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Abstract

Two main objectives are aimed at this paper. Firstly, to suggest
the use of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) as a suitable theory
to inform the Implementation of a Human Resources Project
(called ModeCo, Modelo de Competencias); and secondly, to
shed some initial insights to understand some of the issues that
shape the rhythm of this implementation. The paper draws on
a qualitative study informed by ANT (Callon, 1986; Latour,
1987; Law, 1992) which is used as a ‘sensitizing device’ to
describe how a Project Implementation (PI) takes place in a
multi-campus University System in Mexico. We provide a
number of statements that capture how ANT was useful in our
study and suggest some issues that shaped the PI. We adopt
an interpretive approach (Walsham, 1995; Walsham, 2006)
and rely on data collected using a battery of different methods,
including insights from 12 semi-structured interviews, project
documents and attendance to online meetings. In terms of anal-
ysis our research rests on the principles of interpretive studies
by Klein and Myers (1999).

Keywords: actor-network theory, project implementation, hu-
man resources, interpretive studies.
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Implementacién de un proyecto de recursos humanos. Una perspectiva basa-
da en la teoria del actor-red

Resumen

Este articulo tiene dos objetivos principales. Primero, sugerir el uso de la Teo-
ria del Actor-Red (ANT por sus siglas en inglés) como una teoria que puede ser
utilizada para analizar la implementacién de un proyecto de recursos humanos
(llamado ModeCo, Modelo de Competencias); y, segundo, proveer un entendi-
miento inicial sobre algunos de los principales eventos y situaciones que dieron
forma al ritmo de la implementacién de este proyecto. Este articulo se basa en una
investigacién cualitativa, la cual toma una perspectiva informada por la Teoria del
Actor-Red (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1992) que es utilizada como meca-
nismo de entendimiento para describir como un proyecto es implementado en una
Universidad con multiples campus en México. En este trabajo se ofrecen, primero,
una serie de enunciados que capturan la manera en como la Teoria del Actor-Red
fue util para entender el proceso de implementacién; y, segundo, se exponen los
principales eventos y situaciones que afectaron dicho proceso de implementacion.
En esta investigacion adoptamos un modelo interpretativo (Walsham, 1995; Wals-
ham, 2006), mismo que se vale del uso de una bateria de métodos, principalmente
el uso de doce entrevistas semiestructuradas con diferentes actores del proyecto,
documentos del proyecto y asistencia virtual a reuniones del Comité Directivo de
recursos humanos. En términos de anélisis nuestra investigacion estd basada en los
principios propuestos por Klein and Myers (1999) para estudios interpretativos.

Palabras clave: teoria del actor-red, implementacién de proyectos, recursos huma-
nos, estudios interpretativos.

Introduction

Organizations are continuously involved in developing and implementing new
projects (Schultz et al., 1987). The management of both IT-mediated projects
and non IT-projects involves changes in the way in which work is performed and
often represents a nightmare for the actors involved (Linde et al., 2003) result-
ing in intra-organizational tensions (Kuruppuarachchi et al., 2002) and leading to
a set of social, political and technological issues that implementers have to deal
with. To some extent, these tensions emerge because while organizations need to
face change to meet new organizational demands, at the same time they typically
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have to maintain operational continuity (Huy, 2002). Several studies in the field
of Project Management have been conducted to examine how a variety of Critical
Success Factors (CSFs) shape a Project Implementation Process (e.g. Pinto and
Slevin, 1986; Schultz et al., 1987; Martinez, 1994; Finney and Corbett, 2007).
In this regard, factors such as clearly defined goals, sufficient resources alloca-
tion, top management support and commitment, visioning and planning, effective
project managers, competent project team members, adequate communication,
feedback capabilities, and user involvement, have been identified as CSFs when
implementing new projects. Despite this huge literature, especially in the Project
Management field, the reality is that there are still a big number of organizational
projects that fail to achieve their expected goals. For example, Dinsmore et al.
point out that many projects do not achieve even half of the benefits they were
supposed to provide (Dinsmore et al., 2005) and Zhang et al., (2003) note that the
implementation success rate for Enterprise Resource Planning projects (ERPs) is
only about 33 %.

Based on the need of improving our understanding on how projects are imple-
mented and bearing in mind how ANT can be helpful to accomplish this, in this
paper we have two main objectives. First, to suggest the use of ANT as an alter-
native perspective to inform the Implementation of a Human Resources Project,
in which the attention is shifted away from looking at the underlying CSFs to the
idea of how a series of events and interactions of different human and non-human
actors shape a Project Implementation. And second, to shed some initial insights
to understand the main issues that shape the rhythm of this implementation. These
socio-technical events/interactions occur along the implementation and might re-
sult in the creation, maintenance or sometimes competition of different actor-net-
works that strengthen or undermine the implementation. Particularly, the exist-
ence of competing actor-networks is of relevance for this study in that as we will
show later on, the Human Resources Directors (HRDs) involved in the Project
Implementation (PI) participate simultaneously in two different actor-networks,
one supporting the implementation of a new project -and therefore promoting or-
ganizational change- and another one aiming to maintain the operational continu-
ity of the organization.

The paper is presented as follows. First, we introduce some key concepts of ANT
to be used in our interpretation followed by the research methods used to collect
and analyze data. Next, we introduce a brief description of how the PI occurred,
and then present the implementation process informed by ANT. Finally, we intro-
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duce a number of statements that capture how ANT was useful in our study and
suggest a series of issues that finally shaped the project implementation.

Key concepts and justification of ant

Actor Network Theory (ANT) was first developed by Michael Callon (1986) and
Bruno Latour (1987) as part of the field of Science and Technology Studies. At the
very beginning ANT was concerned with how scientists achieve support of others
regarding their propositions about scientific facts and how power and resources are
acquired to perform their work (Van House, 2003). Since then, ANT has been con-
cerned with how the work of society is accomplished (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987).

In this research, we justify the use of ANT as our theoretical lens to explain a
project implementation in that it has been particularly used as a theory to better un-
derstand how change processes and projects are implemented (Linde et al., 2003),
how goals of projects are achieved through processes of translation (Monteiro,
2004), how IT-mediated change projects are implemented (Linde ef al., 2003) and
how the implementation of IS and situations involving innovation occur (Tatnall
and Gilding, 1999).

