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Summary 
 
Due to many gains of a digital transformation, companies in several industries are 
placing this particular organizational change at the top of their strategic agendas 
(Singh and Hess, 2017; Hess, Matt, Benlian and Wiesböck, 2016). However, while 
there are many strategies available for implementing new digital technologies, the 
organizational change process towards digital transformation continues to be 
notoriously difficult to manage (Zinder, 2016; Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron and 
Buckley, 2015; Hess, Matt, Benlian and Wiesböck, 2016). Consequently, digital 
transformation has emerged as an important phenomenon within the fields of 
information systems research (e.g. Bharadwaj, Sawy, Pavlou, and Venkatraman, 2013; 
Vial, 2019; Wessel, Baiyere, Ologenau-Taddi, Cha and Blegind-Jensen, 2020; Hess, 
Matt, Benlian and Wiesböck, 2016) and management studies (e.g. Solberg, Traavik 
and Wong, 2020; Gfrerer, Hutter, Füller and Ströhle, 2021; Cennamo, Dagnino, Di 
Minin and Lanzolla, 2020; Hanelt, Bohnsack, Marz and Marante, 2021; Kane Palmer, 
Phillips, Kiron and Buckley, 2015), and is of great interest to practitioners (Fitzgerald, 
Kruschwitz, Bonnet, and Welch, 2014; Westerman, 2011). 
 
When exploring digital transformation and associated challenges, scholars are 
increasingly turning towards a focus on humans, highlighting that not only technology 
itself (Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron and Buckley, 2015), but also legitimation (Øvrelid 
and Bygstad, 2019), culture (Solberg and Wong, 2020), and leadership (Gfrerer, 
Hutter, Füller and Ströhle, 2021) are important enablers in a successful digital 
transformation. The dissertation at hand investigates these enablers with a focus on 
management practices, as a comprehensive literature review on digital transformation 
recommends gaining a better understanding of the management practices during the 
digital transformation process, because this would inform both research and 
practitioners on the topic (Vial 2019). While strategic change literature has often 
examined the role of the top management in strategic changes more broadly (e.g. 
Carpenter, Geletkanycz and Sanders, 2004) the existing literature on digital 
transformation has provided little insight into executives' roles in this particular type 
of organizational change (Singh, Klarner, and Hess, 2020, p. 9). To contribute to this 
research gap, the dissertation’s research question is framed as follows:  

How do a digital transformation emerge from responsive processes and 
how can a (top) management’s leadership practices enable such a process 
of digital transformation? 
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The dissertation at hand builds on almost two and a half years of ethnographic field 
research (see Spradley, 2016) in an organization during an organizational change 
process towards digital transformation, which allowed for analysis of the (top) 
management’s practices and how they were reflected in the process  of digital 
transformation.  
 
The dissertation contributes to the literature on digital transformation (Hanelt, 
Bohnsack, Marz and Marante, 2021; Vial 2019; Wessel, Baiyere, Ologenau-Taddi, Cha 
and Blegind-Jensen, 2020; Hess, Matt, Benlian and Wiesböck, 2016; Gfrerer, Hutter, 
Füller and Ströhle, 2021; Solberg, Traavik and Wong, 2021) on a practical note by 
providing insights into how certain (top) management practices (both) challenge and 
enable the change process towards digital transformation and on a more abstract level 
by reconceptualizing digital transformation in terms of Stacey’s (2011) ‘responsive 
process thinking’, which provides an alternative to more strategic approaches to digital 
transformation. This responsive process way of thinking about digital transformation 
led to the understanding, that ‘managing digital transformation is a radical social 
process of acting as reflexive participants negotiating support for digitally 
transforming work practices and culture in a way that is meaningful to employees’. 
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Dansk resumé 
 
Der følger mange fordele med en digital transformation, hvorfor netop den type af 
organisatorisk forandring øverst på de strategiske agendaer i mange organisationer på 
tværs af brancher (Singh, Klarner og Hess, 2020; Hess, Matt, Benlian og Wiesböck, 
2016). Til trods for flere opskrifter på, hvordan man bedst leder en digital 
transformation, forbliver det dog for de fleste organisationer en meget stor udfordring 
(Zinder, 2016; Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron og Buckley, 2015; Hess, Matt, Benlian og 
Wiesböck, 2016). Digital transformation er derfor blevet et væsentligt emne at 
beskæftige sig med inden for forskning i informationssystemer (e.g. Bharadwaj, Sawy, 
Pavlou og Venkatraman, 2013; Vial, 2019; Wessel, Baiyere, Ologenau-Taddi, Cha og 
Blegind-Jensen, 2020; Hess, Matt, Benlian og Wiesböck, 2016) og ledelse (e.g. 
Solberg, Traavik og Wong, 2020; Gfrerer, Hutter, Füller og Ströhle, 2021; Cennamo, 
Dagnino, Di Minin og Lanzolla, 2020; Hanelt, Bohnsack, Marz og Marante, 2021; 
Kane Palmer, Phillips, Kiron og Buckley, 2015). Også mange praktikere er 
interesserede i at lære mere om, hvordan man gennemfører en digital transformation 
sikkert (Fitzgerald, Kruschwitz, Bonnet og Welch, 2014; Westerman, 2011).  
 
Flere forskere beskæftiger sig i stigende grad med mennesker  og interaktion, når de 
undersøger digital transformation samt muligheder og udfordringer forbundet 
hermed. Det sker med argumentet, at sådanne muligheder og udfordringer ikke opstår 
alene på grund af teknologien (Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron og Buckley, 2015), men 
at det derimod er vigtigt at forholde sig til legitimering (Øvrelid og Bygstad, 2019), 
kultur (Solberg og Wong, 2020) og ledelse (Gfrerer, Hutter, Füller og Ströhle, 2021) i 
forbindelse med digital transformation af en organisation.  
 
Denne afhandlinger undersøger hvordan legitimering, kultur og ledelse influerer den 
digitale transformation ved at fokusere på ledelsespraksisser, fordi et omfattende 
litteraturstudie af digital transformation peger på, at der er behov for en indsigt i netop 
ledelsespraksisser i digital transformation (Vial, 2019). Inden for forskningsfeltet, 
strategisk ledelse, beskæftiger man sig med topledelsen i forbindelse med 
organisationsforandringer (f.eks. Carpenter, Geletkanycz og Sanders, 2004), men det 
samme har ikke i ret høj grad gjort sig gældende i forhold til digital transformation 
(Singh, Klarner, and Hess, 2020, p. 9). Derfor er fokus i denne afhandling på både 
topledelsens og mellemledelsens praksisser i relation til kultur, legitimering og ledelse 
i og af den digitale transformation. På den baggrund er afhandlingens 
forskningsspørgsmålet formuleret således:  
 
Hvordan emergerer digital transformation fra responsive processer, og 
hvordan muliggør en (top)ledelses praksisser en digital transformation? 
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Afhandlingen bygger på næsten to og et halvt års etnografisk feltarbejde (se evt. 
Spradley 2016) i en organisation i en forandringsproces hen imod digital 
transformation og bidrager til forskning i ledelse af digital transformation (Hanelt, 
Bohnsack, Marz og Marante, 2021; Vial 2019; Wessel, Baiyere, Ologenau-Taddi, Cha 
og Blegind-Jensen, 2020; Hess, Matt, Benlian og Wiesböck, 2016; Gfrerer, Hutter, 
Füller og Ströhle, 2021; Solberg, Traavik og Wong, 2021). Det gør afhandlingen dels 
ved at tilføre en indsigt i ledelsespraksisser i digital transformation – herunder 
hvordan de både udfordrer og medvirker til forandringsprocessen – og dels ved at 
rekonceptualisere digital transformation med afsæt i Staceys (2011) ’responsive 
proces-perspektiv’ og dermed foreslå et alternativ til de mere strategiske tilgange til at 
analysere og lede en digital transformation.  
 
På den baggrund foreslåes det i afhandlingen, at: Ledelse af digital transformation er 
en radikal social process, hvor lederne er refleksive deltagere, der forhandler 
opbakning til de digitale forandringer af arbejdsprakisser og kulturen på en måde, der 
er meningsfuld for medarbejderne.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 
 

While some organizations are benefitting from digital transformation, many struggle with 
managing the complex process of digitally transforming an organization. Following 
recommendations from the literature on digital transformation, this dissertation focuses on 
(top) managers’ leadership practices with the aim of exploring how they can enable such a 
process. The purpose is to contribute with insights on the notoriously difficult management 
tasks, thus allowing for reflections on and improvement of managing processes of digital 
transformations. This introductory chapter motivates the research by first reviewing the 
literature on digital transformation and then positioning the dissertation in the stream of 
literature within strategic management concerned with complex responsive processes. Based 
on the review and theoretical positioning, the dissertation’s overall research question is 
formulated. Finally, the dissertation’s chapters are briefly outlined and the introductory 
chapter ends with a conceptual visualization of the dissertation. 
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1.1. Motivation and aim 
Our societies are facing radical changes due to digital transformation (Agarwal et al., 2010; 
Majchrzak et al., 2016; Ebert et al., 2016), which is often – in some variation – described as 
the implementation and use of new digital technologies to enable major business 
improvements (Westerman et al., 2014; Haffke et al., 2016; Hess et al., 2016; Horlacher et al., 
2016; Singh and Hess, 2017; Andriole, 2017; Chanias, 2017; and Hartl and Hess, 2017). Often, 
artificial intelligence, machine learning, big data analytics, cloud computing, the Internet of 
Things, and social media are highlighted as the main technological enablers in such processes 
(Tekic and Koroteev, 2019).   

Recently, Hanelt, Bohnsack, Marz and Marante (2021, p. 2) have defined digital 
transformation as an “organizational change that is triggered and shaped by the widespread 
diffusion of digital technologies”. Similar to Hanelt et al.’s definition, Cennamo, Dagnino, 
Minin and Lanzolla write about digital transformation, that the diffusion of digital 
technologies, such as online platforms, software applications (apps), artificial intelligence and 
robotics, has enabled a notable transformation in organizational boundaries, processes, 
structures, roles, and interactions (2020, p. 5). They further highlight that organizations use 
digital transformation differently, as such  processes can be used to (i) improve an 
organization by making the internal organizing processes and innovation more effective, (ii) 
improve the organization by strengthening the interaction with external stakeholders, and 
(iii) help remodel entire industries by changing the rules as were the cases of for instance 
Airbnb, Uber, and Amazon (Cennamo et al., 2020, p. 5). Congruently, Wessel, Baiyere, 
Ologenau-Taddi, Cha and Blegind-Jensen (2021, p. 102) have developed an empirically 
grounded conceptualization, arguing that “digital transformation activities leverage digital 
technology in (re)defining an organization’s value proposition”. This means that the concept 
of digital transformation differs from that of digitalization in the sense that in digital 
transformation, the digital technologies imply radical changes to the core of the organization 
which create new ways of working, interacting, and strategizing and demand new leadership 
skills as well as new ways of thinking about leadership (Kræmmergaard, 2019, p. 21). The aim 
of this dissertation is to contribute to the latter, i.e. to a new way of thinking about leadership 
in relation to a process of digital transformation. This will be elaborated in the next section 
(1.2.).  

Almost every industry domain is working on digital transformation initiatives to benefit from 
the aforementioned digital technologies (Reis et al., 2018). A part of the literature on digital 
transformation has been concerned with these benefits and highlights agility and operational 
efficiency (Dremel et al., 2017), including automation (Andriole, 2017) and improving business 
processes (Gust et al., 2017). Digital transformation is also associated with increases in several 
dimensions of organizational performance (Davenport and Ronanki, 2018), e.g. financial 
performance (Karimi and Walter, 2015) and costs savings (Pagani, 2013), innovativeness 
(Svahn et al., 2017), improving decision-making and problem solving (Davenport and Kirby, 
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2016; Kasparov, 2017), firm growth (Tumbas et al., 2015), better reputation (Yang et al., 
2012), better customer experience (Weill and Woerner, 2018), and competitive advantages 
(Neumeier et al., 2017).  

While scholars are able to document many benefits related to digital transformations, others 
highlight that digital transformations have proven to be notoriously difficult to manage and 
that many organizations are struggling with developing an approach to digitally transform 
their organization (Sia et al., 2021). Digital transformations often take much longer time than 
expected by both scholars and practitioners (Zinder, 2016) making it difficult to achieve the 
desired benefits. In many cases, organizations have lost value or even dissolved (Tekic and 
Koroteev, 2019). It is argued that despite many strategies available for implementing new 
digital technologies (e.g. Hess et al. 2016), managing the process has become one of the 
biggest challenges that companies face (Kane et al., 2015), thus placing digital transformation 
as a high-priority on management agendas (Hess et al., 2016).  
 
