


 

feasibility study on the development of the tool and the 
participation of municipalities.  

o Strength of the tie: the tie between the CEO of CF1 and the 
manager of executive agency 7 was very strong (3,5); they 
knew each other for a long time, participated together in 
several projects and had private contact. The ties between the 
employees of CF1 and the employees of executive agency 7 
were non existent.  

o Trust: the level of trust between the manager of executive 
agency 7 and the CEO of CF1 was high to very high (3,5). 
They were fully convinced of the reliability and 
professionalism of the other. Trust between the employees of 
CF1 and executive agency 7 existed because of the trust 
between the CEO of CF1 and the manager of the executive 
agency 7; trust was transferred. Trust in the employees and 
CEO of CF1 was also transferred from the manager of 
executive agency 7 to the members of the coalition group.   

o Interests: the CEO of CF1 and the manager of executive 
agency 7 had matching interest: developing and building a 
tool with a certain degree of security that was widely 
adopted.  

o Homogeneity/heterogeneity: medium homogeneity. All 
participants were working in the domain of ‘government and 
ICT’, however, the specific expertise, occupation and 
organizational background of the participants differed. 

o Informal/formal: informal/formal; some informal 
agreements, however also official contracts, written plans 
and structural meetings.  

o Resources: most important resources were funding and 
knowledge. Funding was gained through the ties with the 
coalition group, knowledge and expertise of CF1 consultants 
was hired. 

o Relevance of ties and trust: trust in expertise and 
professionalism of involved consultants was needed to assign 
them to develop the tool. 

 

 

5.4 Development and Pilot Phase 
Employees of CF1 used their networks to involve front-runner 
municipalities in the definition of technical specifications and 

piloting of the tool. The manager of executive agency 2 
accidentally got in contact with an ICT expert of a consultancy 
firm (CF2) that could build the tool.  

o Strength of the tie: the average strength of the tie between the 
employees of CF1 and the employees of the front-runner 
municipalities was medium to high (2,6); they knew each 
other from former assignments and cooperation. With some 
of the employees of front-runner municipalities the 
employees of CF1 had strong ties. The tie between the 
executive agencies and CF2 was non existent at the moment 
of the feasibility study; the tie was formed at the beginning of 
the development phase of the tool. 

o Trust: the average trust between the employees of CF1 and 
the front-runner municipalities was medium to high (2,8). 
The front-runner municipalities had positive experiences as 
regards the reliability and professionalism of CF1. Trust in 
CF2 emerged during the tender procedure in which their 
presentation and appearance - according to the managers of 
the executive agencies - was very professional.   

o Interests: the participants primarily had shared interest: 
building a tool with a certain degree of security that was 
widely adopted. The consultants of CF1 and CF2 had 
commercial interests that did not conflict because their 
expertise was complementary.  

o Homogeneity/heterogeneity: medium homogeneity. All 
participants were working in the domain of ‘government and 
ICT’, however, the specific expertise, occupation and 
organizational background of the participants differed. 

o Informal/formal: informal/formal; some informal 
agreements, however also official contracts, written plans 
and structural meetings.  

 

 

o Resources: most important resources were funding, 
knowledge and participants. Funding was gained through the 
ties with the coalition group, knowledge was hired and CF1 
used existing ties to involve municipalities. 

o Relevance of ties and trust: the existing ties between the 
employees of CF1 and the employees of the municipalities 
stimulated the involvement of the municipalities. Trust of 
employees of the municipalities in the professionalism of the 

Figure 4. Involved actors development and pilot phase. 

Figure 3. Involved actors feasibility study phase. 
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consultants of CF1 and CF2 was needed to join in. Trust of 
the managers of the executive agencies in the professionalism 
of the consultants of CF1 and CF2 was needed to assign 
them to develop the tool.  

5.5 Diffusion Phase 
The tool was – after some fierce resistance – eventually adopted 
by a manager of the Ministry (M1) who was responsible for the 
(similar) tool that already had been developed by M1. He had no 
other choice; the tool of the executive agencies had - in adoption 
rates - by far bypassed the tool of M1. Because the executive 
agencies neither wanted to be responsible for the management nor 
the further spreading of the tool, these tasks were assigned to M1 
who delegated the tasks to an executive agency of M1 (Mea). Mea 
formalized and institutionalized the initiative.  

o Strength of the tie: the average strength of the tie between the 
managers of the executive agencies and employees of M1 
was medium to high (2,3). The majority of managers and 
employees knew each other for a long time and frequently 
met in committees, work or steering groups. The ties between 
the employees of Mea and the employees municipalities were 
non existent (80%) or weak (18%).  

o Trust: the average level of trust between the managers of the 
executive agencies and the employees of M1 was low (1,3). 
Most managers of the executive agencies did not trust the 
employees of M1 because of hidden agendas, frequently 
changing opinions and thus unpredictability. The distrust 
caused a deliberate exclusion of M1 in earlier phases of the 
development of the tool by the managers of the executive 
agencies.  
According to the vast majority of municipalities trust in the 
employees of Mea was not relevant (87%). For 20% of the 
municipalities trust in the application was one of the factors 
to adopt the tool. 