The basic idea of ANT is to understand how humans and non-humans actors are
brought together in stable, heterogeneous networks of aligned interests (Law,
1992). By tracing the transformation of these heterogeneous networks, ANT ex-
plores how networks of relations are composed and maintained over time and how
sometimes they compete with other networks of aligned interests (Tatnall and
Gilding, 1999). A core assumption in ANT is that neither social nor technical posi-
tions are privileged based upon the argument that the social is not simply human
but a ‘pattern networks of heterogeneous materials’ (Law, 1992:381). Law argues
that ‘almost all of our interactions with other people are mediated through objects
of one kind or another’ (1992:381). These interactions, mediated through objects
and networks of objects and people (Cho et al., 2008), create other networks. If
the material in these networks would disappear the so-called social orders would
disappear too (Law, 1992). Therefore, no distinction between human and non-
human actors is made. Examples of actors in ANT include humans, groups of
humans, ideologies, methodologies, concepts, computers, texts and other artifacts.
Independently of the actor, and actor is also, always, a network produced from or
as an effect of heterogeneous relations between people and objects (Law, 1992). In
viewing non-humans as actors, a key issue is to know that the interests of a non-
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human actor can be equated to the interests that have been inscribed in it (Sarker
and Sidorova, 20006). For instance, it can be suggested that the Human Resources
Project Implementation (from now on only PI) has the interest to establish a new
way to develop employees’ competencies of the organization.

In ANT, actor-networks are continuously evolving. The process of transformation
of networks is achieved through processes of translation (Callon, 1986) in which
a temporary social order is created through changes of the alignment of interest
in a network (Sarker and Sidorova, 2006). During the process of translation one
actor or group of actors drives the process to enrol and mobilize others into a new
network previously defined (Blackburn, 2002). The concept of translation as de-
fined in ANT suggests that power should be treated as an accomplishment, not as
an attribute (Van House, 2003), it is other people who are involved in the situation
that confer power to an actor (Latour, 1986). Due to the power that potential us-
ers have to appropriate, ignore, change or betray an idea the final end of this idea
largely depends on them (Latour, 1986). Therefore, once an idea has been created
(e.g. the development of a HR model to develop employees” competencies) a core
network needs to be established (Linde et al., 2003), a network with enough power
to persuade others to perform the appropriate actions to achieve a successful trans-
lation. These processes of translation should be deployed over time and consist of
four interrelated stages: Problematization, interessment, enrolment and mobiliza-
tion (Callon, 1986:203).

In the problematization stage one or more key actors attempt to frame the nature of
the problem in its own terms (Sarker and Sidorova, 2006) and identify and involve
a number of actors whose roles and relationships configure an initial problem-
solving network (Linde ef al., 2003). At this stage it is crucial to redefine the
problem and to establish an Obligatory Passage Point (OPP) that allows the actors
to recognise that they will receive benefits from their involvement into the new
network by sharing a focus of achieving certain goals. By establishing the OPP,
the actors render themselves as indispensable (Callon, 1986). At this stage other
actors need to be persuaded to pass through the OPP by modifying their alignments
and behaviours to those of the emerging network. The second moment of transla-
tion is interessement. It refers to how allies are locked in place (Tatnall and Bur-
gess, 2002). During this stage other heterogeneous actors are persuaded to agree
that the interests defined by the focal actor are consistent with what their interests
should be. Incentives for actors are created to pass through the OPP defined by the
focal actor (Sarker and Sidorova, 2006). Through this process the emerging net-
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work creates incitement to lock actors into fixed places and weaken the influence
of other actors that may disestablished the developing network (Linde et al., 2003).
In the interessement process negotiations among actors may take place; however
sometimes spokespersons or representatives negotiate on their behalf.

Frequently actors who are represented by their speakers fail to act as their repre-
sentatives promised. This action is called betrayal (Callon, 1986). The third stage
is called enrolment, in which roles in the network are defined and coordinated
leading to the establishment of a stable network of alliances (Tatnall and Burgess,
2002). Since enrolment is necessarily temporary, betrayal by an actor is always
possible (Sarker and Sidorova, 2006). In this stage, once the OPP has been defined,
it has to be translated into a series of more specific sub-goals (Linde ez al., 2003).
If an agreement between actors is reached at this stage, such agreements need to be
embodied into a medium or material (Cho et al., 2008) through inscriptions. Such
inscriptions define a program of actions for actors and can be useful ‘to create new
inscriptions and understandings out of existing ones and coordinate work across
space and time’ (Latour, 1987:227). Often, inscriptions have properties of irrevers-
ibility that refer to the degree which it is impossible in a certain situation to going
back to a point where alternative possibilities exist. Finally the stage of mobilisa-
tion occurs when ‘the proposed solution gains wider acceptance and an even larger
network of absent entities is created’” (Tatnall and Burgess, 2002:185).

In ANT, in an effort to simplify their investigation, researchers tend to treat net-
works as individual actors (Sarker and Sidorova, 2006). Such a simplification is
called punctualization. A black box represents a punctualization of an actor-net-
work that is no longer questioned or tested (Callon and Latour, 1981) and thus the
effects or behaviours of an actor-network can be taken for granted. In other works:
‘black-boxing is the process by which sub-networks disappear’ (Van House,
2003:14). A brief summary of the key concepts in ANT is provided in Table 1
(Adapted from Walsham, 1997; Sarker and Sidorova, 2000).
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Table 1
Key concepts in actor-network theory

Concept

Definition

Actor

Both human beings and nonhuman actors such as technological artefacts.

Actor-network

Related actors in a heterogeneous network of aligned interests, including
people, organizations and concepts.

Translation

The process of alignment of interests of a diverse set of actors with the
interests of the focal actor with the aim to mobilize support.

A process of creation of artefacts that would ensure the protection of certain

Inscription .

interests.

The first moment of translation, during which a focal actor defines identities

L and interests of other actors that are consistent with its own interests and

Problematization . . . . L

establishes itself as an Obligatory Passage Point, thus rendering itself

indispensable.

The second moment of translation, which involves negotiating with actors
Interessement -

to accept the definition of the focal actor.

