you where to start and how to follow a 
procedure or process. (Shipping, User). 

The code for it lives, let go suggests that the com-
panies are very focused on creating and developing fea-
tures and completing the project (outputs), instead of fo-
cusing on changing user behaviour to drive business re-
sults (outcomes) (Seiden, 2019). Hence, we continue to 
see the relevancy of differentiating between project and 
product thinking and argue that the findings that support 

Figure 1 resemble project thinking. Managers portrayed 
a project-centric mindset by focusing on project com-
pletion and not on the value the product generated. We 
argue that Figure 1 represents a complex socio-technical 
ideology that omits project thinking where the cognitive 
patterns legitimate (lack of) management actions, and in 
return, the result of those actions does not challenge the 
perceptions and maintains the mental structures. The 
codes developed above collectively become instances of 
project thinking as the cognitive patterns reinforce the 
idea that enterprise software implementations are suc-
cessful if the company is operational, and no employees 
express a lack of features. The project mindset situates 
operational usage as adoption as users must adhere to 
these operations to fulfil their job. The project thinking 
mindset is observed in the action manifestations that 
rely on measuring errors. The management actions that 
are further applied are unstructured and there is a sense 
of management stepping back once the project is imple-
mented. 

Discussion 

In summary, we analysed three cases of organisa-
tions where managers made little effort to manage adop-
tion. In these cases, managers’ actions were rigid and 
unstructured and rationalised by several cognitive pat-
terns. We summarise the process of legitimising actions 
and maintaining perceptions as project thinking. This is 
to make connotations to a mindset that prioritises the 
rigid boundaries of project completion over focus on the 
product itself and the value it creates. The findings join 
previous research that navigates the space between ben-
efits management and adoption management. Here, 
studies also highlight how few benefit-oriented prac-
tices are applied post-implementation as the focus re-
mains on delivering a solution that fulfils the specifica-
tions, on time and on budget (Ashurst et al., 2008; Pep-
pard et al., 2007). This is despite studies that show that 
companies that formulate business cases and follow up 
on them derive greater benefits from their IS projects 
(Thomas & Fernandez, 2008; Holgeid et al., 2022). The 
rigidness of the presented statements contradicts other 
previous studies that have illustrated the importance of 
acknowledging the relationship between individuals’ 
various emotions, such as happiness and anxiety, and IT 
use (Beaudry & Pinsonneault, 2010). The portrayed 
mindset in the interviews seems to disregard the com-
plex facets of user behaviour and application usage, thus 
challenging studies that proved a reciprocal connection 
between technology adoption decisions, group interac-
tions, and the degree of positive and negative feelings 
towards the decision process (Sarker et al., 2005). It also 
neglects the multilevel nature of usage and the well-es-
tablished theories that conceptualise effective IT use as 
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a mechanism through which desired benefits can be 
reached (Burton-Jones & Volkoff, 2017). The study 
suggests that successful adoption management entails as 
much focus on managerial cognition as on prescriptive 
frameworks and methods. Our informants’ project 
thinking contrasts with current movements such as 
DevOps, which call for replacing project teams with 
product teams that are responsible for software over its 
lifecycle (Wiedemann 2020). Our study adds to this that 
moving from a project- to a product-centric organisation 
may involve not only changes in the collaboration be-
tween developers and operation units but also changes 
in the roles that managers see for themselves in software 
implementations. By summarising the management 
mindset as project thinking, we offer some explanation 
for the cases in the study as to why their IT implemen-
tation projects struggle to return value. The project 
thinking mindset seems to be a mental construction of 
the world in which managers may not find it necessary 
or worthwhile to follow up on business benefits realisa-
tion and user value – or know how to. With this model, 
this paper does not aim to challenge the advantages of 
project thinking. Instead, the conceptual model points to 
summarise how project-thinking manifests for some 
managers and how the mindset can be challenging in the 
process of managing adoption of enterprise software. 
According to the Project Management Institute, a pro-
ject is “a temporary endeavour undertaken to create a 
unique product, service, or result.” (Ding, 2016) and it 
is the temporary nature of project thinking that chal-
lenges the reiterative evaluation necessity of adoption 
management. 

We hope that managers and other practitioners find 
inspiration in the findings for how they can become 
more mindful of their actions and perceptions regarding 
adoption management. It was surprising how few adop-
tion-focused actions management was applied post-im-
plementation, but by surfacing these rationalisation pat-
terns that drive these (lack of) actions we enable man-
agers to take the first step of transforming from a pro-
ject-centric mindset to a product-centric mindset thus 
focusing on holistic adoption management of enterprise 
software. In the process of becoming more mindful of 
adoption management perceptions, we also call for man-
agers’ and scholars’ attention to the consequences of 
mandatory software. The implementation of enterprise 
software forces users to comply and utilise the applica-
tion to adhere to their work tasks. But in the effort to 
realise benefits and value for both the organisation and 
users, we need to consider if mere use is desirable if us-
ers commit deliberate errors (Ferneley & Sobreperez, 
2006) or complain about the system (Markus, 1983). 
Enterprise software calls for contextualisation of usage 
as we cannot automatically consider use as representing 
users’ acceptance or satisfaction (Beaudry et al., 2020). 

