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ABSTRACT

International e-Customs is going through a standardization process. Driven by the need to increase
control in the trade process to address security challenges stemming from threats of terrorists, diseases,
and counterfeit products, and to lower the administrative burdens on traders to stay competitive, national
customs and regional economic organizations are seeking to establish a standardized solution for digital
reporting of customs data. However, standardization has proven hard to achieve in the socio-technical
e-Customs solution. In this chapter, the authors identify and describe what has to be harmonized in order
for a global company to perceive e-Customs as standardized. In doing so, they contribute an explanation
of the challenges associated with using a standardization mechanism for harmonizing socio-technical

information systems.

1. INTRODUCTION

The line of trucks waiting to cross the Finish-
Russian border is sometimes up to 20 kilometres
long. The connection is not obvious at a first
glance, butthis is actually partly a standardization
problem. In this paper we give the foundation to
explain how lack of working standards is related
to the 20 kilometres queue.

Inanincreasingly globalized and interconnect-
ed world organization of processes across national
and organizational borders becomes increasingly
important. The subject of how organizations or-
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ganize processes between organizations is largely
unexplored ground, and one of the most topical
subject to organizational researchers (Ahrne et al.
2007; Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000; Brunsson et
al. 2012). In the globalized world organizational
processes span across national borders and the
traditional domains of behaviour regulating bod-
ies (Elenurm 2007; Lorentz 2008; Ahrne 2011).

In settings where hierarchical structures are
not available for enforcing behaviour, standards
is a frequently attempted managerial technique
to regulate activities and to achieve harmoniza-
tion in behaviour (Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000,
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Brunsson et al. 2012). Several organizations,
including the UN, the World Customs Organiza-
tion (WCO) and the European Commission (EC),
are currently engaged in activities to standardize
digital information flows in relation to customs
processes. As the world steadily is becoming more
globalized, companies are active in several parts
of the world, which leads to a steady increase
of both regional and inter-regional trade. The
administrative burden for global companies has
become a painful cost item on the balance sheet.

At the same time as international trade in-
creases there is also an increasing need for more
extensive customs controls due to diseases such as
bird flu, and mad cow-disease as well as increased
threat from terrorists and increasing tax-fraud.
The move towards what is called e-Customs (here
defined as “digital transfer of information needed
for customs processes”) is supposed to solve the
seemingly impossible equation of increasing
security, traceability and control of export and
import while simultaneously decreasing the ad-
ministrative burden for companies and customs
authorities.

To leverage the benefits of digitalization of
customs processes, the task of standardizing e-
Customs through focusing on customs-related
information systems (IS) has turned out to be a
critical challenge (Rukanova et al., 2010, Klein
et al. 2012). Organizations such as the United
Nations (UN), European Union (EU), Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and
other regional economic organizations are all
active players in the process of standardizing all
the world’s e-Customs initiatives (Klievink &
Lucassen 2013).

However, standardizing e-Customs is espe-
cially complex since it means standardization
of IS that contains both social (organizational
processes and practices) and technical (hardware
and software in the computerized network) com-
ponents (Hanseth and Braa 2001, Hanseth 2014).
The technical sides of such systems cannot be
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approached ignoring the social use situation, and
vice versa the use and functionality cannot be ap-
proach without recognizing technical limitations
and boundaries (Kolltveitetal. 2007, Henfridsson
& Bygstad 2013). The limited research that exists
on standards tend to address either only social
(e.g., Brunsson and Jacobsson 2000; Schwartz
and Tilling 2009) or technical (e.g., Sherif 2007)
application areas.

Despite much effort putinto the standardization
activity, there are signs that this standardization
this far has only partly been successful inits attempt
to harmonize behaviour and lower total costs. Or,
as described by Henningsson and Zinner Henrik-
sen (2011, p. 368) some of the traders are longing
for the ‘‘good old paper-days’’. Taking departure
in this dilemma, the objective of the paper is to
identify and describe what has to be harmonized
in order to that a global company should perceive
e-Customs as standardized. This entails the iden-
tification of sources why e-Customs solutions,
seen as IS, can deviate from each other. Given the
limited collective understanding of management
through socio-technical standards (Lyytinen and
King 2006), a fundamental view of what is to be
standardized is a prerequisite for further studies
on the political and social processes forming parts
of the socio-technical standard.

In the next section we will present previous
literature on standardization in international trade,
and develop a conceptualization of IS standards
implementation deviation, necessary to understand
how use of socio-technical standards may deviate
from the intentional use. Thereafter we present
the case of standardization of the European e-
Customs. Based on existing literature and our
empirical investigations, we suggest a taxonomy
for sources of divergence in e-Customs imple-
mentation. Given the taxonomy we discuss and
make tentative suggestions on how these problems
can be met. Finally we provide conclusions for
practice and academia.
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