The third moment of translation, wherein other actors in the network accept
Enrolment . R

or get aligned to the interests defined for them by the focal actor.
Mobilization When one solution gains wider acceptance and a larger network is created.
Obligatory A situation that has to occur for all the actors to be able to achieve their

Passage Point

interests, as defined by the focal actor.

Irreversibility

The degree to which it is impossible to go back to a point where alternative

possibilities exist.

Bearing in mind the ideas summarised in Table 1, we believe ANT offers a useful
frame to explore how different actors are enrolled and persuaded to participate in a
Human Resources Project Implementation and allows us to capture the dynamics
and tensions that exist along the creation, maintenance, and evolution of actor-net-
works with aligned interests.

Research approach

We adopted an interpretive approach (Walsham, 1995; Walsham, 2006) and re-
lied on data collected using a battery of different methods; mainly semi-structured
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interviews. Audiovisual materials in the form of recorded seminars; documents;
and virtual observation were also used. The decision to use different methods was
made on the light to benefit from the access to different actors involved and thus
giving us the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding about the project. The use
of different methods to collect data is justified in that these data allow us to achieve
our goals. As Robey states:

[...] theoretical foundations for research and specific research methods are
justified by research aims, or purposes. They should not be chosen because they
conform to a dominant paradigm or because the researcher believes in their
intrinsic value. Rather, theories and methods are justified on pragmatic grounds
as appropriate tools for accomplishing research aims (Robey, 1996).

Research access was negotiated through an ‘informal sponsorship’ (Hammersley
and Atkinson, 1995), which is the Human Resources President (HRP) of the or-
ganisation under study. The HRP gave full access to the research field and helped
with the arrangements of the interviews.

The main sources of data were 12 face-to-face semi-structured interviews con-
ducted during July and August 2009. Consistent with the sixth principle of inter-
pretative research (Klein and Myers, 1999), an strategic selection of participants
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995) was used to involve representatives of the rele-
vant roles in the project at different levels of the organisation. The interviews were
conducted, recorded and transcribed typically lasting between 50 and 90 minutes
long. An attempt to interview people that provide examples of polar types (Ei-
senhardt, 1989) was made in order to get access to different interpretations of the
actors involved.

Obtaining a diverse range of perspectives allowed us to gain a greater appreciation
of the complexity of the phenomenon under study. During the face-to-face inter-
views we attempted to capture both the facts and the emotional reactions of the
interviewees to different aspects of the project. The different data sources in the
study are summarized in Table 2.
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Table 2
Methods for data collection

Method/ e o i Besearch participants
Source involved

Online community seminar

(recorded). The online space to HR Steering Committee

Audiovisual . . 120 minutes - -
udiovisua support knowledge sharing during OImmu s members, IT specialist
materials . . April 2009 .
the Project Implementation was and HR Directors
introduced to all HR staff.
Audiovisual materials. 11 project-
1 i . Th . . .
- related seminars (recorded). The 60 minutes each  HR Steering Committee
Audiovisual Competency-based Model was
. . - May-June members and HR
materials introduced to all HR staff who .
. . . 2009 Directors
would be involved in the Project
Implementation
Semi-structured interview to 55 minutes Human Resources
Interview the HRP. Audiotaped and fully .
. July 2009 President
transcribed
. Seml—structu.red interview (o the 50 minutes - Human Resources Vice-
Interview HRVP. Audiotaped and fully .
. July 2009 President
transcribed
Semi-structured interview to
Interview one Human Resources Vice- 50 minutes - Human Resources Vice-
Chancellor (HRVC). Audiotaped August 2009 Chancellor
and fully transcribed
9 semi-structured interviews to 50 minutes on Human Resources
Interview HRDs. Audiotaped and fully average - July- Directors
transcribed August 2009
Observation and analysis of
Observation documents during the first year
. of the research. Observe how April 2009- Users of the online
and analysis of .. . .
participants use the online space. April 2010 space/documents
documents .
Access to relevant documentation
of the project
Observation and notes taking. 180 minutes
. Attendance to 2 Human each - Members of the Steering
Observation . . .
Resources Steering Committee November 2009  Committee
Meetings and March 2010

In terms of analysis our research rests on the principles of interpretive studies by
Klein and Myers (1999). The process of analysis is based on the first principle of
hermeneutic circle of interpretive studies (Klein and Myers, 1999) in which we ca-
refully read and reflected on our data sources by iterating between the interdepen-
dent meaning of parts and the whole that they formed. What we also mean here is
that when we read the texts, an awareness was emphasized by constantly questio-
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ning the surface meaning of what was said —in alignment with the seventh principle
of inductive research (Klein and Myers, 1999)- in that meanings of what is said
can go beyond the original intentions of the interviewees. If indeed, during the data
collection process a strategic selection of participants (Hammersley and Atkinson,
1995) was followed, during the data analysis we used ANT (Callon, 1986; Latour,
1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1992) to interpret and make sense of our data. In doing
this we avoided the possibility of not having captured important aspects of the phe-
nomenon under investigation that sometimes occurs when a-theoretical inductive
methods are used (Sarker and Sidorova, 2006). In line with the sixth principle of
interpretive studies (Klein and Myers, 1999), we also were aware of the existence
of different interpretations among participants about the same events. We tried
to take into account the multiple interpretations of reality expressed by the diffe-
rent actors to achieve a deeper understanding of the project implementation. In
alignment to the fourth principle of interpretive research about abstractions and
generalization of data through the use of theories (Klein and Myers, 1999), we use
ANT as a ‘sensitizing device’ to view the world in a certain way. It is important to
mention here that ANT was adopted in a late stage of this work. While the proces-
ses of data collection and initial analysis were conducted under the principles of an
inductive approach, ANT was chosen as a suitable theory to make sense of the data
and present our findings. To explain possible contradictions between our theore-
tical preconceptions (e.g. ANT) and the actual findings we constantly reflected on
our data and did various cycles of revision of our interpretations (Principle fifth of
inductive research in Klein and Myers, 1999). Lastly but not less important we are
aware that ‘alternative interpretations of data’ can be done (Fetterman, 1998).