o Interests: Despite the distrust between the managers of the 
executive agencies and the employees of M1, M1 took over 
the management of the tool. It was in the interest of M1 to 
take control of the tool and it was in the interest of the 
managers of the executive agencies to pass on the 
management tasks as these tasks did not fit their primary 
tasks.   

o Homogeneity/heterogeneity: medium homogeneity. All 
participants were working in the domain of ‘government and 
ICT’, however, the specific expertise, occupation and 
organizational background of the participants differed. 

o Informal/formal: formal; establishment of a unit within Mea, 
drawing up of official contracts, written plans, structural 
meetings, formulating and enacting of legislation and formal 
arrangements of accountability.  

o Resources: the most important resource for Mea was and is 
access to policy agendas and decision power of 
municipalities, most important resource for municipalities 
was and is access to knowledge and expertise. 

o Relevance of ties and trust: matching interests 
counterbalanced the distrust between the managers of the 
executive agencies and the employees of M1. According to 
the municipalities neither existing ties with, nor trust in the 
employees of Mea or peer organizations was relevant for the 
adoption of the tool. Merely 4% responded that the fact that 
they personally knew someone at Mea stimulated the 

adoption of the tool and only 9% of the respondents 
indicated that the adoption was positively influenced by a tie 
with a peer organization. Most important motivations for 
municipalities to adopt the tool were: appropriateness of the 
tool (63%), urgent need for the tool (45%) and 
accomplishing of ICT goals (20%).  

 

 
 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 
This paragraph gives the main conclusions that can be drawn as 
regards the extent to which the hypotheses – as identified in 
paragraph 3 of this article - can be endorsed and the new or 
refined hypotheses that derive from the present case study.  

6.1 Occurrence of Innovation 
The case study shows that social capital may particularly be 
important in the early stage of the adoption process; the phase 
that is almost by definition the most crucial in adoption processes 
as in this stage the potential success or failure is decided. Social 
capital was in the present case study deliberately used to form 
coalitions and to gain a critical mass of organizations that adopted 
the ICT as the standard. While other resources - such as funding 
and knowledge - were available, the success of the initiative was 
heavily dependent on the joining in of a significant number of 
executive agencies and municipalities. Once a critical mass had 
been reached, social capital became less important. Moreover, the 
outcome of the survey among the 112 municipalities that adopted 
the tool indicates that existing inter-organizational ties – be it with 
peer organizations, executive agencies or the ministry – in the vast 
majority of cases did not affect the adoption process. The 
predominant motivations for municipalities to adopt the tool were 
combinations of the appropriateness of the tool, the urgent need 
for the tool and the accomplishing of ICT goals 

Figure 5. Involved actors diffusion phase. 
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6.2 Phase specific 
The relevance and manifestation of social capital differed per 
phase of the adoption process within the present case study. As 
described above, the relevance of the access to agendas, strategies 
and decisions of peer organization declined as the tool was further 
developed and the number of adopters grew. Obviously, in the 
present case the ‘scarce resource’ was adopters; in other cases 
funding or knowledge may be scarce. Nevertheless, adoption of a 
shared tool always needs a critical number of adopters – a tipping 
point at which the shared tool is commonly accepted as the 
standard. Hence, till this point of critical mass has been reached, 
access to agendas, strategies and decisions of potential adopters 
remains an important factor that determines the adoption process.  

6.3 Group closure 
Both the coalition group and the group that developed the tool 
were open to newcomers, new ideas and feedback as long as the 
new members or insights did not obstruct the process towards a 
shared standard. Group closure, in the sense of structural 
exclusion of members with a different background or deviant 
ideas did not take place and thus we can not draw conclusions as 
regards the mechanisms and effects of group closure on adoption 
processes. Yet, we have to note that one actor that wanted to 
participate – the Ministry (M1) – was deliberately excluded from 
involvement. The reason of this exclusion was the distrust 
between the initiators of the development of the tool and the 
employees of the Ministry. The initiators feared hidden agendas, 
unconstructive attitudes and hence a frustration of the process. 

6.4 Strength of weak ties 
Our findings do not fully subscribe to the hypothesis of 
Granovetter which emphasizes the strength of weak ties in the 
diffusion phase of an innovation. The majority of the respondents 
did not have ties at all with the executive agencies or Mea at the 
moment they got acquainted with the tool. 57% heard about the 
tool during a conference, 49% via the Internet and merely 18% 
through existing weak ties. However, weak ties emerged when 
they got in contact with Mea and were in some instances used to 
acquire more information about the tool. Besides, one could also 
argue that the weak ties were stronger than the strong ties as in 
almost no instances external strong ties with employees of 
executive agencies, Mea or peer organizations influenced - 
according to the municipalities - the adoption process. 