When exploring a process of digital transformation and the opportunities and challenges 
which managers encounter, scholars are increasingly recommending a turn towards humans, 
arguing that technology itself is not the only part of the complex puzzle (Vial, 2019; Kane et 
al., 2015; Westerman 2017; Kræmmergaard 2019), nor is competitive advantage provided by 
the digital technology itself (Carr, 2003). For instance, Kane (2015) and Bharadwaj et al., 
(2013) conclude that digital strategies are what digitally transforms an organization. Similarly, 
Westerman (2017) argues that managers should focus on the transformation in a digital 
transformation, because it is not the technology itself, which benefits the organization. 
Scholars also argue that changes to the organization are required in a successful digital 
transformation (Vial 2019). For instance, Selander and Jarvenpaa (2016) point to changes in 
structure, Carlo et al., (2012) point to changes in processes, and Karimi and Walter (2015) 
point to changes in culture when digitally transforming an organization. This dissertation will 
return to the organizational perspective on digital transformation thus fucus on structure, 
processes, and culture.  
 
In a systematic literature review on digital transformation, Hanelt, Bohnsack, Marz and 
Marante (2021) investigate the phenomenon from the perspective of organizational change. 
In addition, Kohli and Johnson (2011) emphasize radical change management as an important 
factor in successful digital transformation. Gfrerer et al. (2020) are concerned with digital 
readiness in digital transformation, which they find to differ significantly among internal 
stakeholders. Congruently with other scholars, they also conclude that successful 
transformation of a company in the digital age requires strong change management (Gfrerer 
et al., 2020). Solberg et al. (2020) argue that employees’ digital mindsets are initially what 
shape the extent to which they see digital transformation initiatives as providing 
opportunities, and the extent to which they engage in – or withdraw from – digital 
transformation initiatives. Kræmmergaard (2019) highlights that benefitting from digital 
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transformation requires managers to change their way of thinking and leading which is often 
the most difficult part for any organization in a process of digital transformation. There are 
however, no quick fixes for this. Every organization must find its own way (Kræmmergaard 
2019). This dissertation aims to answer this call  by contributing with a new perspective on 
managing a process of digital transformation with the purpose of enabling members of the 
organization to reflect on their own practices and interaction, thus allowing them to better 
find their own way to digitally transform an organization.  

It seems that pace and range are what distinguish digital transformation as a phenomenon 
and make it particularly difficult to manage (e.g. Zinder 2016; Kane et al., 2015; Hess et al., 
2016). First, this type of organizational change happens at a high velocity or pace (Wessel et 
al., 2021) because of rapid digital technological development (Matt el al., 2015) and 
organizations’ need to adopt the digital technologies to continuously stay relevant to 
customers and other stakeholders. Second, digital transformation affects organizational 
processes, structures, roles, services/products (Cennamo et al., 2020), and eventually the 
organization’s value proposition (Wessel et al., 2021) and business model (Downes and 
Nunes, 2013) due to automatization of tasks and of decision-making. Consequently, these 
changes lead to changes in work practices in the near and distant future and so digital 
transformation influences both the everyday work life of many organization members as well 
as the prospects of their work life (Cennamo et al., 2020). Digital transformations involve a 
high degree of complexity and ambiguity (Solberg et al., 2021; Tekic and Koroteev, 2019), and 
organization members might wonder how often and how radically changes will occur and with 
what consequences for them and their lives. For instance, they might come to doubt, whether 
they have the resources and skills to cope with the digital transformation (Westerman et al. 
2014). Obvious concerns from an employer perspective are: “Will there continue to be a job 
for me/my colleague?”, “Do I/we need to develop new skills, and can I/we do so (fast 
enough)?” and “Do I need to move internally within the organization, can I still identify with 
the organizational culture as a consequence of a new business model?” These are concerns 
which might keep organization members from focusing on their tasks at hand and which 
might cause them to work against the strategies and planned changes in the process towards 
digital transformation of an organization (Solberg et al. 2021).  

Summing up, research has shown that there is potentially much to gain from digitally 
transforming an organization. However, research has also shown that organizations severely 
struggle to achieve the desired benefits because managing the process of a digital 
transformation continues to be notoriously difficult in spite of many strategies and recipes 
available. Based on the literature review, particularly important elements to focus on when 
exploring a process of digital transformation seem to be culture (Karimi and Walter, 2015; 
Solberg et al., 2021; Gfrerer et al., 2021), structure (Selander and Jarvenpaa, 2016; Vial, 2019), 
and processes (Carlo et al., 2012). The literature review further indicated that there is a need 
for new ways of thinking about leadership in relation to the concept of digital transformation 
with the purpose of improving processes of digital transformation (Kræmmergaard). Thus, 



32 
 

with a focus on humans (interaction) and organization (culture, structure, and processes),  the 
dissertation aims to explore a holistic organizational thinking about digital transformation in 
opposition to the traditional functional thinking, both of which will be elaborated in the 
following sections.  

 

1.2. Theoretical positioning 
Based on a comprehensive literature review on digital transformation, Vial (2019) 
recommends to further investigate the phenomenon of digital transformation which has 
become an important area of concern for both practitioners (see Fitzgerald et al., 2014; 
Westerman et al., 2011) and within the fields of information systems research (e.g. Bharadwaj 
et al., 2013; Vial, 2019; Wessel et al., 2020; Hess et al., 2016) and management studies (e.g. 
Solberg et al., 2020; Gfrerer et al., 2021, Cennamo et al., 2020; Hanelt et al., 2021; Kane et al., 
2015). More specifically, Vial (2019) recommends to explore management practices during a 
digital transformation as this would inform both research and practitioners on how to better 
manage such particularly complex organizational change processes. While we do know that 
top managers’ support is essential in a successful process of digital transformation (Matt et 
al., 2015, p. 341), Singh, Klarner and Hess (2020, p. 9) have recently pointed to a gap in the 
literature, arguing that research has provided little insight into executives' roles in digitally 
transforming an organization as opposed to strategic change literature where the role of the 
top management team has often been explored (e.g. Carpenter et al., 2004). As a response 
this dissertation is interested in exploring how the top management’s practices enable the 
process of digitally transforming an organization. 

 

1.2.1. ‘Strategy’ as the dominant perspective on digital transformation 

When turning to a focus on humans, the ideal digital transformation is often described as a 
strategic process where ’recipes’ for implementing new digital technology are based on 
strategy and planning (see Matt et al., 2015; Hess et al., 2016; Kane et al., 2017; Tekic and 
Koroteev, 2019). In 2016, Hess, Matt, Benlian and Wiesböck argued that organizations need 
a standalone digital transformation strategy in order for managers to be able to navigate 
through the transformation process. Three years later, Tekic and Koroteev (2019) concluded 
that strategy had now become widely recognized as a driving force of digital transformation.  

Tekic and Koroteev (2019) have developed a typology of digital transformation strategies in 
order to reduce the complexity of digitally transforming an organization with the purpose of 
supporting strategic decision makers in identifying and analyzing the options in a process of 
digital transformation. Another example of the strategic focus in digital transformation is 
Fitzgerald, Kruschwitz, Bonnetand, and Welch (2014) who define three pillars of digital 
transformation initiatives (customer experience, operational processes, and business models) 
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based on a large survey among CEOs. Westerman, Bonnet, and McAfee (2014) add to the 
work of Fitzgerald et al. (2014) by defining three elements inside each of the three pillars, for 
a total of nine elements of digital transformation. Matt, Hess and Benlian (2015) find that 
digital transformation strategies seek to coordinate and prioritize the many independent 
threads of a digital transformation as a digital transformation strategy should be aligned with 
an organization’s varying characteristics. This means that a digital transformation strategy is 
simultaneously influencing and influenced by the corporate strategy, including operational 
strategy (products, markets and processes) and functional strategy (finance, human 
resources, and IT). They argue that digital transformation strategies differ from IT strategies 
as IT strategies focus on the management of IT infrastructures and do not account for the 
transformation of products, processes, and structural aspects of a digital transformation 
(Matt et al., 2015, p. 339). Whereas IT strategies are system centric, digital transformation 
strategies are business centric and do focus on the aforementioned aspects of owing to new 
technologies. Based on recommendations from the literature review in the first section of this 
introductory chapter, the dissertation at hand proposes a focus on human interaction in the 
digital transformation and a turn towards a more human centric approach to exploring – and 
contributing to – the concept of digital transformation to take into account that organization 
members’ interplay of intention will influence how the process of digital transformation 
emerges. This perspective will be briefly introduced in the next section on complex responsive 
processes (1.2.2.) and further elaborated in chapter two. 

Matt et al., (2015) identify and distinguish between two perspectives on digital 
transformation strategies. One perspective is founded in strategic planning and refers to the 
process of defining a strategy and dedicating the resources allocated to pursue this strategy 
in order to achieve a goal. With a point of departure in strategic planning, they identify four 
dimensions of a digital transformation strategy (p. 340). These are use of technologies (i.e. an 
organization’s attitude towards new technologies and the ability to exploit them), changes in 
value creation (i.e. the impact of digital transformation strategies and how much the new 
digital activities deviate from the organization’s classic and often analogue core business), 
structural changes (i.e. variations in an organization’s setup concerning the placement of the 
new digital activities within the corporate structures), and financial aspects (i.e. an 
organization’s urgency to act and its ability to finance a digital transformation endeavor). The 
other perspective on digital transformation strategies is procedural (Matt et al., 2015, pp. 
340-341). Procedural aspects govern the development, implementation, and evaluation of 
digital transformation strategies. Owing to the novel character of digital transformation, one 
first needs to define which content aspects digital transformation strategies should consist of 
(Matt et al., 2015, p. 341). In this perspective, it is of great importance to assign clear 
responsibilities for the implementation of a digital transformation strategy. The person 
responsible for the digital transformation strategy should have experience in 
transformational projects, and it could be the chief digital officer, chief information officer, 
business transformation manager, or CEO (Matt et al., 2015). Besides the clear roles and 
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responsibilities in relation to the digital transformation strategy, they highlight that there 
must be procedures for formulating, implementing and evaluating – and sometimes also 
adapting – digital transformation strategies (Matt et al., 2015, p. 341). They also highlight, 
that since diffusion of technologies can change swiftly, digital transformation strategies 
should be reassessed.  

While the strategic perspectives on digital transformation provide readers and practitioners 
with useful models and steps for digitally transforming an organization, they pay very little 
attention to the influence of more complex and unstable forces in a process of digital 
transformation. The danger of a strategic perspective on digital transformation lies in the 
believe that what is strategically planned can be carried out in a similarly planned way. This 
means that managers might neglect paying attention to and reflect on what is going on in the 
local interaction, for instance how employees respond to the digital transformation initiatives 
and strategic communication and how their informal interaction influence the attitudes 
towards the digital transformation and eventually the process of digitally transforming an 
organization. The procedural perspective on digital transformation is less linear and 
sequential than the perspective founded in strategic planning as a continuous reassessment 
of a strategy offers a more circular way of thinking about the process of digitally transforming 
an organization. However, from this perspective the digital transformation is still considered 
a top-down process in which clearly divided roles and responsibilities are fore fronted at the 
expense of paying attention to how the process of digital transformation is influenced by the 
interplay of intentions in the local interaction.  

This dissertation follows the premise that strategic planning is no longer enough due to the 
complexity of digital transformations and that new ways of thinking about leadership are 
required (Kræmmergaard, 2019). The dissertation is positioned in the stream of literature 
within strategic management in which the focus is on organizational dynamics and 
organizations are understood and explored as complex responsive processes (Stacey, 2011). 
Hence, when exploring how a top management’s practices enable and/or challenge the 
process of digitally transforming an organization, this dissertation is concerned with 
interactions and how the process of digital transformation emerges from these interactions. 
While this theoretical positioning has some similarities with the procedural perspective on 
digital transformation (Matt et al., 2015) in terms of reevaluating and readjusting digital 
transformation initiatives, the focus shifts from that of clearly divided roles and 
responsibilities to interaction and emergence.  

 

1.2.2. ‘Complex responsive processes’ as an alternative perspective on 
digital transformation 

A process perspective on organizations entails that people, organizations and environments 
come to be constituted, reproduced, adapted and defined through ongoing processes 
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(Langley, 2007, p. 171). (See for instance Langley (2007) on process thinking and Tsouskas and 
Chia (2002) on organizational becoming). The responsive process perspective (Stacey, 2011) 
is derived from the above and entails that the global patterns, i.e. population-wide patterns 
(macro-level), emerge from the interplay of intentions in the local interaction, i.e. complex 
responsive processes (micro-level). This means that in responsive process thinking (Stacey, 
2011) it is considered possible for powerful individuals (e.g. managers) to intentionally design 
and formulate the implementation of a certain way of working in an organization, however, 
the particularization of the general pattern always involves the interplay of intentions and 
desires of a lot of actors. Stacey (2011) conveys this point in his book, Strategic Management 
and Organizational Dynamics – The Challenge of Complexity: 
 

“Clearly, then, no individual person or grouping of persons, no matter how 
powerful, can choose the population-wide patterns of activity that will continually 
materialize. Instead, the actual, realized, ongoing, population-wide pattern of 
activity will continually emerge, where this means that the ongoing realized 
pattern of activity is not caused by any plan or blueprint for it – the pattern that 
emerges is not the pattern that anyone planned, although what they were all 
planning is clearly crucial to what actually emerges. The emergent pattern is 
caused by the ongoing responsive adjustment of the individual plans and actions 
of persons to each other. It is caused by the interplay of desires and intentions.”  