Case description

The Human Resources Project Implementation (PI) takes place within the context
of the Human Resources Direction at ITESM (Instituto Tecnolégico y de Estudios
Superiores de Monterrey) which a Multi-campus University System in Mexico.
The Multi-campus University System is formed by different campuses across
Mexico and has a current enrolment exceeding 90 000 students and nearly 20 000
employees including service, administrative, teaching and research staff. Studies
at the University are officially recognized by the Secretary of Public Education of
Mexico (SEP) and by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS)
of the United States.
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The initiation of the PI can be traced back to four early events (see Section: Ante-
cedents of the project) and was aimed to establish a competency-based approach
for developing and managing employees’ competencies in four specific areas of
the University: libraries, marketing, students’ affairs and administrative work, re-
sulting in the modification in the way the current HR practices are performed.
Broadly, five different stages take place during the implementation of ModeCo.'

First, a definition of a job description is developed to all relevant positions. The
job description includes all relevant information of the role under consideration
such as the role’s objective, expected results and main activities, and the required
competencies, knowledge, and experience to appropriately carry out the activities
involved in the role. From a catalogue of competencies, employees select certain
competencies that need to have as the basis to perform their duties. Second, based
on this job description, current and potential employees are evaluated through the
application of a series of psychological and psychometrical tests to identify their
current competencies’ levels and competencies’ gaps (At this stage other evalua-
tion techniques are used by the HR staff such as face-to face-interviews, and role-
related examinations). The gap is identified by a comparison between the employ-
ees’ current competencies and the previously defined competencies required for
each job description. Third, based on the results of the tests (and other inputs from
different role-related examinations), a gap between current and desirable compe-
tencies is identified and a face-to-face feedback is given to all employees aiming
to define a developing plan to narrow the existent gap. Finally, a series of training
courses that need to be taken by employees are offered via online in order to im-
prove their current competencies. It is expected that this new way to manage HR
will lead to re-define the appraisal compensation system currently used.

In 2006 a new Human Resources President (HRP) for the whole University was
hired. Soon after, the PI formally started. Rather than aligning himself with the
current HR Practices of that time, the HRP envisioned a new way to manage the
Human Resources of the University based on the concept of competencies. To ful-
fil this goal, immediately after his arrival, he hired a well-reputed HR practitioner
who had previously implemented similar projects in the University; he further be-
came the new Human Resources Vice President (HRVP) of the University. Once

'The Competency-based Model, called ModeCo in this paper, is intellectual property of the University in which
this study was conducted. More specific information of ModeCo is not available and has only restricted access,
therefore it cannot be published.
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they were on charge of the HR Direction, they started to develop a new Compe-
tency-based Model (ModeCo) to be used in the context of the University.

At the beginning of the PI, they acknowledged the need to enrol other actors to
support the implementation and identified five relevant groups of actors, which
would not be necessarily fully enrolled during the PI: 1) Members of the HR
Steering Committee who are responsible for the design and deployment of new
projects and strategies to all campuses of the University. This HR Steering Com-
mittee is formed by the HRP, the HRVP, five Human Resources Vice-Chancellors
(HRVCs) representing each of the five geographical zones in Mexico and the Hu-
man Resources Directors of the largest campuses, 2) Human Resources Directors
(HRDs) who perform the day-to-day HR practices in their own campuses and are
responsible for the implementation of new projects and strategies, 3) Vice-Chan-
cellors (VCs) of each campus who are responsible for the overall operation of each
campus and have the ability to allocate resources to support new projects (such as
the implementation of ModeCo), 4) all employees of the four areas of the Univer-
sity initially involved, who would be those directly receiving the benefits of the
project and 5) the Directors of these four areas (DOAs) who would coordinate the
implementation in their own Directions.

From the very beginning, it was conceived by the Human Resources President and
the Human Resources Vice-President that the implementation would be a slow
process that needed to be incorporated into the rhythm of the operational continu-
ity of the University. To facilitate the implementation, they started to communicate
and sponsor the Competency-based-Model among all HR staff. Different strate-
gies were deployed by the HRP and the HRVP to gain the support of other relevant
actors. Project-related seminars were given via videoconferences by the HRP and
HRYVP across the different campuses to communicate the aims, benefits and activi-
ties of the project; a continuous effort to improve the ModeCo took place along the
PI; individual sessions were given in different campuses, where the HRP and the
HRVP presented the model to the Vice-Chancellors, the DOAs, and the HRDs of
each campus with the aim of persuading them to support the implementation; an
online space was created to support collaboration during the implementation; and
continuous support to all people involved in the PI was given by the HRVP.

Altogether these strategies positioned the PI in the Human Resources’ agenda of
the University.

20 Contaduria y Administracion 57 (3), julio-septiembre 2012: 9-39



A human resources project implementation.
An actor-network theory perspective

Despite the fact that ModeCo had been carefully developed and the PI was cau-
tiously planned, the need of reaccrediting studies at the University by an Interna-
tional Association speeded up the PI. The consequences of this situation ultimately
shaped the PI, resulting in some problems and causing enormous delays. In mid
2007, when the PI formally began, a taken-for-granted enrolment of different rel-
evant actors was assumed and thus affecting the rhythm of the implementation.
During this time, wide-ranging changes to the initial ModeCo occurred, causing
misunderstandings among implementers and delays at different stages. In addition
during 2008 the economic crash significantly affected the allocation of resources
to support the PI. To make it even more difficult, in mid 2009 the HRVP aban-
doned the University forcing the HRP to readjust responsibilities. To date, the
PI is partially implemented, now facing the departure of one of its most relevant
promoters.

An interpretation of the human resources project implementation informed
by ant

Before the project implementation

In ANT, and actor is always a network produced from or as an effect of heteroge-
neous relations between people and objects (Law, 1992). In our research the whole
Multi-campus University system is considered as an actor-network; which first is
composed of other actor-networks with aligned interests and second, maintains
relationships with other actor-networks such as other universities, the government,
controlling bodies for education (SACS), etc. (See Figure 1).