6.5 Contagion by cohesion and equivalence 
The phase of the early adoption reveals mechanisms of contagion 
by cohesion as well as contagion by equivalence. The fact that the 
ties were medium to strong and the equivalence was high (people 
involved in the early stages were all managers or CEOs of 
executive agencies responsible for the ICT strategy) influenced 
the adoption process. The fact that participants shared a ‘mental 
framework’ – their interest in ICT – and similar responsibilities 
influenced - according to the interviewees - the adoption in a 
positive way. In this phase a mutual influencing of the normative 
understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of the tool 
took place.  

6.6 Broker’s role  
The broker’s role of the CEO of CF1 had a significant impact on 
the number of adopters as he formed the link between the sector 
of the executive agencies and the municipalities. He had a 
strategic position between the two separate networks and bridged 
between the networks. Through the ties of the CEO knowledge 
exchange took place, mutual influencing of opinions occurred and 
opinions were harmonized. Not only the position of the CEO of 
CF1 was strategic; the positions of the managers of the executive 
agencies were at the top of the organizational hierarchies and 
therefore they had access to financial resources and the decision 
power of the CEOs. Particularly the access to the agendas of the 
CEOs was crucial. Once the CEOs supported the ideas, the 
initiators had gathered enough power to carry out their plans 
without being hampered by the Ministry.  

6.7 Type of resources needed 
The crucial resource needed through ties in this particular case 
was ‘potential supporters and adopters of the ICT’. The initiators 
of the innovation had enough financial capital to hire experts (and 
thus skills and knowledge) to develop the tool, but their project 
would not have succeeded if they would not have gained a critical 
mass of supporters and adopters. Besides the initiators needed 
access to strategic partners; organizations that were large and 
powerful enough to overrule the Ministry.  

Only 13% of the employees of municipalities used external ties – 
with employees of peer organizations or Mea – to acquire 
knowledge about the tool. The larger majority of the employees of 
municipalities acquired knowledge by attending conferences or 
visiting the website of Mea. Obviously, if Mea would not have 
organized congresses or provided the target group with extensive 
information on their website, municipalities could have start using 
existing external ties to gain knowledge.  

6.8 Trust 
The level of interpersonal trust was particularly important in the 
early adoption phase of the idea and the tool. Opportunistic 
behavior, opaqueness and/or unpredictability would have impeded 
the precarious process of bridging conflicting interests, coalition 
formation and the taking of risks in a highly politicized 
environment. However, the case also shows that shared interests 
can counterbalance distrust. Despite the distrust between the 
executive agencies and the Ministry they came to the agreement 
that the Ministry would take over the management of the tool. 
Yet, more intensive collaboration than the take-over did not take 
place. The importance of interpersonal trust declined as the 
process formalized and the tool was further developed. The locus 
of trust shifted from person to organization and tool. Whereas in 
the early stages trust in persons was important, in later stages trust 
in organizations and trust in the tool became important. 
Institutionalization and formalization in the sense of clear rules, 
responsibilities, univocal contracts, accountability structures and 
evidence based advantages and disadvantages of the tool, made 
that personal trust became a less important determinant. 

7. THE DARK SIDE OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 
The case study shows that a network of personal relationships can 
be a powerful personal asset that gives access to all kind of 
resources and can enhance the adoption process of an idea and/or 
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innovation. However, – as also referred to in the paragraph on 
mechanisms of social capital – personal relationships can be 
employed for the good and for the ill. There are also many 
examples of interpersonal relationships being used to obstruct 
innovation processes5. Or worse: examples of personal ties of 
government practitioners being used for illegal activities such as 
the committing fraud or corruption. Social capital therefore 
necessarily is a neutral concept – like financial or cognitive capital 
– of which the positive or negative effect is determined by fit 
between the values and morality within the social capital network 
and values generally accepted within the society. Transparency of 
existing networks of personal relationships may stimulate an ethic 
and proper use of social capital.  

8. RECOMMENDATIONS  
Our research shows that adoption processes are far from technical 
exercises. So-called soft factors such as values, interpersonal trust 
and relationships play an important – and often implicit - role in 
the decision making of actors to adopt an ICT innovation or not. 
The implicitness of these factors makes that they are difficult to 
perceive, measure and manage. While the technical specifications 
of the ICT artifact that should be adopted, the organization 
processes into which the ICT artifact should be incorporated and 
the implementations phases seem rather clear-cut, the normative 
understanding and valuing of an artifact, the informal social 
structures that influence the understanding and irrational 
considerations of actors remain to many managers and policy 
makers a black box. ICT innovation initiatives taken by 
government practitioners could be more successful if managers 
and policy makers would pay more attention to the soft factors of 
innovation. From the onset of the ICT innovation, initiators 
should take the cultural values of involved actors, the social 
structures within the group or network, the resources available, 
the weak and strong ties and the levels of trust between involved 
actors into consideration. 

As we have set out in paragraph 2 on the mechanisms of social 
capital that derive from literature, the social capital and 
innovation research domain is rather immature. More research on 
this underexposed domain is needed as well as a more consistent 
theoretical approach. The network analysis technique applied in 
this research can be used as a basis for the further development of 
methodological instruments to measure and visualize social 
capital in networks.  
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