(Stacey, 2011, p. 351). 

 
The responsive process thinking (Stacey, 2011, pp. 296-303), entailing the interplay of 
intentions (Stacey, 2011, pp. 303-304) results in the view that the “organizational change that 
is triggered and shaped by the widespread diffusion of digital technologies” (Hanelt, 
Bohnsack, Marz and Marante, 2021, p. 2), i.e. the digital transformation, emerges as the result 
of the interaction in the process of particularization. Thus, how a process of digital 
transformation actually unfolds (what practices are realised as consequences of individuals’ 
intentions and desires) cannot be designed nor controlled by an individual or a group (Stacey, 
2011, p. 350; Solsø and Thorup, 2015, p. 102). Adopting the responsive process thinking 
(Stacey 2011) in the study of managing a process of digital transformation, which then is to 
be understood as complex responsive processes, is in contrast to viewing a digital 
transformation in a traditional – more linear and sequential – way and requires studying 
interaction in the process of particularization.  

Consequently, a responsive process perspective acknowledges that digitally transforming an 
organization is not done by one person or one group – instead it is something that 
organization members do together which is why the focus should be on how a digital 
transformation emerges from responsive processes, i.e. organization members’ interaction, 
their ‘chains of gestures and responds’. In other words, while the dissertation acknowledges 
that digital transformation is (often) a top management decision and top down change 
process, the theoretical positioning entails that the focus should be on the interplay of 
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intentions both within the top management team and among top managers, middle 
managers, and employees. This theoretical positioning – and its underlying assumptions – will 
be elaborated in chapter two.  

 

1.3. Research question 
Based on the review of the literature on digital transformation and the theoretical positioning 
in complex responsive processes, the research question is framed as follows: How does digital 
transformation emerge from responsive processes, and how can (top) managers’ leadership 
practices enable such a process of digital transformation?  
 
In order to answer the overall research question, the dissertation addresses three separate 
sub questions, which are derived from literature on managing digital transformation with a 
particular focus on human interaction in relation to organization, i.e. culture, structure, and 
processes.  
 
 

1.3.1. Sub questions 

Organizations are often thought of as consisting of humans, processes, and structure which 
are tied together by an organization’s culture (e.g. Schoeneborn, Kuhn and Kärreman, 2019). 

Following the recommendations in the literature review, these particular elements are 
interesting to include when exploring how digital transformation emerges from responsive 
processes and how (top) managers can enable a process of digital transformation. In this 
dissertation, the first study will focus on processes in a digital transformation and how such 
processes are influenced by organization members’ interaction. The second study will focus 
on structure, more specifically on the management structure when digitally transforming an 
organization. The third study will focus on how culture might be utilized to enable a sense of 
digital readiness thus improving the leadership- and communication processes of a digital 
transformation (study 1) and the leadership structure (study 2).  

 

1.3.1.1. Subquestion I 
The review of the literature on digital transformation in the first two sections of this chapter 
showed that it is very difficult to successfully manage a process of digital transformation. 
Information systems often fail very early in the process, because employees refuse to 
implement the new digital technology (Bailey et al., 2018), and Solberg et al. (2020) conclude 
that when this happens in a digital transformation, i.e. when employees’ withdraw from 
digital transformation initiatives, it may be due to their digital mindsets on which they base 
their interpretation of whether the process of digitally transforming their organization is 
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meaningful to them. Øvrelid and Bygstad (2019) recommend examination on a micro-level 
when exploring processes of digital transformation in order to gain a deeper understanding 
of what happens. Following these recommendations, thus exploring how and why employees’ 
digital mindsets might become negatively influenced, causing them to work against the 
process of digital transformation (Solberg et. al., 2020), the first article in this anthology 
explores – on a micro-level – why employees stymie a digital transformation, the purpose 
being to enable managers to better discover and accommodate this challenge which 
continuously makes it difficult for organizations to achieve the desired benefits of a digital 
transformation.  

 

1.3.1.2. Subquestion II 
Grefrerer et al. (2020) recommend paying attention to strong change management as a way 
for managers to enable the process of digital transformation. This is in line with Westerman 
(2017) who argues that our focus on technology might steer us in the wrong direction, 
because transformation is what enable digital technologies to create value for and in an 
organization. When framing the management of digital transformation initiatives as change 
management, other scholars highlight that the chief digital officer is considered the change 
agent responsible for managing the change process towards digital transformation (Vial, 
2019), thus the chief digital officer is becoming the focal leader of digital transformation 
(Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020). It seems, however, that there is a paucity in the literature 
when it comes to managing the organizational change process towards digital transformation 
without a chief digital officer. Consequently, we do not know much about what happens when 
the official position is not appointed or what the top management can and should do if their 
change agent is unsuccessful in managing digital transformation initiatives. Kræmmergaard 
(2019) highlights that the linear logics founded in the industrialization are no longer adequate 
as today’s digital transformations are far more complex, thus managing a digital 
transformation requires new ways for leaders to think and work (Kræmmergaard 2019, p. 18). 
Based on this research gap and recommended focus on the demand for new ways of thinking 
about leadership, the second article in the anthology explores how top-down organizational 
change towards digital transformation can be mobilized and sustained without a chief 
digital officer? 

 
1.3.1.3 Subquestion III 
The aforementioned turn towards humans in digital transformation is congruent with the 
argument that employees’ perceptions of new technology are influenced by managers (Rice 
and Aydin, 1991, p. 238) or at least equally influenced by the social and material interaction 
(Leonardi, 2009, p. 409). In alignment with this turn, Solberg et al. (2021) recommend that 
managers establish a digital readiness culture when working towards digitally transforming 
an organization, in order to shape employees’ attitude towards the digital transformation.  
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However, while culture is highlighted as an important element in a process of digital 
transformation, there is a paucity in the literature on how culture can be utilized as a 
leadership tool with the purpose of creating a perception of digital readiness among 
individuals. Based on this gap, the third article in the anthology explores how we can 
understand the constitution of digital readiness from a cultural dynamics perspective? 
 

1.4. Dissertation outline 
This dissertation explores how digital transformation emerges from responsive processes and 
what that means for how managers can enabling a process of digital transformation. In other 
words, the dissertation contributes with a new perspective on leadership in relation to the 
concept of digital transformation which differs from the traditional – and typically 
functionalist – perspective.  

Along with this introductory chapter, chapters reporting on the dissertation’s stance on 
philosophy of science, research approach, and theoretical framework along with chapters 
providing a discussion and a conclusion, surround the three empirical chapters, which convey 
findings from a 28 months’ ethnographic field study of a process towards digital 
transformation. The overall research aim is approached with these three empirical chapters 
which explore the phenomena from three different organizational perspectives (processes, 
structure, and culture) and by focusing on three different organizational levels (managers and 
employees, the top management team, and the overall organizational culture). The findings 
from these three empirical chapters are then merged and discussed with the purpose of 
reflecting upon what they imply for how leaders should approach the notoriously difficult 
process of digital transformation.  

The empirical chapters can be read separately as they are written as individual research 
articles, all of which have been presented at various conferences, seminars and workshops. 
In these chapters, the personal pronoun may shift from I to we, depending on whether there 
are co-authors or not. With a point of departure in the responsive process thinking (Stacey, 
2011), I often use the terms digital transformation process, the process of digital 
transformation, the change process towards digital transformation, or digitally transforming, 
whereas at other times I simply write digital transformation, which is, however, also to be 
understood in a processual way in responsive process terms as constituted by complex 
responsive processes which is elaborated in the following chapter. 

This chapter ends with a table and a visualization on the following pages. The table provides 
an overview of the dissertation’s chapters in terms of the title, purpose, main findings, and 
potentially related outputs, i.e. the status of the empirical chapters. The visualization provides 
a conceptual overview of the research design and visualizes how the dissertation’s chapters 
are interrelated.  
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 Table 1: An overview of the dissertation’s chapters and related output including the three 
research articles and their progress 

 
CH. 

 

 
TITLE 

 
PURPOSE OF 

CHAPTER 
 

 
MAIN  

FINDINGS 

 
RELATED 
OUTPUT 

 

1.  
 

Introduction 
Motivating the 
overall research on 
(top) managing 
digital 
transformation, 
which is explored 
with three individual 
research articles.  
 

There is a need for developing 
new ways of thinking about 
leadership in relation to the 
concept of digital 
transformation. 

 
 

2.  
 

Philosophy of 
Science 

 

Making transparent 
the assumptions 
about how to make 
sense of the world 
underlying the 
research conveyed in 
this dissertation.  
 
Introduction to the 
responsive process 
thinking (theory of 
complex responsive 
processes) as the 
theoretical 
positioning.  

A social constructionist position 
led to a responsive view on 
processes (in opposition to a 
systemic view), which entails 
that interaction, practices, 
conversation and language 
become important 
phenomena/units of analysis 
when exploring how top 
management practices can 
enable a process of digital 
transformation. Taking this 
position, the researcher becomes 
an inquiring participant in the 
phenomana, one seeks to 
understand and explain. 

 

3.  
 

Research 
approach 

Motivating the 
interpretive 
ethnographic 
approach to 
investigating (top) 
management 
practices in digital 
transformation.  
 

Ethnography is a way to be an 
inquiring participant, and not 
only get the organization 
members’ post-rationalizations 
but study how a process of 
digital transformation emerges 
from their interactions.  

 
 

4.  
 

Analytical 
framework 

Motivating and 
introducing the 
practice perspective 
incl. three different 
theoretical 
frameworks chosen 
for analyzing 
interaction in a 
process digital 
transformation. 

A practice perspective allows for 
insights into how a digital 
transformation emerges from 
interactions, and how 
organization members’ practices 
enabled or challenged the 
process. Since there is not one 
particular meta-theory for 
studying practices in social 
sciences, each research article 
has its own practice-theoretical 
framework suitable for the 
particular issue being explored.  
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5.  
 
Why 
employees 
stymie a digital 
transformation
: When 
legitimation 
becomes 
counter 
productive  
Article one 
 
Single authored 

Exploring why 
employees stymie a 
digital 
transformation?  
 

Legitimation of digital 
transformation should be 
anchored in a temporal context, 
which is meaningful to 
employees. 
 

Presented at 
EGOS 2020 
 
Presented at 
ICIS (PDW) 
2019 
 
Presented at 
Warwick 
Summer 
School 2018: 
An advanced 
introduction to 
practice and 
process studies 
 
Submitted to 
Journal of 
Management 
Studies  

6.  
 
Digital 
transformation 
as distributed 
leadership: 
Firing the 
change agent? 
Article two 
 
Single authored  

Exploring how top-
down organizational 
change towards 
digital 
transformation can 
be mobilized and 
sustained without a 
Chief digital officer? 
 
 

This study has testified to a less 
rational, more emergent 
process, where the digital 
transformation happens without 
a Chief digital officer and 
instead is managed conjointly in 
the top management team. The 
conjoint management happened 
as engagement through intuitive 
working relations (frequent 
formal and informal – 
spontaneous – meetings). 

Published in: 
Procedia 
Computer 
Science, 
Volume 196, 
2022, Pages 
245-254 
 
Presented at 
CENTERIS 
2021 
 
Presented at 
IRIS/SCIS 
2021 

7.  
 
Digital 
readiness 
through shared 
values and 
organizational 
processes 
Article three 
 
Co-authored with 
Christa Thomsen  
 

Exploring how  can 
understand the 
constitution of 
digital readiness 
from a cultural 
dynamics 
perspective? 

Our review of the literature on 
digital readiness shows that 
there is a paucity in the 
literature on how managers can 
enable such readiness. We shed 
light on how managers can 
contribute to the emergence of a 
digital transformation culture. 
Our focus is on organizational 
processes, which enable shared 
perceptions and beliefs, making 
it possible for a digital 
transformation climate or 
culture to emerge. 

Presented at 
CENTERIS 
2021 
 
In preparation 
for submission  

8.  
 

Discussion 
Summarizing the 
main findings and 
discussing their 
practical 
implications for 
(top) managing 

Collectively, the findings 
constitute a process cycle model 
of digital transformation and a 
new (responsive) understanding 
of what digital transformation 
is, along with a discussion of 
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digital 
transformation and 
their theoretical and 
methodological 
implications. The 
latter includes a 
reconceptualization 
of digital 
transformation  in 
terms of complex 
responsive 
processes. 

what this understanding means 
for how top managers can 
manage (i.e. participate in) the 
digital transformation process. 
The dissertation offers an 
alternative to the more systemic 
ways of thinking about digital 
transformation. 

9.  
 

Conclusion 
Concluding on how 
(top) management 
practices can enable 
a process of digital 
transformation. 

Digital transformation is not the 
idea or plan of one person, 
instead it is something that 
organization members do 
together through complex 
responsive processes. The digital 
transformation is (the result of) 
the interplay of intentions of a 
lot of actors. Managing digital 
transformation, then, is a radical 
social process of acting as 
reflexive participants 
negotiating support for digitally 
transforming work practices and 
culture in a social and temporal 
context which is meaningful to 
employees.  
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CH. 1 

CH. 2 

CH. 3 

CH. 4 

CH. 5-7 

CH. 8-9 

Figure 1: A conceptual visualization of the dissertation 

ONTOLOGY  
i.e. what constitutes social reality (Grix, 2002, p. 177) 

Taking a social constructionist position: Human understanding is a social process; our reality 
is formed by relationships. 