Within the boundaries of the University System actor-network, many interactions
take place among different actors. Every campus of the University (each acting as
a non-human actor but composed of human and non-human actors) represents an
actor-network which at the same time contains other human and non-human ac-
tors such as students, employees (e.g. Vice-chancellor, HRDs, administrative staff,
teaching staff), HR practices, teaching practices, etc, (See #1 in Figure 1). Other
actors which also exist within the boundaries of the University System are the Uni-
versity Vision; the Research Centres, the Operational Directions of the University
such as the Finance, Marketing, IT and Human Resources Directions which exist
at the Institutional level of the University, not in every campus (See #2 in Figure
1). For the purpose of our paper, we show the Human Resources Direction in a
separate actor-network in that we aim to show how this actor-network is formed
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by other actor-networks and how their interests are aligned (See #3 in Figure 1).
Being so, the Human Resources Direction can be seen as an actor-network formed
by a range of actors whose interests are aligned to those of the University System
(See #4 in Figure 1). Before the PI this actor-network is formed by the previous HR
President, the HR Steering Committee and the HRDs of each campus. Moreover,
as we aim to show in Figure 1, the HRDs simultaneously belong to two differ-
ent actor-networks. On the one hand, they have their responsibilities at their own
organizational homes where they expend their time, knowledge and resources to
perform the HR activities such as hiring, performance appraisal, training, compen-
sation, etc, in a daily basis; in this actor-network (each campus of the University)
formal lines of authority go from the VCs to the HRDs. On the other hand, the
HRDs also belong to the HR Direction which only exists at the institutional level,
but no formal line of authority guides the relationships between the HRP and the
HRDs; rather, only when a new HR project or a HR strategic initiative is aimed to
be implemented, communication and collaboration take place between these ac-
tors (See #5 in Figure 1). Finally, Figure 1 shows a conflict among two relevant
actors in our study: the current HR practices and a specific group of employees:
administrative staff (See #6 in Figure 1). The conflict is the fact that the current HR
Practices have been focusing on developing the skills and competencies of certain
employees (e.g. teaching staff) but neglecting others (e.g. administrative staff).
Other conflicts of different nature may exist between the actors that constitute the
University System Actor-Network, but are out of the scope of this paper.

Overall, Figure 1 aims to represent a simplified portrait of the University System
actor-network composed of different actor-networks whose interests are supposed
to be aligned (see the lines linking the actor-networks to each other) in a certain
way that the Vision of the University can be accomplished. (Additional lines can
be added between all the actors of each actor-network, showing the alignment of
interests. In this figure, these lines have been removed to reduce complexity).

Before the introduction of the PI and although there is a need to improve the HR
practices to avoid the under-development of certain groups of employees, the HR
Direction can be seen as a stable actor-network which is aligned to the main inter-
est of the University System Actor-Network. The stability of this network would
be threatened by four events (presented in the following section) which would
result in the transition and therefore the emergence of a new network. In the follo-
wing section these events are described.
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Antecedents of the project implementation

The initiation of the Human Resources PI can be traced back to four early events: 1)
the arrival of a new HR President, 2) a successful inscription resulting from the im-
plementation of a similar Model to ModeCo in five of the University’s High Schools,
3) the development of a new Vision of the University, and 4) the need for reaccredi-
tation by SACS to validate studies at the University. Altogether these events would
involve different processes of translations, inscriptions and enrolments.

The first event that led to the PI was the retirement of the Human Resources Presi-
dent at that time and the arrival of a new President (HRP). He would be the focal
actor leading the PI. To achieve this, the emergence and maintenance of a new
network would be required and would strongly depend on his ability to find and en-
rol allies to support it. Second, the previous success of a similar HR project in the
University can be interpreted as an inscription process in which the HRP inscribed
his interests in the development of a new model to manage Human Resources.

Once the model developed, it was used as an incentive and helped the HRP to
enrol powerful allies such as the Vice-Chancellors (VCs) of the University, who
found in this project an attractive opportunity to develop the competencies of their
employees in different areas of their campuses. The initial support of the VCs to
the PI would be influential enough to increase the network stability of the emerg-
ing network. Thirdly, also supporting the PI was another inscription process in
which the University redefined its Vision to protect their international recogni-
tion as a leading University. By developing the new Vision of the organization,
all areas of the University were challenged by the top management and requested
to reproblematize the current way of getting things done (e.g. teaching activities,
doing research, managing HR, using technology). The HR Direction was not the
exception and was also challenged about the way in which they were performing
the HR practices. Of special concern to the HR Direction was one of the strate-
gies defined in the new Vision that suggested the need to develop not only em-
ployees providing high-standard education and doing high-quality research, but
also to develop those involved in supporting (e.g. top management, administrative
staff, maintenance staff, etc) the core processes of the University (e.g. teaching,
researching and consultancy). A final antecedent leading to the PI was the need
for reaccreditation by SACS to validate studies at the University. This reaccredi-
tation requested different operational areas to meet some requirements in order
to make their operations transparent. One of those requirements was the need to
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demonstrate the use of job descriptions as a way to identify, develop, evaluate and
promote employees in these areas. Coincidentally, the first process taking place in
the PI was the development of these job descriptions and therefore different Direc-
tors saw in the project an opportunity to meet this requirement by developing their
own employees’ job descriptions. Altogether, these four events made possible the
feasibility of the implementation of ModeCo at an institutional level.

The emerging network

When the new HRP took his position, he found “[...] a low level of sophistication
of the HR practices in which most of the previous work in terms of training and de-
velopment had focused on the academic staff neglecting the development of other
employees in the community of the University [...]” (Interview HRP 1/140?) and
envisioned a new paradigm to manage HR. The decision to start the implementation
within the four areas previously mentioned, resulted from the neglecting attention
given to those areas in the past, and from their need to develop job descriptions as a
means for reaccreditation. Rather than aligning himself to the existing network and
the HR Practices of that time, the HRP envisioned a new way to manage HR and
started to reproblematize the way in which the HR practices were carried out. This
situation resulted in the emergence of a new actor-network aiming to introduce the
concept of competencies as a complementary way to identify, develop and manage
the HR’s competencies of certain groups of employees at the University.

The HRP would be the creator of the new network and one of its main representa-
tives. To fulfil his goal, immediately after his arrival, he enrolled a well-reputed
HR practitioner who had previously implemented similar projects in the Univer-
sity and became the new Human Resources Vice President (HRVP) of the Univer-
sity. Together, the HRP and the HRVP defined the Project Implementation to be
the Obligatory Passage Point (OPP) for the emerging network.