When managing in the space of mandatory software 
there is a need to consider the adoption of software more 
holistically to encompass the various acceptance and re-
sistance responses that occur in mandated environments 
(Bhattacherjee et al., 2018). Even though the managers 
in the study acknowledged the effects of mandating soft-
ware, they were not able to influence user adoption ac-
cordingly. In mandatory environments, poor software is 
like a set of blunt building tools. If management pro-
vides a builder with unsharpened tools to build your 
house, it slows down the construction process, compro-
mise the quality of the house, and causes strain on the 
builder. By not engaging in iterative adoption manage-
ment practices, organisations miss the opportunity to 
find out that people are dissatisfied with the software. 
Thus, management risks providing poor enterprise soft-
ware for their workers which hinders productivity, sti-
fles the software’s full potential, and frustrates the em-
ployee. Translating this idea to modern organisations, 
the claim of being a modern and digital organisation no 
longer pertains solely to external business operations 
and satisfying customers. This shift is amplifying atten-
tion to the employee experience and the jobs they are to 
complete, not only within human resource (HR) man-
agement (Plaskoff, 2017; Tucker, 2020) but across all 
functional departments. For IT departments the trajec-
tory ahead seems to entail a focus on not introducing and 
enforcing solutions that fail to match the user-friendly 
experiences employees are accustomed to in their per-
sonal lives. It is difficult to imagine that young digital 
natives will lower their expectations regarding how they 
interact with technology in the future. So, what implica-
tions await organisations that fail to monitor and act 
upon employees’ digital experience? Can we realisti-
cally envision that digital natives will gravitate towards 
a work life that entails working with poor software so-
lutions? Studies show that perks are not the sole answer 
to employee engagement – organisations must co-de-
sign experiences with employees that demonstrate care 
and a deeper understanding of their needs (Plaskoff, 
2017). The future of succeeding businesses resides 
in putting the employee’s total experience at the centre. 
However, it potentially challenges the traditional ap-
proach to engage the employee in the workplace, as it 
goes beyond increasing perks or “funifying” in the 
workplace (Plaskoff, 2017). In translating such findings 
from the HR management discipline to an IS implemen-
tation setting, we see that mandatory environments call 
for the same holistic approach to ensure that researchers 
and practitioners are designing, implementing, and in-
structing employees to utilise solutions that effectively 
sustain their needs while aligning with the organisa-
tion’s desired benefits. 
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Mandatory environments offer another challenging 
consequence for management in the transformation pro-
cess from a project to a product mindset. As the organi-
sation begin to centralise the employees’ digital experi-
ence, we expect that the challenges of measurability will 
become evident. In the search for enabling managers to 
influence IS implementation processes to ensure system 
usage that solves a given problem with a valuable out-
come, guiding indicators must be available and infor-
mation-driven. In the case study, both levels of manage-
ment expressed challenges in measuring how the solu-
tions performed and whether they returned value. Fol-
lowing the argument of recent studies that differentiate 
the management of voluntary and mandatory software 
(Nah et al., 2004; Brown et al. 2002; McNally, & Grif-
fin, 2010; Bhattacherjee et al., 2018; Beaudry et al., 
2020), the conventional ways of measuring IT perfor-
mance through e.g., frequency of logins, active user 
count, and duration spent in the application becomes in-
valid when trying to confirm value realisation. In the 
context of a voluntary application, like personal use 
software, where multiple alternatives exist, tracking 
these metrics indeed makes sense. Then, they help pro-
vide an overview of the application’s desirability in the 
reflection of high daily logins, engaged users and exten-
sive usage time. However, when considering an em-
ployee who must access an application to fulfil an intri-
cate and time-consuming work task, the meaning of 
such metrics diminishes and offers scarce insights. 

Finally, we acknowledge several limitations of our 
study. First, the case study offers a restricted scope, as it 
encompasses only three selected companies, thereby 
limiting the generalisability of the findings to a broader 
range of organisations. Thus, we call for future studies 
to apply this perspective to broader and more longitudi-
nal cases to understand how a project thinking mindset 
affects adoption management of enterprise software. 
Second, it would be beneficial to include other data 
sources to expand the triangulation of actions and per-

ceptions of adoption management. This study only in-
cludes 9 interviews, and it would provide further meth-
odological rigour to interview more managers at multi-
ple management levels to understand how different per-
ceptions of adoption impact actual management actions. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we explored the actions and rational-
isations of managers who made little effort to manage 
the adoption of enterprise software. While we cannot in-
fer how managers, in general, manage adoption our case 
study provides insights into why at least some managers 
do not take an active stance in managing adoption. For 
these managers, their management actions manifested 
as unstructured and based on the measurement of user 
mistakes or manual errors. When these appear, manage-
ment aims to correct the errors and align the procedure 
to ensure it does not happen again. The scarcely de-
scribed actions do not adhere to the adoption manage-
ment or benefit management definitions of best practice. 
Furthermore, these actions are legitimised by managers’ 
cognitive perception of adoption and how to manage it 
in a mandatory environment. Here, usage is perceived 
as adoption if the business is operational, and the users 
are enabled to complete and fulfil work tasks. Manage-
ment acknowledges that users do not have a voluntary 
choice when it comes to enterprise software, but still 
maintains the idea that no news is good news. We label 
these ostensive and performative structures as a project 
thinking mindset to emphasise that management in the 
study struggles to influence the adoption process be-
cause once the implementation is completed, a new pro-
ject begins that requires their focus. We hope the pre-
sented model inspires future managers to be more mind-
ful of the way they regard adoption and how to manage 
it, as they potentially risk realising desired benefits. 
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