EPISTEMOLOGY 
i.e. ways to gain knowledge about social reality (Grix, 2002, p. 177) 
Because reality is socially constructed, the researcher can acquire knowledge by studying 
interaction, language and discourse (and other social/relational practices). The researcher is 
an inquiring participant and relies on intersubjective agreement as a reference for ‘objectivity’. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

RESEARCH  
APPROACH 
Organizational  
ethnography  
(Interpretive) 

 

 

 

 

(TOP) MANAGING THE PROCESS TOWARDS DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 
There is a paucity in the digital transformation literature (e.g. Vial et al. 2019; Wessel et al. 2020; 
Hanelt et al. 2021) on how (top) management practices enable and challenge the notoriously 
difficult (Zinder 2016) process of “organizational change that is triggered and shaped by the 
widespread diffusion of digital technologies” (Hanelt et al. 2021, p. 2), i.e. process of digital 
transformation. 
Research question: How do digital transformation emerge from responsive processes, and how 
can a (top) management’s leadership practices enable such a process of digital transformation? 
Subquestion I: Why do employees stymie a digital transformation?  
Subquestion II: How can top-down organizational change towards digital transformation be 
mobilized and sustained without a Chief digital officer? 
Subquestion III: How can we understand the constitution of digital readiness from a cultural 
dynamics perspective? 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK – A PRACTICE LENS  
On organization - i.e. processes, structure, and culture - in a process of digital transformation 

CULTURE: 
CULTURAL DYNAMICS 

 

PROCESSES: DISCOURSIVE 
LEGITIMATION PRACTICES 

 

STRUCTURE: 
DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP 

 

 
TOP MANAGEMENT 

TEAM 

MAIN FINDING 
Managing digital transformation is a radical social process of acting as reflexive  

participants negotiating support for digitally transforming workpractices  
and culture in a way that is meaningful to employees. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Philosophy of science 
 

“The question of how we make sense of ourselves in our world is, of course, a very old one.” 
(Stacey, 2011, p. 31). Still, every time we do research – and, I would argue, make decisions 
regarding organizational changes and managing these – it is an important one to reflect upon, 
as these assumptions about reality – consciously or not – effect the choices we make, whether 
analytical (in research) or organizational. In other words, the explanation one adopts of how 
humans make sense of anything, directly effects the particular account one gives on any 
phenomena, including those to which the concept of digital transformation apply. This chapter 
is dedicated to explaining and making transparent the otherwise implicit assumptions 
underlying this dissertation. These assumptions influence what becomes the phenomena of 
interest and how it is possible to know anything about them.  In this dissertation – and in the 
three studies investigating the overall research question with individual phenomena of 
interest, research designs, and research questions – I approach the overall phenomenon, 
managing digital transformation, from a social constructionist perspective (Gergen, 1985). In 
the following I elaborate on this stance and on how it is reflected in the theoretical positioning, 
the research approach, and in the dissertation’s research question. 
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2.1. Reflexions on the assumptions underlying this 
dissertation 
There are many answers to the question of how we make sense of the world, which 
introduced this chapter. A way to distinguish – or understand – some possible answers – is to 
discuss whether it is an objective or subjective process (of making sense of ourselves in the 
world).  
 
From the perspective of realism, there is a reality external to humans, and this reality exists 
before humans try to interpret or explain it (Stacey, 2011, p. 31). The nature of reality 
determines the patterns we perceive and the meaning we make from what we experience. In 
this perspective, reality is pre-given. When adopting this position, the researcher takes on the 
role of an objective observer standing outside the phenomenon, one seeks to explain, e.g. by 
doing experiments, from which one then build accurate explanations or models – and, over 
time, uncover still more of reality (Stacey, 2011, p. 31). Moving towards the other end of the 
scale, an answer could be postmodernism (or relativism/scepticism). From this perspective, 
no external, pre-given reality exists outside humans. Categories, into which people classify 
their experiences (and make sense of their world), exist only in their minds. “Reality”, then, is 
the stories we tell (Stacey, 2011, p. 32). Somewhere in between the degrees to which we 
understand reality as pre-given or as mere projections of our minds, is idealism. This 
perspective, as well as postmodernism, entails that the patterning of our experiences arises 
from the way we think. Reality, however, is not understood as purely relative as would be the 
case from a post modernistic stand (Stacey, 2011, p. 32).  
 
The perspective in this dissertation is, in many ways, subjective, as an underlying assumption 
is that humans – and therefore managers and employees as well as other stakeholders – 
create or shape “reality” through their stories – for instance about everyday work life, about 
their relation to each other, and about what difference they make in the world. In the 
dissertation at hand, it could be stories about Robo-advisor and the digital transformation 
process. The research conveyed in this dissertation, however, does not reflect a postmodern 
perspective on digital transformation, as another underlying assumption in the dissertation is 
that reality is also shaped by natural phenomena, for instance by material features of the 
specific digital technology (e.g. Leonardi, 2009).  
 
This means that a fundamental assumption underlying this dissertation is that a reality 
outside humans does exist, but that our reality is shaped by the stories we tell. On the 
continuum below, the dissertation is therefore positioned as an idealist way of thinking about 
– and explaining – a digital transformation.  
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Figure 2: The dissertation’s stance on philosophy of science in terms of objectivity vs. 
subjectivity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Constructivists, who are a type of idealists, hold that a reality does exist outside human 
organisms (Stacey, 2011, p. 32); this reality, however, is individually constructed (or enacted 
or selected), because the human brain selects certain aspects of reality to pay attention to 
(Stacey, 2011). Similarly, in social constructionism, which is also an idealist position, a reality 
exists but, once again, is not a pre-given world, which determines our explanations (Stacey, 
2011, p. 32). Instead, our explanations (about the world) are being socially constructed in our 
encounters.  
 
Similar to the postmodernistic stand, some social constructionists hold that there is no reality 
outside human organisms, whereas others tend towards an idealist position as it is 
emphasized in this dissertation. In contrast to a constructivist perspective, in which reality is 
created through an individual selection process, social constructionists hold that reality is 
socially constructed in social interaction, particularly in conversations, emphasizing human 
interaction and language as particularly interesting phenomena to pay attention to, when 
making sense of the world (Stacey, 2011, p. 32). Therefore, an assumption underlying the 
research conveyed in this dissertation is that “every explanation people put forward of any 
phenomenon is a socially constructed account, not a straightforward description of reality.” 
(Stacey, 2011, p. 32). This assumption entails that it becomes impossible to adopt the role of 
an independent objective observer. Instead, one has to participate reflexively when trying to 
come up with explanations (Stacey, 2011, p. 32). In other words, the perspective calls for 
taking the role of inquiring participant (Reason, 1988), because one has to participate in what 
one is trying to explain. When doing research from the position of social constructionism, the 
notion of reflexivity (Steier, 1991) becomes important, as we can never claim an absolute 
truth. Instead, one has to recognize that any chosen approach is a product of how one thinks, 
which is influenced by experiences and by relating to others – and to their histories and 
experiences.  
 
Summing up, the research conveyed in this dissertation takes a social constructionist position. 

Realism 
A reality external 
to humans exists 

Postmodernism 
There is no pre-given 

reality outside humans, 
only ever mental 

projections 

Idealism 
The patterns of our 

experiences arise from 
the way we think, 
however humans’ 

sense-making is not 
purely relative 

OBJECTIVITY SUBJECTIVITY  
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2.2. Reflexions on the dissertation’s underlying 
assumptions in relation to ‘process’ 
Two different ways of idealist thinking are Kant’s transcendental idealism and Hegel’s 
absolute or Romantic idealism (Stacey, 2011, p. 32). This dissertation follows Hegel’s idealism, 
however in order to explain what an absolute way of idealist thinking entails both views on 
idealism are briefly introduced. First it is introduced what this dissertation’s stance is in 
opposition to.  
 
Kant’s way of thinking entails that humans inherit mental categories and understand their 
world in terms of them, which means that our understanding is not relative (as would be the 
case from a postmodern perspective). Instead, our understanding is determined by pre-given 
categories in our (the individual’s) minds (Stacey, 2011, p. 32). The perspective entails that 
there is a reality (the noumenal) which is unknowable, and there is the appearance of reality 
(the phenomenal), which is knowable (Stacey, 2011, p. 297). In Kant’s way of thinking, there 
are autonomous individuals, who are subject to rationalist causality. Humans can freely 
choose what to do and what to strive for through their reasoning capacity, as they take the 
position of an objective observer to the phenomena and test hypothesis in experimental 
action (Stacey, 2011, p. 297). In this perspective then, causality is understood as formative. A 
system is then understood as a self-organizing whole – consisting of parts interacting with 
each other and with the whole – and it develops in a formative matter over time. Humans (as 
small parts of a system) classify and causally connect phenomena because they have innate 
mental categories (Stacey, 2011, p. 297). This idealism is a kind of process thinking; however, 
the notion of process is systemic which results in the dualism that: “Human action is 
understood to be subject to rationalist causality and nature is understood to be either 
efficient or formative causality.” (Stacey, 2011, p. 298). Kant warned against thinking about 
human action as a system, because it was in contrast with his autonomous perspective on the 
individual. However, throughout the twentieth century, systems thinkers have applied 
systems thinking to human action and interaction (Stacey, 2011, p. 298), which has come to 
be the underlying assumption in many mainstream theories about management and 
organization (Stacey, 2011, pp. 47-60, 148-166). Had systems thinking – and a systemic 
approach to process thinking – been an assumption underlying this dissertation, the research 
question would have been concerned with designing digital transformation processes and 
with shaping and influencing the system as a whole, which is not the case.  
 
Following Hegel, human understanding is a social process (Stacey, 2011, p. 32), which is in 
contrast to Kant, who located human knowing “in the innate capacities of the individual mind” 
(Stacey, 2011, p. 298). Hegel is the starting point for a notion of processes as being social, 
involving the interaction of human persons, which differs fundamentally from Kant’s systemic 
process (Stacey, 2011, p. 298). Stacey (2011, p. 298) calls this notion of processes (which is 
social and involves interaction of humans) “responsive processes of struggling for mutual 
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recognition as participants.” In the responsive way of thinking about processes, there are no 
external viewpoints. Everything anyone does is always as a participant in some interaction 
with others (Stacey, 2011, p. 298). The responsive process thinking provides an alternative to 
systems thinking about organizations – and about digitally transforming them. From a 
responsive process perspective, the how (i.e. the process) of digital transformation is thought 
of as social – i.e. as constituted by interactions – and what unfolds is the patterns of 
interaction.  
 

 

Figure 3: The dissertation’s stance on idealism: Processes as systemic or responsive 

 

 

 

 

 
The romantic idealist, reflexive, social constructionist position, has consequences for how the 
phenomenon of digital transformation is understood and thus for how the research question 
– of how digital transformation emerges from responsive processes and how a (top) 
managements’ leadership practices can enable such a digital transformation process – is 
framed and consequently explored in the research conveyed in this dissertation. Had the 
research approached a digital transformation as the choice made by its chief executives, 
following a rational process of designing, implementing and maintaining it, then the 
underlying assumption had probably been that of a realist, transcendental idealist position 
(ct. Stacey, 2011, p. 34), which seems to be the dominant approach to explaining what digital 
transformation is and how to manage one (see chapter one). Instead, the social 
constructionist position means that the research conveyed in this dissertation considers that 
an organization’s digital transformation emerges from conversational processes, in which 
many participate.  
 
 

Figure 4: An emergent process: Pattern of interaction 
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2.2.1. The notion of temporality  
 

Taking this (Hegel inspired social constructionist) position, the dissertation has moved away 
from a linear causal understanding of time in an organizational context and towards a more 
emergent notion, where a digital transformation is patterns of local interaction. This 
understanding entails that: 
 

”[…] time is immediately of the essence, because one is thinking of iteration or 
reproduction from one period to the next in which the patterns of interactions in 
the present depend upon the history of interactions in the past and expectations 
of the future.”  

(Stacey, 2011, p. 318). 
 
 
However, this notion of time does not necessarily call for longitudinal research, as temporality 
is represented as less causal. Stacey (2011) and Mead (1932) moved away from the 
behavioristic notion, that the past determines the future (Flaherty and Fine, 2001, p. 147; 
Dakwar et al. 2019, p. 17). Instead, Mead (2932) argues, that:  
 

“[…] the estimate and import of all histories lies in the interpretation and control 
of the present; that as ideational structures they always arise from change, which 
is as essential a part of reality as the permanent, and from the problem which 
change entails; and that metaphysical demand for a set of events which is 
unalterably there in an irrevocable past, to which these histories seek a constantly 
approaching agreement, comes back to motives other than those at work in the 
most exact scientific research.”  

(Mead 1932: 28). 
 

 
Stacey’s (2011) and Mead’s (1932) notion of temporality means, that humans understand the 
past in the present, and they influence the future in the present with the understanding that 
they have of the past in the present.  
 