By passing through the OPP, all actors would achieve their own interests: 1) the
HRP and the HRVP would integrate all the HR practices based on the concept
of competencies (Interview HRP 1/32), 2) the organisational environment at the
University would be improved (Interview HRD1 1/161), 3) the HRDs would make

*The following format is used along the paper when a citation is taken from one of the interviewees: (Interview,
PARTICIPANT, # of the interview with this participant,/,line in the transcription where the citation is found.
Anonymity is kept at all times).
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the selection process of new candidates more clear’ (Interview HRD10 1/175), 4)
they would easily identify training needs for employees (Interview HRD1 1/153),
5) the performance appraisal process would be more transparent (Interview HRD2
1/356), 6) employees themselves would know if they have the required competen-
cies for their jobs (Interview HRD3 1/212) and therefore they would focused on
what they really need in terms of personal development and training (Interview
HRD4 1/308), 7) the new practices after implementing ModeCo would help the
HR staff to be more organised (Interview HRD1 1/156), 8) ModeCo would achieve
its goal of developing a high performing group of employees previously neglected,
9) the areas involved would meet the requirements to be reaccredited by SACS,
10) the HR staff and employees in general would learn and improve their skills and
competencies (Interview HRD7 1/363), and 11) the Heads of Departments would
be able to communicate their staff what is expected from them (Interview HRDS
1/77). But, on the other hand, in passing through the OPP, actors also would have
to deal with some tensions and conflicts associated with this process of translation.
HR staff would feel unsecure about how to lead the sessions to develop job de-
scriptions (Interview HRDS 1/278), they would feel the project requires more time
that the time they can expend in the project (Interview HRD2 1/233), the HRDs
would not be able to solve all their worries and uncertainties regarding the project
implementation (Interview HRD7 1/341), they would feel to be ignored by their
representatives when making important decision about the PI (Interview HRDS8
1/128), and employees would be under stress because they ignore the purpose of
new evaluations (Interview HRD7 1/275).

Identification of relevant actors

Once the OPP was defined, and the emergence of the new network started, the
focal actors acknowledged the importance to identify other relevant actors and
persuade them to align their interests to those of the ModeCo network, if they
wanted their initiative to succeed. Although the HRP and the HRVP assumed the
responsibility for identifying and enrolling other key actors; the need to speed up
the PI resulted in some omissions to enrol relevant actors and the implementation
started solely with the support of the Directors of the four areas initially involved.
Not fully enrolled were the HRDs, the HRVCs, the VCs, the employees of the ar-
eas concerned and other non-human actors such as ModeCo itself, which was suf-
fering its own transition process; still evolving. Furthermore, other actors such as
the current HR practices —posing their own interests, which not necessarily would
be aligned to those of the ModeCo network, would be later identified during the PI.
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The stability of the new network would depend on the ability of its focal members
to enrol and lock other actors into the right place and by strengthening the relation-
ships between them.

Mobilizing support for the implementation

To gain the support from other relevant actors, the HRP and the HRVP defined dif-
ferent strategies. They had to negotiate with them and translate their visions to cre-
ate interessement. While the project implementation started to take place only with
the support of the Directors of Areas, the HRP and the HRVP started to negotiate
the enrolment of other relevant actors. Far from a straightforward implementation,
the PI turned out to be complex, as a consequence of the continuous tensions pre-
sented during the interessement and enrolment processes.

One of the first strategies taken by the focal actors was to formalize a Human
Resources Steering Committee (referred as the ODC from now on) and to ar-
range monthly meetings to be attended by its members (The HRP, the HRVP. the
HRVCs —representing the HRDs of their geographical regions-, and some HRDs
of the largest campuses). During the first meeting, the HRP and the HRVP started
to communicate their interest to implement ModeCo at an institutional level and
after some time, the concept was inscribed into the everyday language of the ODC
members. Together, the creation of the ODC and the recognition of ModeCo as
the model to be implemented can be seen as an inscription process which helped
the ModeCo network to become more stable. From now on, this network would
be formed by the HRP, the HRVP, ModeCo itself, some HRDs and the HRVCs
of each geographical zone; altogether would be now responsible for the PI. At
this point a full enrolment of all HRDs was assumed but later on, this assumption
would be challenged and its consequences would threaten the network stability.
While the HRP and the HRVP were integrating the ODC, at the same time, they
were working independently with the Directors of the Areas initially involved to
implement ModeCo, without directly involving the HRDs of each campus. This
situation would threaten the emerging network, as one HRD explains:

There was a direct communication from the Human Resources Steering
Committee to the Direction of Marketing and Libraries, they had meetings in
which they started to work with job descriptions and suddenly we ‘found out’
that something was happening. Some employees came to us and asked about
competencies and we did not know what had been happening, we were not
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aware. At that time someone complained and they [the HRP and the HRVP]
apologized and recognized their mistake. They said: you are right, we made a
mistake by not involving Human Resources Directors [of each campus], and
indeed it is you [Human Resources Directors of each campus] who should lead
the project. Then, they enrolled us into the project (Interview HRDS8 1/125).

The failure of the HRP and the HRVP to enrol all HRDs to the ModeCo network
was an omission that made some HRDs feel betrayed:

At the beginning, it was a little bit confusing because we did not have all the
required information and this situation started to bother some people due to
the fact that we were not told about the project implementation. For example
they [members of ODC] have said to these four areas that Human Resources
of each campus would give support along all the process and we did not know
that compromise had been previously arranged... I remember that one campus
expressed its worries arguing that it was important to be aware that a compromise
had been previously made, not to show us up as a Human Resources area
(Interview HRD7 1/92).

As a consequence of this situation and with the aim to solve it, other strategies
were defined to enrol all HRDs and other relevant actors. Consequently the HRP
and the HRVP visited some campuses as a means to fully enrol HRDs and persua-
de VCs to allocate resources to support the PI. The HRVP explains:

I used to go to the campuses to meet Vice-chancellors and their heads of
departments to sell them the project, to explain them why it is important and to ask
them to allocate people, resources and time... [ used to do that promotion activity...
the first thing [I used to do] was to talk to the Vice-chancellors and their staff, if
they bought the idea, we continued, if they did not, we stopped. We did not go to
all campuses, not all campuses asked us to go (Interview HRVP 1/284).