Mead (2932) emphasizes, that humans never interpret nor understand the present 
objectively or in a complete way, because humans are only ever able to understand and 
interpret the past with what is given in the present (Dakwar et al., 2017, p. 18). The past, 
present and future are indeed interconnected, however individuals are what connect these 
interdependent elements based on their experiences with prior interactions, which influence 
how they imagine the future and interact in the present (Dakwar et al., 2017, p. 18). In other 
words: “The individual confronts these emergent events in the present” (Flaherty & Fine 2001: 
150). 
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Following this less causal notion of temporality, time is indeed of the essence; however, it is 
not crucial to follow a process with the purpose of building a process model of what unfolds, 
as is often of interest in process studies. Instead humans’ experiences with the past, as well 
as how humans imagine the future are essentially what influences actions – and interactions 
– in the present.  
 
Once again, following Hegel, “individuals are fundamentally social practitioners and what they 
do, think or say takes form in the context of social practices” (Stacey, 2011, p. 300). 
Interaction, language and discourse then becomes interesting phenomena or units of 
analysis. In this perspective, the individual and social cannot be separated, as individual 
consciousness and self-consciousness arise in the social relations, which they are 
simultaneously constructing (Stacey, 2011, p. 300). In other words, the individual is 
simultaneously constituting and constituted by social relations and social interaction. Based 
on this section’s considerations, the dissertation adopts Stacey’s notion of causality, which he 
calls transformative causality (Stacey, 2000; Stacey, 2011), in which the cause of movement 
is responsive processes of local interaction (Stacey, 2011, p. 300). 
 
 

Table 2: Comparison of different ways of thinking about causality (Stacey, 2011, p. 300)  
    [own colour-highlight] 

 Nature of movement Cause of movement 

Efficient cause Corrective repetition of past 
in order to realise an optimal 
future state 

Universal, timeless laws of an 
‘if-then’ kind 

Rationalist 
cause 

Towards rationally chosen 
goals for the future in order 
to realise a designed, desired 
state 

Human reason 

Formative cause Unfolding or enfolded mature 
form in order to realise that 
form in the future 

Self-organising systemic 
process of unfolding in 
developmental stages 

Transformative 
cause 

Iterated interaction 
perpetually constructing the 
future in the present in order 
to express continuity and 
potential transformation in 
identity at the same time 

Responsive processes of local 
interaction between entities 
in the present 
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2.3. Responsive process thinking 
How the dissertation’s underlying assumptions are reflected in the research approach 
and theoretical positioning 

There are many different theories which seek to explain how organizations change or fail to 
change. Wheras some dominate academic and management discourses, none of them are 
universally excepted. There is no universal true explanation of how organizations evolve, as 
all theories only ever provide partial explanations (Stacey, 2011, p. 27). It is, however, always 
possible to reflect upon the implicit or explicit assumptions underlying the theories, and 
whether these assumptions resonate with how oneself makes sense of the world and 
therefore whether a certain theory seems useful for the particular purpose. However 
generalizing, based on the considerations in the previous sections of this chapter it would not 
be totally unfair to make a distinction between systemic ways of thinking about organizational 
change processes – i.e. organization theories and their prescriptions for managing change – 
and responsive ways of thinking about organizations and change processes (Stacey, 2011, p. 
27). As already presented in the introductory chapter, this dissertation follows a responsive 
process thinking, which is in opposition to more classical, rationalistic ways of thinking about 
organizations. The dissertation’s underlying assumptions which are presented in the previous 
sections, have influenced this particular way of thinking about how organizations change, how 
organizations become what they are, and how they will become something else in the near 
and distant future. In responsive process thinking, interaction between living bodies is 
primarily patterned as narrative themes, thus taking one’s experience seriously is the activity 
of articulating and reflecting upon these themes (Stacey, 2011, p. 488). In Stacey’s words, 
“the method is that of giving an account, telling the story, of what I think and feel that I and 
others are doing in our interaction with each other in particular contexts over particular 
periods of time and what sense we are together making of the much wider emergent patterns 
across populations.” (Stacey, 2011, p. 488).  
 
This dissertation focuses on life in organizations. In terms of responsive process thinking 
(Stacey, 2011), this means “interactions between people that directly affect the meaning of 
their lives and their health” (p. 30). The dissertation provides micro degree (of detail) 
examination (Stacey, 2011, pp. 29-30), which in the dissertation is called ‘analyzing micro 
processes’ or ‘ doing micro analysis’ of the interactions on different organizational levels. 
When doing micro degree of detail-examination, i.e. analyzing micro processes, the 
organization is considered a population of interacting groupings of individual people, of which 
some will push for or try to stop certain activities, and some may become angry or feel 
betrayed (Stacey, 2011, pp. 29-30). In other words, politics and emotions are inseparable from 
interactions between people in an organization. And, in order to gain an understanding of 
these interactions, one has to participate in them.  
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MICRO DEGREE OF DETAIL EXAMINATION: 
PARTICIPATION 

MACRO DEGREE OF DETAIL EXAMINATION: 
OBJECTIVE OBSERVER 

 

 

Therefore, the research role has been that of participant and non-participant observer. I have 
been a reflexive participant, and I was embedded in the case organization for almost two and 
a half years. This is in opposition to a macro perspective (macro degree of detail), from which 
it might be considered possible to take the position of an objective observer and stand outside 
the phenomena of interest and offer explanations.  

 

Figure 5: Participation vs. objectivity in relation to degree of detail in analysis 

 

    

 

I have adopted an entirely qualitatively approach to collecting and analyzing data, as 
qualitative data provide detailed insights (Langley, 2007). More precisely, I have applied 
ethnographic methods, e.g. participated as an observer – moving around between different 
working groups – and taking part in informal breaks with coffee, lunch and walks in order to 
learn, how the organization members responded to each other (ct. Stacey, 2011). The 
approach for collecting data was inductive, and the approach for analyzing was abductive 
following a typical iterative process in which I went back and forth between data and theory. 
I did member-checks (Nicolini, 2011) by presenting my insights in order to get feedback and 
thus to validate the research in terms of the organization members’ experiences – and in 
some cases to further develop the research. 

In the next section, I elaborate on what the responsive process thinking means for the 
dissertation’s view on organizational change and relate it to other, more or less traditional 
(mainstream), views on organizational change which tend to build on a systemic notion of 
‘process’ (Stacey, 2011). 

 

2.3.1. Organizational change in terms of responsive process thinking 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there are many ways to think about – consequently 
analyze and manage – organizational change. From Lewin’s (1947) unfreeze-freeze-approach 
and Kotter’s 8 steps for organizational change (1995, 1996) paving the way for classical project 
management, over phase models (e.g. Cooper and Zmud, 1990) to complexity theory (e.g. 
Snowden and Boone, 2007) and process perspectives (e.g. Hernes and Maitlis, 2010; Carlile, 
Nicolini, Langley and Tsouskas, 2013) on organizational change and change management. 
Hagedorn-Rasmussen, Pries-Heje, Bødker, Elsborg and Scheuer (2016 p. 13) illustrate the 
variety of organizational change literature on a continuum, by the degree to which a change 
process can be managed and controlled. On their continuum, I would place this dissertation’s 
dominating perspective like this: 
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Figure 6: Hagedorn-Rasmussen et al. 2016, p. 13. (Own translation from Danish and light 
adjustment: integration of the ‘responsive process perspective’) 
 

 

 

 

As mentioned in chapter one, the digital transformation literature often describes the ideal 
digital transformation as a strategic process where ’recipes’ for implementing new digital 
technology are based on strategy and planning (Matt et al., 2015; Hess et al., 2016, Kane et 
al., 2017), often with clearly divided roles (Haffke et al., 2016), whereas the findings conveyed 
in this dissertation are the result of a responsive process thinking (Stacey, 2011) which to 
some extend can be understood as derived from process thinking (e.g. Langley, 2007; 
Tsouskas, 2002). In Langley’s words (2007, p. 271): 
 

“process thinking may involve consideration of how and why things – people, 
organizations, strategies, environments – change, act and evolve over time 
(perhaps expressed best by Andrew Pettigrew [1992: 11] as catching ‘reality in 
flight’) or, adopting a more radical process ontology, how such ‘things’ come to be 
constituted, reproduced, adapted and defined through ongoing processes (nicely 
expressed in Tsoukas and Chia’s [2002] reference to ‘organizational becoming’)”. 

 

In the responsive process thinking, (2011) the main focus is on the complex responsive 
processes as what constitutes the organization – or organizing. In this theoretical context, 
processes means that an organization is a series of social interactions (Stacey, 2011, pp. 299-
303). Inspired by Elias (1992), Stacey includes responsive in his theory of complex responsive 
processes, and argues that individuals in an organization constantly respond to each other 
(Stacey, 2011, p. 301), and that people in an organization are dependent on each other, as: 
“The fact that each person depends on others means that no one can simply realize their 
plans.” (Stacey, 2011, p. 303). However, not everyone needs each other equally all the time, 
hence there are power relations in every organization. For instance, it might be that a 
manager has more power than an employee because he or she has the possibility of hiring 
and firing. However, it can also be the other way around that a manager needs the employee 
to do specific tasks. Complex means that the processes can not be reduced to something 
simple. Organizations do not follow a specific path even though there is some predictability. 
The complexity also entails that the above mentioned power relations are fluid and might 
change (Stacey 2011, pp. 299-303). Both relations presented in the example above can exist 
at the same time, as well as the interdependence can evolve, and the power relations shift. 

Change can be managed. 
The goal is stability.   

Change is constant. Emergence and 
processes cannot be controlled. 

Stability is unatainable.  
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Finally, complexity means that intention and emergence are not polarized concepts. Instead, 
building on Elias (1991), the theory of complex responsive processes foregrounds the 
“essentially paradoxical processes in which individuals form groups while being formed by 
them at the same time” (Stacey, 2011, p. 309). Consequently, in Elias’ process theory:  

“change occurs in paradoxical transformative processes – change is self-
organizing, emergent processes of perpetually constructing the future as 
continuity and potential transformation at the same time. (..) order arises in 
specific dynamics of social interplay in particular places at particular times.” 

(Stacey, 2011, p. 309). 

 
This means that, chains of gesture and response and interplay of intentions (people 
responding to each other) and emergence are key concepts in responsive process thinking, 
i.e. the theory of complex responsive processes (2011).  
 
In addition to foregrounding these micro-processes and emergence, viewing organizations as 
complex responsive processes is in opposition to the idea of Homo economicus in which 
people are considered to act based on rational decision-making, cf. Taylor’s (1914) Scientific 
Management, and similarly in opposition to the dominating management theories which 
followed, e.g. new public management (Hood 1989) and performance management (Miller 
and Rice, 1967). (See Stacey, 2011, pp. 56-60 for a critique of scientific management and the 
systems thinking underlying new public management and performance management). 
Instead, the theory of complex responsive processes takes into account that in practice, 
human actors often act irrationally, which in organizational and management contexts is 
exemplified when managers ‘muddle through’ (Lindblom, 1959) or make ‘garbage can 
decisions’ (Cohen, March and Olsen, 1972). Simon (1978), who coined the term of ‘bounded 
rationality’, meaning that human rationality is bound by the information that people possess, 
their cognitive abilities, and the time they have to make the decision (Guldbrandsen and Just, 
2016), opposed the logic of rational decision-making eloquently (and ironically):  
 

“The classical theory of omniscient rationality is strikingly simple and beautiful. 
Moreover, it allows us to predict (correctly or not) human behavior without 
stirring out of our armchairs to observe what such behavior is like.”  

(Simon, 1978, p. 347). 

 
A main point is that life rarely plays out as depicted in decision-making models, and access to 
processing the information needed to make decisions is dependent on specific contexts and 
abilities, resulting in decision-making often being marked by ambiguity, complexity and 
unknowns – and the argument that rationality needs to be understood in more complex terms 
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(Guldbrandsen and Just, 2016, p. 136). The irrational behavior is yet another argument for 
why no person or group can design and control what practices are realized and consequently 
how processes unfold. Not only are there the interplays of intentions of a lot of actors, but 
some of these intentions will be fairly difficult – and even impossible – to predict due to 
(limitations in) information and abilities which the individual possesses, along with the time 
one has to make the decision, but not least due to the irrational nature of humans. This does, 
however, not mean chaos and the derailing of organizations. Instead, the aforementioned 
emergence (consequences of interplays of intentions) and self-organizing occur (Elias, 1991; 
Stacey, 2011; Solsø and Thorup, 2015). Importantly, emergence and self-organizing is not to 
be understood as an opposition to managing, which will be unfolded in the following section, 
it does however influence how to understand – and analyze – the phenomena of managing 
digital transformation (when not relying on a systemic way of thinking about organizational 
change processes).  

 
2.3.2. The role of the manager in terms of responsive process thinking  
In the previous section the argument of unpredictability is grounded in the underlying 
assumption that organizations are constituted by complex responsive processes (as an 
alternative to thinking about processes as systems). Consequently, what unfolds is the 
“result” of emergence, i.e. the interplay of intentions of a lot of actors (Stacey, 2011). 
However, this does not mean that there is no need for managers, or that there is no longer 
anything or anyone to manage. The task of managing, however, is viewed in an more complex 
way to entail what happens when actually managing in organizations. No person is capable of 
controlling a process singlehandedly, as well as no one is capable of predicting what will 
happen. We can only ever predict the unpredictability itself, which is a management paradox 
in the responsive process thinking. Though no one can ever predict any response for sure, we 
are, however, capable of sensing how someone might respond to our gesture, as we have the 
ability to “take the attitude of the generalized other” (Stacey 2011, pp. 355-357). For instance, 
the managers might suspect that some individuals will find the change process towards digital 
transformation intriguing, while others – perhaps those whose work practices will change the 
most, whose job functions are moved to other locations, whose circumstances will change 
the most (e.g. getting another manager, moving away from good colleagues etc.), whose jobs 
are likely to be substituted by the new digital technology sometime in the future, or who they 
know to appreciate routines and stability – might react with frustration, though these 
managers can never know for sure if this will in fact be the response of these employees. 
Therefore, based on the complex responsive processes in the local interactions, the managers 
need to be able to improvise (Mowells, 2011). Consequently, in responsive process thinking 
(Stacey, 2011), the manager is a reflexive participant acting in the local interaction, which 
means that the manager reflects on one’s own and employees’ experiences, sense their 
responses (i.e. “take the attitude of the generalized other”) and improvise accordingly in the 
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attempt to negotiate one’s own intentions. In other words, when taking this position, 
managing becomes a social process.  

In the research, conveyed in this dissertation, this (responsive process) way of thinking about 
strategic management, organizations, and organizational change means that a digital 
transformation is not understood merely as the result of a strategy, recipe or plan. Nor do the 
studies treat the digital transformation as an entity, or as a static or fixed phenomenon (or 
‘thing’). Instead, digital transformation is understood as a process. Essentially, this process is 
not understood as a system. It is not an objective, rational process, nor is it only based on 
coincidences and unpredictability. Instead, it is understood as complex responsive processes 
as a result of the interplay of intentions of multiple actors. This means that in the dissertation 
at hand, managing a digital transformation is understood as a radical social process concerned 
with acting in a complexity of predictability on the one hand (managers taking the attitude of 
the generalized other, i.e. sensing the employees’ response to ones’ gesture, and knowing 
there will be an element of unpredictability) and unpredictability on the other hand (a 
consequence of the interplay of intentions). In the social process, reflecting on this complexity 
and taking part in the local interaction in order to negotiate support for one’s intention(s), 
stand out as particularly important management abilities (Solsø and Thorup, 2015, p. 50). 
Consequently, managing a digital transformation becomes a social and reflexive process, and 
the manager becomes a reflexive participant in the digital transformation.  

 

 

2.4. Quality criteria  
Credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability 

When conducting qualitative research, measures such as credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability are subject for discussion in assessing the trustworthiness 
of the research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; 1994).  

To secure credibility, triangulation was used in combination with prolonged engagement and 
persistent observation to bring out the results of the research using different methods of 
data collection. Triangulation helped to create an in-depth picture of the problem under 
investigation and to interrogate different ways of understanding the problem. This criterion 
was given a high priority, as it is necessary to acknowledge the limitations that follow a study 
of (top) managing a process of digital transformation, which is a complex phenomenon. 

Another quality criterion relates to transferability, which in essence deals with the findings 
having applicability in other contexts. A notable limitation of the study is the nature of 
ethnography, where focus is on one organization, which makes it difficult to generalize 
beyond analytical generalization. However, despite the social and contextual nature of (top) 
managing digital transformation, the overall dissertation provides insigths that are useful in 
many organizational contexts. The research points to leadership, legitimation and 
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organizational culture as being enablers of digital transformation, which means that these 
phenomena, along with the challenges that follow the management of digital transformation, 
are fundamental to address in any given organizational context. Thus, the research is a useful 
first step in assessing current (top) management conditions and enablers of the transition 
towards a digital transformation. It is important, however, to stress that the subject of 
investigation is contextual. Thus, specific results will likely differ. Additionally, the particular 
case organization is chosen because of its good reputation regarding change management 
and management in general. Therefore, what challenges the organization members there 
might be challenges which other organizations struggle with as well.  

This leads to the assessment of the dependability of the research, i.e. whether the findings 
are consistent and could be repeated. The methods are thoroughly described in the 
empirical chapters to ensure transparency, however, it is not possible to be sure if another 
researcher would have paid attention to the exact same details, if the study was to be 
replicated in another context. In responsive process thinking, the research process is a social 
science, and it is constituted by complex responsive processes, which means that the 
researcher has to acknowledge oneself as a reflexive participant. This research will not pass 
a double blind (Stacey, 2011, p. 175), as the research is a result of both an individual and a 
social process of analyzing. The individual process entails taking one’s previous experiences 
seriously, and reflecting upon how they might effect the interpretation of the local processes 
and emerging patterns being explored. The social process entails engaging heavily with 
literature on the phenomenon one is exploring, as well as engaging in academic communities 
with relevance to the particular study (Stacey, 2011, p. 488). What constitutes reliable 
research then, is the researcher’s ability to reflect upon these processes. 

Techniques such as triangulation and reflexivity have been used to establish confirmability 
of the research. In specific, reflexivity has been used to ensure that the findings of the study 
are shaped by the respondents and not by researcher bias, motivation, or interest.  
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Table 3: Quality criteria  

Quality 
criteria 

Description Use Reference(s) 

 
Credibility 

The degree to 
which the research 
is done in a way 
which allow us to 
‘trust’ the findings 

Triangulation, prolonged engagement 
and persistent observation. 

Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985; 
1994 

 
Transferability 

The findings having 
applicability in 
other contexts 

A notable limitation of the research is 
the nature of in-depth ethnography, 
from which it is difficult to generalize 
beyond analytical generalization. 
However, despite the social and 
contextual nature of the research, the 
overall dissertation provides insigths 
that are useful in many organizational 
contexts. 

Spradley, 2016 

 
Dependability  

The degree to 
which findings are 
consistent and 
could be repeated 

Transparency: Methods are 
thoroughly described and well argued 
for. 
 
Reflexivity: The research is a result of 
both an individual process (the 
researcher taking her own 
experiences seriously and reflecting 
upon how they influence her analysis) 
and a social process (the researcher 
engaging heavily with literature) of 
analyzing. 

Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985; 
1994 
 
Stacey, 2011 

 
Confirmability 

Degree of 
neutrality 

Triangulation. 
Reflexivity to ensure that findings are 
shaped by respondents and not by 
researcher bias. 

Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985; 
1994 

 

 
Very briefly summarized, thinking about digital transformation in terms of responsive 
processes entails the notion that organizations are (made of) chains of gesture and response 
(i.e. people responding to each other), which put emphasis on social practices. Hence, this 
position makes social interaction and language interesting phenomena to pay attention to 
(i.e. units of analysis), and the researcher becomes a reflexive participant. In the next chapter, 
I introduce the method(s), with which I have approached these phenomena and acted as a 
reflexive participant in the digital transformation, when exploring how a digital 
transformation emerges from responsive process and how (top) managers might enable such 
a process of digital transformation.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH APPROACH 
 

Exploring how digital transformation emerges from responsive processes and what this new 
perspective on the phenomena might mean for our understanding of leadership in a process 
of digital transformation calls for ethnographic studies in situ, as the research method in 
responsive process thinking requires the researcher to reflect on ordinary, everyday 
experiences (Stacey, 2011, p. 488). Stacey explains experience as: (..) “felt, meaningful 
engagement in relating to others and to oneself as we do whatever we come to do. Experience 
refers to interdependence, to the social, as the fundamental human reality.” (Stacey, 2011, p. 
488). The ethnographic approach (Spradley 2016) responds to Vial’s (2019) call – in a 
comprehensive literature review on digital transformation – for studying the concept of digital 
transformation in a meaningful way with the experiences, practices, and discourses of 
practitioners. In this chapter, I introduce the ethnographic approach, present the research 
setting and the digital transformation in the form of a novel Robo-advisor solution being 
implemented in a Danish financial institution before elaborating on the field work.  
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3.1. Organizational ethnography 
Studying an emergent process of digital transformation requires contextually situated 
analysis, which is why the findings conveyed in this dissertation are based on 28 months’ of 
organizational ethnographic field study of a process towards digital transformation. Drawing 
on ethnographic methods became a way to not only get the organizational members’ post- 
rationalizations on implementing the new digital technology, but to study them in their 
everyday work activities (Spradley, 2016), i.e. explore the complex responsive processes, 
which constitute a process of digital transformation. Ethnography allows for reflections on 
how practices contribute to producing organizational reality (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, 
p. 1250). Additionally, the ethnographic approach allows for reflections on how the leadership 
practices of a (top) management team contribute to producing the organizational reality of a 
process of digital transformation. In other words, the ethnographic approach enables 
reflections on how local processes guide the complexity, intricacy and mundanity of 
organizational life (see Ybema et al., 2009) and – in this case – of digital transformation. 

Ethnography has a long tradition within social science (see for instance Barley 1986; Kunda 
1992; Latour and Woolgar 1979) and calls attention to the notion, that social science is 
embedded within social, historical and linguistic processes (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 226). Essentially, 
ethnography is about understanding human experience by studying events, language, rituals, 
institutions, behaviors, artifacts, and/or interaction (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 228-229). For this 
purpose surveys and interviews will not be adequate. Instead, understanding human 
experiences is best achieved by immersing oneself in the community one seeks to understand 
(Cunliffe, 2010, p. 227). And there are several ways to do so. The dissertation at hand is 
inspired by an interpretive approach to doing organizational ethnography, in which social 
constructionism, reflexivity, and micro level interaction are forefronted. In the following 
section, I briefly introduce interpretive ethnography and contrast it to realist ethnography.  

 

3.1.1. Interpretive ethnography and the ‘Little c tradition’ 

It is possible – at least to some degree – to make a distinction between realist and interpretive 
organizational ethnographies in terms of facts, observations and data on the one hand and 
social construction, meaning-making and reflexivity on the other. This dissertation is mainly 
inspired by interpretive ethnography.  

Traditionally, scholars such as Malinowski (1992) and Radcliffe-Brown (1948) developed a 
systematic ethnographic methodology for describing non-Western cultures with the purpose 
of developing a science of society (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 228). Such approaches are concerned 
with realist depictions about macro social structure (also termed Big C tales), and are often 
based on what Cunliffe (2010) calls ‘hard data’, which means that these data are collected 
using the scientific model of research and is a search for causal mechanisms and behavioral 
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laws which are typical for positivist methodology (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 229). Their procedures 
for collecting data and describing cultures professionalized ethnography (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 
229).  

One can also be concerned with culture with a small “c”, which is about micro level interaction 
– i.e. patterns of life – and about studying social processes (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 229). 
Ethnographers interested in Little c cultures follow the premise, that humans act on the basis 
of the ‘meaning of things’, and that those meanings are created in social interactions. 
Therefore, fieldwork and native interpretation are crucial to understanding the empirical 
world under study (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 228). Scholars with an interest in Little c cultures include 
for instance Whyte (1955), who was concerned with ghetto culture, Goffman (1961) who was 
concerned with hospital life, Atkinson (1978) who was concerned with suicide, Becker (1951) 
who studied issues related to professions, and many more. Since the late 1970s, 
organizational ethnographies have built on the Little c tradition when studying people, 
organizing and processes within a particular organization (see for instance Latour and 
Woolgar, 1979). This dissertation is inspired by the Litte c tradition in that it too focuses on 
interaction within an organization.  

In realist ethnographies sociality is understood in terms of phenomena (such as for instance 
structures, institutional practices and processes, routines, and artefacts) and true meanings 
– i.e. realist ethnographers are concerned with “telling it like it is”. A realist ethnographer is 
interested in exploring the relationship between material (including human) objects (Cunliffe, 
2010, p. 230), and realist ethnographers therefore validate their work by using coding 
techniques, offering detailed accounts of the context and interactions, and/or identifying 
patterns and processes (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 230).  

In interpretive ethnographies sociality is understood as intersubjective, i.e. sociality emerges 
in the interactions and conversations between people. The interpretive ethnographer will be 
interested in how sociality is shaped and reshaped in the interactions – and in the many voices 
and meanings within the research site (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 230). The interpretive ethnographer 
is not interested in objects, instead they might be interested in how meanings, language, and 
the social world ‘become seemingly real’ (e.g. Kärreman and Alvesson 2001).  