Although the HRP and the HRVP visited some campuses to sell the idea to imple-
ment ModeCo and support HRDs during the initial phases, the ongoing modifi-
cations of ModeCo would also threaten the network stability. Furthermore, the
HRP acknowledged that efforts were still needed to persuade VCs to allocate more
resources to the PI:

28

Something that is missing is that we have not been working with the Vice-
chancellors [VCs] of each campus... I have not had any meeting about this topic
with them... so, one problem is that some Vice-chancellors have an idea about
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what we are doing, but for others it is not very clear what we are doing because
they have many demands due to their position as Vice-chancellors. Therefore
we have an opportunity area that we have to work with; they have to know about
this project. They have been informed of all the initiatives, they know, but still
something is missing...what is missing is to give them more information [about
the project] to make them realize about the benefits it brings (Interview HRP
1/262).

Another strategy to improve the coordination and deployment of the PI, virtual
meetings started to take place between the ODC members and the HRDs. Addi-
tionally a series of online seminars were developed and presented to all HR staff
responsible for the PI. For the first time (and after two year the PI started), ModeCo
was massively presented to all people responsible for the Implementation, includ-
ing the different stages and activities required to successfully implement ModeCo.
It would be available online for future access to all HR staff from the different
campuses of the university. Despite the efforts made by the ODC members to
fully introduce the ModeCo, in October 2008, the world crises disrupted the PI.
Top management’ decisions were made to reduce expenses in all the University
campuses and therefore the possibility for VCs to allocate more resources was
dismissed. In some extreme cases some campuses faced the need to fire some HR
staff and other employees. Finally, in July 2009, the HRVP left the University and
abandoned the Project. To date, the PI has only partially been implemented, now
facing the departure of one of its most relevant promoters.

As Figure 2 shows, the previous Human Resources Direction disappeared (evolved)
and instead there is an emerging network -the ModeCo actor-network- (See #1 in
Figure 2) which is aimed to be aligned to the interests of the Multi-Campus Uni-
versity System, declared in the New Vision (See #2 in Figure 2). This network is
mainly represented by the member of the ODC (e.g. the HRP and the HRVCs) and
ModeCo (See #1 in Figure 2); the HRVP does not belong anymore to the ModeCo
network (See #3 in Figure 2). In this new diagram —showing the Multi-Campus
University System after the PI- three actor-networks appeared to be in a transition
process (See #4.1, #4.2, and #4.3 in Figure 2). First, the ModeCo actor-network
which still along the PI was continuously evolving (defining new ways to create
job description, improving the evaluation tool to be used, creating new information
system to support the evaluation process, etc.) and thus causing sometimes delays
and misunderstanding along the implementation. Second, the ODC which was still
acquiring its membership (deciding which people would be part of the ODC).
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And third, the ModeCo actor-network; together, the retirement of the HRVP, the
continuous evolution of ModeCo and the recent creation of the ODC would shape
its transition. Furthermore, not all actors within the boundaries of this network
have their interests aligned. There is a conflict among ModeCo and the ModeCo
network (See #5 in Figure 2) caused by the transition process in which ModeCo is
found. An incomplete alignment of interests is also presented between the HRDs
and the ModeCo network (See #6 in Figure 2). This situation appeared during the
emergence of the ModeCo network, when the HRDs were attempted to be enrolled
by the HRP to the new network, creating a conflict (See #7 in Figure 2) expressed
in new demands of time and responsibilities for the HRDs, beyond those they al-
ready had in their own campuses as part of their day-to-day activities. And finally
another conflict occurred among the HRP and the HRDs, when the former failed
to enrol HRDs at the very beginning of the PI (See #8 in Figure 2). Moving from
the left ellipse (representing the ModeCo actor-network) to the right one (each
campus of the University) other changes occurred. Unlike the previous situation
before the PI (See Figure 1) in which a conflict between the HR Practices and the
Administrative Staff existed, in Figure 2 this conflict has been removed as a con-
sequence of the initiative taken by the HRP (and the ModeCo network) to develop
the competencies of employees previously neglected, instead the arrow among
these two actors shows an alignment of interests (See #9 in Figure 2). Finally, this
Figure also shows another conflict that took place during the PI; one created as a
consequence of the world crisis that forced the VCs of each campus to reduce the
allocation of resources to support the PI (See #10 in Figure 2).

Discussion

At the beginning of this paper two main objectives were proposed. In the pre-
vious section, ANT was used to inform the Implementation of a Human Re-
sources Project in a Multi-campus University System and thus allow us to
achieve the first goal of the paper. Additionally by describing the PI in terms
of ANT relevant aspects of the PI were described. In this section we focus our
attention on the aspects that emerged from the previous analysis; that is, to
shed some initial insights to understand the issues (positive and negative) that
shaped the rhythm of this implementation. We present a table in which a series
of overlapping events are categorized into four different groups (according to
the stage of the PI in which they occurred); this categorization is influenced by
the work of Sarker and Sidorova (2006) but goes beyond it, in that ours focuses
on both the strengths and weaknesses of the focal actors when implementing
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ModeCo, not only on the errors and omissions made, as Sarker and Sidorova
(2006) proposed.

Table 3

Issues that shaped the rhythm of the project implementation

Stage

Concept suggested by
ANT

Example based on the case study

During
Problematization

Strength

The emergence of a new
focal actor

Hiring of a new Human Resources
President (HRP) who brought with him the
idea of a new paradigm to manage Human
Resources at the University. This event
led to the creation of the ModeCo actor-
network

During
Problematization

Strength

Identification of other
relevant actors

When the new HRP arrived he immediately
detected an expert on HR and invited him
to participate in the Project Implementation.
This person would become the HRVP and
would lead the PI.

During
Problematization/
Interessement

Strength

Creation of inscriptions/
strategies to enrol new
actors

Once the HRP and the HRVP took their
responsibilities, they started to formalize
the creation of a Human Resources Steering
Committee which would be responsible for
the design and deployment of the PI in all
campuses of the University.

During
Problematization

Strength

Inscription process

The creation of a new Vision of the
University requiring the improvement of all
practices within the University motivated
and allowed the new HRP to promote

and highlight the need of a new Human
Resources Model to be followed.