In this dissertation, I pay attention to micro level interactions – more specifically ‘the interplay 
of intentions’ (Stacey 2011) – and how a process of digital transformation emerges from these 
interactions. I am concerned with instances or events (of interaction) in the process of digital 
transformation and I relate these events to the organization members’ previous experiences 
in the organization as well as their ideas about the future, which are sometimes very diverse. 
This means, that I do not aim for an objective representation of a process of digital 
transformation. In other words, I do not ‘tell it as it is’ as I am not in search of ‘a true meaning’. 
I have immersed myself in the organization to observe interactions and conversations 
between top managers, middle managers, employees, and union representatives in order to 
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get an understanding of the different perceptions of digital transformation and how they 
might (not) be entangled as they (the perceptions) emerge in the local interactions. I am 
interested in learning how organization members experience the process of digital 
transformation and why, i.e. how sociality emerges in the interactions and conversations. I 
do not give an account of the ‘actual’ process of digital transformation as it wold be 
interpreted from an ‘objective’ point of view. Instead, I focus on the interplay of intentions 
and relate those to how employees speak about the past and the future. Hence, this 
ethnography could be labled interpretive or impressionistic and entails a non-causal 
perspective on time (see ‘The notion of time’ in chapter two). More specifically, I follow an 
approach developed by Alvesson and Kärreman (2007) called Active discovery/Creating a 
mystery that will be introduced after the case illustration. 

 

 3.1.2 Case illustration: Digital transformation at a Danish bank 
In a recent special issue on digital transformation in California Management Review, the 
financial sector is highlighted as a particularly interesting context for studying digital 
transformation, because the pressure of change is heavily felt in this sector (Gfrerer et al., 
2021, pp. 23-24). Increasingly, digitalization and banking regulations challenge the banking 
industry (Holmlund, Strandvik and Lähteenmäki, 2016), and banks struggle to change from 
regular banks into digital banks, in which (i) banking occurs via internet, mobiles, and social 
media channels, (ii) processes are automatized, and (iii) Robo-advisors support customer 
interaction (Gfrerer et al., 2021, pp. 23-24).  Thus, to answer the main research question of 
how a digital transformation emerges from responsive processes and what this implies for 
the notion of leadership in relation to a process of digital transformation, the empirical 
studies reported on in this dissertation build on ethnographic field research in a financial 
institution. 

The particular financial institution is chosen, because it is an emblematic case (Silverman, 
2014, p. 73), in which involvement, dialogue, motivation, continuously educating managers, 
and the well-being of employees are of high priority. These priorities result in the 
organization often being nominated as the best place to work in Denmark, and the 
organization often being used as a ‘best practice’ case when teaching leadership, change 
management, and corporate social responsibility at Danish universities. It is a highly 
successful and well renowned bank. Therefore, what seems difficult when managing the 
process of a digital transformation in this particular organization, which has a successful 
record of accomplishment when it comes to management and change management, may 
be of interest to other organizations in their process towards digital transformation. 
Similarly, it is possible to generalize knowledge from the successful processes of digital 
transformation in this particular financial institution and benefit from it in other contexts.  

The financial institution is implementing a Robo-advisor, which is a digital platform that 
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collects information on the costumer from different sources and provides automated, 
algorithm-driven financial planning services. This means that the financial institution is 
capable of providing financial services with little to no human supervision 
(Investopedia.com), and that in time customers will be able to get all their financial advices 
from home using Robo-advisor without engaging with a human financial advisor. This service 
is already technologically available.  

Robo-advisors are capable of handling sophisticated tasks and are being put to use in 
different ways depending on financial institutions’ strategies. In spite of Robo-advisor’s 
potential for revolutionizing financial institutions, the case organization’s digital 
transformation process appears evolutionary-like. In other words, the case of implementing 
Robo-advisor in a Danish financial institution illustrates a digital transformation which is not 
forced, but is allowed to transform over a very long period of time. In that sense, this process 
is similar to Sia, Weil and Zhang’s case with DBS Bank from 2021. In their article on designing 
a Future-Ready Enterprise, they frame the process as a multi-year digital transformation 
journey of the DBS Bank (Sia et al., 2021). 

The top management has not fully categorized Robo-advisor (as I try to do below), as I enter 
the organization. However, based on how human financial advisors use Robo-advisor in the 
specific case organization, and based on the top managers’ ongoing reflections on the role 
of Robo-advisor ‘now’ and in the future, I would position it, in the model below, between 
the categories of ‘Advisor’ and ‘Actor’.  

 

Table 4: Three roles of intelligent machines (within management) categorized by their 
degree of autonomy and proactivity: Assistant, advisor, and actor.  
Source: Accenture Strategy analysis, 2016: 2 

Assistant Advisor Actor 

Creating scorecards 

Maintaining reports 

Monitoring the 

environment 

Answering questions 

Building scenarios 

Generating options 

Evaluating options 

Making decisions 

Budgeting and planning 

Passive            X  Active 

 

In the beginning of the ethnographic field study, Robo-advisor is supposed to take care of 
time-consuming elements of managing customers. This include providing financial advisors 
with economical advice for their customers, which change the workflow and function of the 
human financial advisors. The particular case organization is well branded as an organization 
in which employees – and in particular, the financial advisors – are close to the customers. 
They are often portrayed on the organization’s homepage, marketing material, and social 
media – and they actively engage in the local community as ambassadors for the 
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organization. This brand –  which is rooted in a long tradition of engaging with customers 
and in an organizational culture in which human engagement is a core element – is not easily 
compatible with the idea (or concern) that banking is becoming more digitalized, which 
include that cashiers close and processes are automatized as Robo-advisor is being 
implemented. In the following section I will reflect upon what kind of change Robo-advisor 
appears to be(come) for the particular Danish financial institution by relating it to 
Buchannan and Boddy’s (1992) classifications of change. This section serves as way of 
understanding digital transformation as being in flux; how its range (or impact on the 
organization) changes over time.  

 
3.1.2.1. Classifying Robo-advisor in terms of central/peripheral and 
radical/incremental: A dynamic and situational approach 

In their model of change, Buchanan and Boddy (1992) classify a change based on two 
dimensions concerned with (i) how central the change is (i.e. does the change effect the 
central work practices in the organization, or does the change effect more peripheral work 
practices?) and (ii) how far reaching the changes are (i.e. are radical changes needed or does 
the change require incremental adjustments?). Below, their model is presented; however, it 
has been modified with a dynamic twist to accommodate a process perspective (e.g. Langley, 
2007; Stacey, 2011) entailing that (i) a change can be more og less radical/incremental, as well 
as more or less central/peripheral (hence, a co-ordination system is chosen instead of the 
original four boxes), and (ii) such a classification is fluid, meaning it can change over time.  

This nuancing of the model towards a more situational and dynamic way of classifying a 
change, enables an understanding – and classification – of digital transformation as an 
organizational change, which at one point in time might be considered incremental by the 
employees and at a later point in time as radical – or vice versa. The change process might 
start out only effecting the work processes in a peripheral way and over time evolve to 
effecting the central work processes. Similarly, the digital transformation process might start 
out as an incremental change and evolve into a radical change – or vice versa. This perspective 
– foregrounding the process – allows for a more dynamic view on digital transformation as an 
emerging social activity in a constant state of becoming. 

At first, implementing Robo-advisor changes the central work practices of human financial 
advisors, but the organization does not digitally transform over night with a new business 
model as a consequence. With this is mind, Robo-advisor is first placed (marked X1) in the 
modified change model as appearing to be a central, incremental change process, which 
entails a low conflict level and moderate vulnerability.  

Over time, it even seems as if the change process becomes more peripheral and incremental 
in the view of the human financial advisors as the human financial advisors internalize the 
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Central Peripheral 

new ways of working. Based on these reflections, Robo-advisor is once again placed (marked 
X2) in the modified change model and shows a low level of both conflict and vulnerability.  

However, in the process of digital transformation new departments with new managers are 
emerging, the organization becomes more centralized, and cashiers close. New corporate 
strategies for marketing and business development are formulated and implemented to stay 
relevant as a financial institution as banking changes. Many of the medium-sized Danish banks 
share the same systems developer, meaning that their Robo-advisors are based on the exact 
same system, thus providing the same services to customers. Consequently, the financial 
institutions need to find new ways to stay relevant in order to keep their customers and 
attract new ones. In other words, they need to develop new business models, which will result 
in new organizational cultures. Cultures, which employees still have to be able to identify 
with. Therefore, the digital transformation is placed (marked X3) in the model below as a 
radical and central change, which entails a high level of conflict and vulnerability.  

 

Figure 7: The changing classification of Robo-advisor over time in the Danish financial 
institution  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because the (top) management manages the digital transformation as an evolutionary-like 
change process, the digital transformation did not happen overnight but over a long period 
of doing observation in the particular financial institution.  

The empirical chapters – and the dissertation’s discussion – elucidates how this evolutionary 
approach enabled a process of digital transformation in which it was possible to create and 
maintain a sense of digital readiness among the organizations members because the leaders 
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became good at taking the attitude of the employees by intuitively engaging with each other 
and learn from each other’s experiences. 

Based on the considerations above and in the previous chapter, I suggest a move towards a 
responsive process way of thinking about digital transformation, acknowledging the process 
of digitally transforming an organization. This way, researchers can provide interesting 
insights on how practices (and cultures) enable the emergence of different kinds of digital 
transformation processes (as the one depicted in the co-ordination system above).   

 

3.1.3. Solving mysteries 

There are many ways of thinking about ethnography, as there several approaches to engaging 
with and writing about the world (Cunliffe, 2010, p. 227). In a special issue on ethnography 
celebrating John Van Maanen’s Tales of the Field, Cunliffe (2010) compares four different 
ethnographic articles thus making visible the diversity in carrying out ethnographic fieldwork 
and communicating ones research, i.e. ‘the textwork’ (p. 227). The studies of managing digital 
transformation, conveyed in this dissertation’s empirical chapters, utilize a research approach 
presented by Alvesson and Kärreman (2007), where the researcher searches for deviations 
from what would be expected, given established knowledge in empirical contexts. They call 
the methodology “active discovery and/or creation of mysteries and the subsequent solving 
of the mysteries followed” (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1266). Alvesson and Kärreman 
(2007) see empirical material (“data”) as an inspiration for critical dialogues between 
theoretical frameworks and empirical work. “Exploiting breakdowns to create a mystery”, to 
put it in their words, is not new in social sciences (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1268). 
Ethnography can be described "as a process of coherently resolving breakdowns" (Agar, 1986, 
p. 39) and – in this sense – has a built-in propensity toward the type of theory development 
proposed by Alvesson and Kärreman (2007). 
 
In the study conveyed in chapter five, the emergence of a frustration towards a digital 
transformation seemed counter intuitive considering the initial enthusiasm and 
engagement from both managers and employees. In the study conveyed in chapter six, the 
digital transformation was considered a success without a chief digital officer, which 
contradicts what we know from the literature on digital transformation and the role of the 
chief digital officer (Singh, Klarner, and Hess, 2020). Chapter seven conveys a study, which 
explores how it is possible to enable a digital readiness culture that – as presented in 
chapter five – enables the employees to look forward to a digital transformation process 
with enthusiasm and engagement. The emergence of such a digital readiness culture seems 
counter intuitive, as one might expect that a digital transformation process would make 
the employees feel uncomfortable, because cashiers are being closed, the entire sector is 
on the verge of change, and some department managers do not even want their children 
to choose an education as financial advisors or to pursue careers in the financial sector due 
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to the uncertainty within it because of the rapid technological development. In other 
words, it seemed counter intuitive that managers and employees were ever enthusiastic 
about – and engaged in – the digital transformation. Therefore, how they achieved this 
enthusiasm is in itself interesting to explore.  
 
Following Alvesson and Kärreman (2007), the process of solving the mysteries – and doing 
ethnography – is not atheoretical. It is a discussion “between” theory and empirical work. This 
is important in the responsive process thinking, in which doing research should be considered 
reflexive in a social sense, meaning that the “researcher engages intensively with literature 
relevant to his or her particular narrative accounts” (Stacey, 2011, p. 488).  
 
 

3.1.4. Field research 

While doing organizational ethnography, I was physically present in the research setting for a 
longer period of time, precisely 28 months, and became embedded in this organizational 
setting. I had access to the top managers on a daily basis. I was given a key to the organization 
and could lock myself in anytime and move freely around in the organization. I was provided 
with a computer with access to everything of interest to the research project as well as a 
corporate e-mail address. I had a desk close to the Head of HR and the Head of 
Communication, but would often also use some of the other available desks somewhere in 
the organization. I had informal coffee and lunch with people from the organization – both 
top managers, middle managers, employees, and union representatives – and attended their 
meetings. I also participated in parties and events. Being embedded in the organization 
allowed me to build trust and a long-lasting relationship with informants (on all organizational 
levels) over time, which aided data collection and analysis and allowed for ad-hoc questions. 
Furthermore, I was invited by employees and union representatives to host a seminar without 
managers, which became an essential access to gaining interesting insights on their views on 
implementing the new digital technology, which was used in the first study (from which 
results are presented in chapter five). I participated in top management seminars facilitated 
by external consultants followed by dinners, and in top management meetings both internally 
and with (other) external consultants. Moreover, I was invited by the top management team 
to host a two-day seminar for the top management team, which became a way of validating 
my findings in the sense that they analyzed their organization followed by a discussion, in 
which I shared my findings on the top management in particular (the study from which 
findings are presented in chapter six). During my almost two and a half years embedded in 
the organization, I also continuously participated in what the top managers called “the broad 
management meetings” which are continuous management meetings in which all managers 
(incl. branch managers, department managers, function managers) participate and have the 
possibility to engage with each other and with the top management. The meetings were from 
9 am to 4 pm and always had a formal program. The managers were divided into groups and 



77 
 

asked to discuss issues, challenges and possibilities in their respective departments in relation 
to a topic – e.g. new ways of working and organizing. The meetings had a built-in flexibility 
which made it possible to also discuss insights, challenges and ideas “bottom-up” and to ask 
questions to the top management. During these meetings I would sit in on the different 
conversations in the different groups, and during the coffee breaks and lunches I would 
engage in conversations about the topics from the group work which they found interesting, 
important, frustrating, wrong, etc. Becoming immersed in the organization allowed me to 
better understand and capture events and understand (interpret) practices as well as engage 
in conversations.  
 