During
Problematization/
Interessement

Strength

Strategies to enrol new
actors. Sponsoring the
emerging network

When the HRP and the HRVP defined the
Project Implementation to be the Obligatory
Passage Point (OPP) for the emerging
network, the general perception of other
relevant actors was positive. These other
actors realised that by passing through the
OPP, they would achieve their own interests
such as meeting the requirements demanded
for reaccreditation, identifying training
needs for their employees, developing their
employees” competencies, etc.

32
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t 1
Stage Concept suggested by Example based on the case study
ANT
Although the HRP and the HRVP identified
five relevant groups of actors, they failed to
fully recognize the importance of a number
. of human/nonhuman actors that had the
During . . . .
- Failure to recognize the potential to influence the outcome of the
Problematization/ .o . . [
Weakness significance of relevant implementation. Primarily importance
Interessement/ .
actors was given to human actors. ModeCo as a
Enrolment - .
nonhuman actor was not initially given the
importance it deserved as an influential
actor.
Once the HRP and the HRVP conceived
. . . L the idea of ModeCo, they created a series
During Creation of inscriptions/ . . .
. of project-related seminars to communicate
Interessement/ Strength strategies to enrol new
and sponsor the Competency-based-Model
Enrolment actors
among all HR staff.
By speeding up the Project Implementation,
. Taken-for-granted as a  consequence of the need for
During . reaccreditation, a taken-for-granted
enrolment of different .
Interessement/ Weakness enrolment of different relevant actors was
relevant actors .
Enrolment assumed by the HRP and the HRVP. This
situation would slow down the PL.
In 2007 when the PI started, ModeCo was
still evolving and thus in its own transition.
Durin These simultaneous transitions (those of
& L. ModeCo and the ModeCo actor-network)
Interessement/ Weakness Parallel transition L . s
resulted in wide-ranging changes to the initial
Enrolment . . .
model, and thus causing misunderstandings
and delays along the implementation.
Before ModeCo was fully developed, the
. need for reaccreditation by SACS to validate
During . . . .
Pressure from other actor  studies at the University forced the launching
Interessement/ Weakness . . .
networks of the PI. This resulted in a PI launching
Enrolment . L
before it was initially planned.
The HRP and the HRVP visited different
campuses where they introduced the
During Strategies (o enrol new model to the Vice-Chancellors, the DOAs,
Interessement/ Strength actorsg and the HRDs of each campus with the
Enrolment aim of persuading them to support the
implementation.
The creation of an online community to
During Strategies to enrol new prom(')te and support collaboration during
Interessement/ Strength the implementation among all people
actors . . .
Enrolment involved in the Implementation.
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Stage

Concept suggested by
ANT

Example based on the case study

During
Interessement/
Enrolment

Weakness

Betrayal

Some HRDs felt to be ignored by their
representatives (the HRP and the HRVP)
when making important decision about the
PI. Before the HRDs were invited to take
part in the project, the HRP and the HRVP
had been working with the Directors of
Areas initially involved without previous
notification to the HRDs.

During
Interessement/
Enrolment

Weakness

Taken-for-granted
enrolment of different
relevant actors

Some employees of the University were
under stress because they were not aware of
the purpose of some evaluations they had to
take part in when the PI started. Just after
some time they were informed about the
aims of these evaluations.

During
Enrolment/ Post-
enrolment

Weakness

External event to the
actor-network under
study

During 2008 the economic crash significantly
affected the allocation of resources to
support the PI. In some extreme cases some
HR staff had to be fired as a means for
saving resources.

During Post-
enrolment

Weakness

Process of betrayal

In mid 2009 the HRVP abandoned the
University forcing the HRP to readjust
responsibilities. Before his departure
he was the main actor in charge of the
Implementation.

Along all
the Project
Implementation

Weakness

Development of multiple
memberships in different
actor networks

‘Whenthe HRDs were attempted to be enrolled
into the PI, which promotes organizational
change, they were already involved in the
HR Practices that had to perform as part
of their day-to-day responsibilities in their
own organizational homes (activities such
as recruitment, training and development,
personnel administration, compensation, and
labour relations). These HR Practices help to
maintain the organizational continuity of the
campuses. As a consequence of this situation
they developed multiple memberships and
began to face multiple demands coming from
both their own campuses and the emerging
Actor-Network; finally this situation would
result in a partial enrolment of the HRDs
into the ModeCo network.

34
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Conclusions

We have observed that the Pl is a process whereby a core group of actors shapes the
formation of an actor-network and attempted to persuade other actors to align their
interests to the requirements of an emerging network. As shown in Table 3 in the
discussion section, a series of events that occurred along the different stages of the
PI shaped this process, some of them weakening and others strengthening the sta-
bility of the emerging network. Those that negatively affected the implementation
are: 1) failure to recognize the significance of relevant actors, 2) taken-for-granted
enrolment of different relevant actors, 3) parallel transition, 4) pressure from other
actor networks, 5) processes of betrayal, 6) external events to the emerging actor-
network, and 7) development of multiple memberships by some relevant actors in
different actor-networks with conflicting demands. Other events/elements such as
1) the emergence of a new focal actor, 2) the identification of other relevant actors
by the focal actor, 3) the creation of inscriptions to protect some interests, 4) new
inscription processes, 5) the development of different strategies to enrol new actors
and 6) the sponsorship of the emerging network by the focal actors increased the
network stability and thus supported the PI.

Furthermore, using an ANT approach to analyze a project implementation pro-
vides a better understanding of the complexities associated with this process. The
following statements are a number of situations that capture how ANT was useful
in our study: 1) to identify all relevant actors, including those with a non-human
nature such as the HR Competency-Based Model (ModeCo) and the current Hu-
man Resource Work Practices in which HR staff are involved; 2) to explain a net-
work formation as a process to persuade others to realign their interests to those of
the emerging network; 3) to understand how the relevance of actors varies across
the different processes of translation and be able to focus our attention in actors
located at different level of the organisation; 4) to identify and explain how the
actors involved took different strategies to align the interests of new actors into
their own network; 5) to explain how artefacts are created through processes of
inscription in order to protect certain interests; 6) to explain processes of betrayal
in which actors do not abide to previous agreements made with their representa-
tives; 7) to explain sources of conflict between actors that result in either process of
betrayal or process of interests’ alignment; 8) to explain how human actors confer
power to non-human actors; and 9) to explain how different networks of aligned
interests compete for the enrolment of actors.
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