A compromise between surface investigation and in-depth investigation (Spradley, 2016, p. 
101) was adopted in order to first seek the organizational context in a broad sense, and then 
obtain ethnographic focus by studying selected domains relevant for the particular studies. 
Following Cunliffe’s (2015) recommendations, data collecting methods include observing, 
informal conversation (see, for example Fenton and Langley, 2011)/casual conversations 
(Fetterman, 2010) and questions at meetings with the top management, with the middle 
management, and with employees. In addition, I conducted semi-structured interviews 
(Spradley, 2016), participated in events, participated in strategy seminars for the top 
management, and had full document access. Furthermore, the data consists of posters made 
by top managers, by middle managers and by employees during different workshops done by 
external consultants and by myself. In line with anthropological work, which rely on 
observational notes as the main method for constructing data (e.g. Malinowski, 1922), I made 
field notes during the activities or as soon as possible to capture my impressions following 
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995). This method was chosen in an attempt to avoid becoming 
too intrusive when doing ethnographic fieldwork, and because I was not interested in specific 
locations or events, which made it impossible for me to for instance make video recordings 
of the interplay of intensions of organization members. In other words, the ‘site’ that I was 
interested in was neither the management group itself nor the employees when acting as 
financial advisors but the borderland in which they responded to each other and their 
interplay of intentions unfolded. As Pors (2016) explains, the borderland is not a place that 
you can visit, rather it emerges at different locations. Instead, many of the most interesting 
insights stem from spontaneous conversations and observations of interactions, which I did 
not plan for and could not have arranged to observe, and therefore would not have been able 
to video- or audio record. Additionally, when it was not too intrusive, I took pictures to 
support my memory of the situations. The specific procedures of data collection and analysis 
will be discussed in the respective empirical chapters (chapters five to seven), in which 
findings from the field research is conveyed. 
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Months 

Article one 

Article two 

Article three Surface investigation  

Surface investigation  

Surface  
investigation  

Ethnographic focus  

Ethnographic focus  

Ethnographic focus  

Figure 8: The compromise between surface- and in-depth investigation 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Summing up, I have participated in various formal and informal meetings, events, and 
conversations primarily as participant and non-participant observer. Particularly the informal 
and spontaneously emerging settings provided valuable insights. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Theoretical framework   

This dissertation takes a practice perspective (Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Leonardi, 2015; Nicolini, 
2012, 2013; Schatzki et al., 2001 Jarzabkowski 2009; Geiger, 2009) in exploring the concept of 
managing digital transformation. With a theoretical positioning in complex responsive 
processes (Stacey, 2011), the dissertation will not solely focus on practices of individual leaders 
but on how the interplay of individuals’ practices unfold, i.e. how digital transformation 
emerges from organization members responding to each other. The chapter first introduces 
the overall practice perspective and then presents the theoretical framework chosen for 
studying practices in a process of digital transformation. 
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 4.1. A practice perspective 

Focusing on practices (Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Geiger 2009; Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011; 
Nicolini, 2012; Carlile et al., 2013; Leonardi, 2015; Nicolini and Monteiro, 2017) became a 
useful way to explore the concept of digital transformation with a point of departure in 
responsive process thinking (Stacey 2011), in which experiences and practices are 
foregrounded.  
 
Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl and Vaara (2010, p. 3) argue, that while there is no single motive 
behind the practice turn in social sciences (e.g. Nicolini, Gherardi and Yanow, 2003; 
Whittington 2006; Orlikowski, 2007; Feldman and Orlokowski, 2011; Carlile et al., 2013), and 
behind the collective interest in studying practices (e.g. Giddens, 1984; Foucault, 1980; 
Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2002; Fairclough, 1993), there are a couple of similarities, which 
should be highlighted in relation to what a practice perspective entails. First, they highlight, 
that focusing on practice “provides an opportunity to examine the micro-level of social 
activity and its construction in a real social context or field.” (Golsorkhi et al., 2010, p. 3). This 
means that a practice perspective allows the researcher to “move from general and abstract 
reflection on social activity to an increasingly targeted analysis of social reality”. (Golsorkhi et 
al., 2010, p. 3). In the research conveyed in this dissertation, a focus on practice allows for 
elucidating the micro-level foundations of social activity in (top) managing a digital 
transformation process.  
 
Importantly, Geiger (2009), highlights that while the micro-level of social activity does indeed 
provide interesting insights, for instance focusing on how and why particular practices have 
emerged, been institutionalized or changed over time (Geiger, 2009, p. 135), findings do not 
become more real, the more ‘micro-level’ the analysis is. The analysis should therefore rely 
on intersubjectivity, which is constituted by the joint linguistic constructions of a community, 
because the ‘epistemic authority’ in a position to claim objectivity – which is a term, Geiger 
(2009) borrows from Habermas (2003) – is the ‘community of practitioners’ (Geiger, 2009, p. 
137). In this study, the community of practitioners are the organization members, i.e. the top 
managers, middle managers, and employees including union representatives. Second, 
Golsorkhi et al. (2010) highlight, that a practice perspective “breaks with methodological 
individualism by emphasizing that activities need to be understood as enabled or constrained 
by the prevailing practices in the field in question” (Golsorkhi et al., 2010, p. 3). This means 
that a practice perspective – when exploring the concept of digital transformation – should 
not merely focus on the behaviors or actions of individuals but seek to examine how these 
behaviors or actions are linked with prevailing practices. 

In line with the responsive process thinking introduced in chapter two a practice perspective 
entails the understanding, that social life is emergent and that studying it requires a high 
tolerance for complexity (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011). Congruent with both the responsive 
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process thinking (Stacey, 2011) presented in chapter two and the ethnographic method 
(Spradley, 2016) presented in chapter three, the practice perspective offers a way to 
understand the dynamics of every day activity (Nicolini, 2012) and provides a lens for studying 
organizations beyond the formal and quantifiable (Geiger, 2009). Essentially, we gain a 
deeper understanding of how organizations are constructed, how they change, and how 
innovations emerge, when we situate our inquiries on the level of the practicing community 
– and on the subjective viewpoint of the practitioners and their constructions of the world 
(Geiger, 2009, p. 135).  

Barley and Kunda (2001) are considered the starting point for the practice-based perspective 
(Geiger, 2009). Similarly to the responsive process thinking (Stacey, 2011), the practice 
perspective initially arose from the criticism that organization studies were too concerned 
with: 

 “a formal, static and reductionist analysis of organizations by focusing on their 
structural aspects only, thereby neglecting the manifold practices that are 
performed at all levels of the organization (Gherardi, 2000; Nicolini et al., 2003)”  

(Geiger, 2009, p. 129).  

 
In this perspective, “organizations cannot be understood as rational, formal and rather trivial 
input-output machines” (Geiger, 2009, p. 135). Instead, the practice lens offers a non-
rationalist, non-cognitivist and non-positivist understanding of organizations, in which an 
organization is to be understood as: a “ ‘field’ of historically emerged, socially constructed 
and interconnected practices (Gherardi 2006)” (Geiger, 2009, p. 135).  

There are many ways to study practices, or to analyze a phenomenon from a practice 
perspective (Schatzki, 2001; Nicolini and Monteiro, 2017; Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Geiger, 2009). 
According to Schatzki (2001, p. 10-11), this might be due to the influence of scholars and 
thinkers such as Wittgenstein, Bourdieu, Giddens and Foucault, who build on diverse 
scholarships, which is however also the strength of the practice perspective. Similarly, Nicolini 
and Monteiro (2017, p. 112) argue, that a challenge – when discussing the practice 
perspective – is the fact that the practice perspective constitute a broad family connected by 
historical and conceptual similarities, each with its own definition of practice and ways to 
analyze their object of inquiry, which causes a lack of epistemological unity within the field. 
In other words, “the concept of practice has been used in a variety of ways and to evoke 
different associations” (Geiger, 2009, p. 129). Therefore, in the following, I shall briefly specify 
how I apply a practice perspective – and how I do not. 
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4.1.1. This dissertation’s practice perspective 

When choosing this perspective one implicitly suggests that organizational change – as well 
as many other organizational matters – result from and through practices and their 
aggregation (Nicolini and Monteiro (2017). Therefore, according to Nicolini and Monteiro 
(2017, p. 111): “Practice approaches are a primary way to study organization processually.” 
In Stacey’s interpretation, such a statement would entail, that from a practice perspective, 
one is often interested in the practices and activities (‘parts’) that go on in the process, which 
is to be understood as a ‘whole’ (Stacey, 2011, p. 168). Earlier, I have argued, that the practice 
perspective follows the same underlying assumptions as the responsive process thinking 
presented in chapter two. However, using ‘strategy’ as an example, i.e. strategy as practice 
(e.g. Jarzabkowski, 2003; Whittington, 2002), Stacey (2011, p. 169) challenges this unity. He 
argues, that a practice/activity based view falls within systems thinking just as the (traditional) 
process view does (see also chapter two on the dissertation’s stance on philosophy of 
science), where one focuses on the ‘parts’ to explain the ‘whole’ in a causal and linear way 
(Stacey, 2011, p. 169). For instance, Stacey (2011, p. 169) argues that while the term 
‘emergence’ is used in practice-based studies, the concept is understood as something 
managers can formalize by appointing project managers and organizing workshops. For 
Stacey, this particular notion of the concept entails, that intention and emergence are not 
understood as polarized concepts when choosing a practice perspective (Stacey, 2011, p. 
169). Instead, he argues that from a practice perspective, “evolution and emergence 
themselves become subject to intention” (Stacey, 2011, p. 169). Conclusively, he argues that:  

“the activity-based writers have not departed in any essential way from the 
understanding of process to be found in the process literature. (..) Both are 
systems in which process basically means the interaction of parts to produce 
wholes.”  

(Stacey, 2011, p. 169).  

 
In this dissertation, a practice perspective is chosen. However, it is not applied founded in an 
underlying assumption that managers can layer a process of intentional design on top of a 
process of emergence, as is the criticism proposed by Stacey (2011, p. 169) for when scholars 
apply work from a practice perspective. In other words, the dissertation suggests that 
managers cannot intentionally design, implement and control the emergence of a process. As 
described in chapter two the underlying assumption of the dissertation is that a process is 
complex and responsive, meaning that a process is constituted by multiple interactions, i.e. 
the interplay of intentions of a lot of people. A process is not constituted by the plan or 
strategy of one person or one group. Managers’ interactions – along with many more 
interactions – constitute the emergence.  
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I do chose a practice perspective building on the argument, that we can learn from studying 
practices that are going on in a process, because ”focusing attention on the local, daily, 
practical activities of managers, the activity-based writers bring a much richer perspective on 
process” (Stacey, 2011, p. 169). As elaborated in the dissertation’s discussion (chapter eight), 
I take the position, that understanding organizational change as emergence, i.e. interaction, 
allow managers to reflect upon how to participate in these local interactions. Illuminating 
practices in the digital transformation process allows for exploring patterns retrospectively 
and for nuancing our understanding of how such a change process is enabled (in opposition 
to exploring how it is designed, implemented and controlled). These insights in practices in 
the process towards digital transformation might help strengthen managers’ ability to reflect 
upon their practices when they participate in the local interaction, which is essentially all that 
managers can do, i.e. act as reflexive participants in the local interaction (Stacey, 2011). In 
other words, studying practices enable an examination of issues that are directly relevant to 
practitioners (Jazabkowski, 2009, p. 70), in this case, relevant to those who are dealing with 
digital transformation, either as managers engaged in strategic planning or other activities 
linked with the implementation of new digital technologies, or as change agents, i.e. chief 
digital officers, engaged in the process towards digital transformation.  
 
 
  

4.2. Theoretical framework 

There is not one specific meta-theory of social practice, which could be applied to analyzing 
practices (Golsorkhi et al., 2010, p. 3) in a process of digital transformation. Practice can be 
studied from multiple angles, for instance, as it shows in the empirical chapters (five to seven), 
as more or less intentional action and as discourse (Golsorkhi et al., 2010, p. 3). In the 
following three sections, I elaborate on why and how I studied practices in a process towards 
digital transformation of an organization. I introduce one study at a time. And I start with the 
‘why’, i.e. introducing the particular practice focus derived from 
literature on the phenomena, followed by the ‘how’, i.e. 
introducing the analytical framework utilized for analyzing the 
particular practices in the respective studies. 

As presented in the dissertation’s introduction – and by following 
recommendations from the literature review on digital 
transformation – each of the three studies are concerned with an 
aspect of organization. The first study is concerned with processes, 
the second with structure, and the third with culture – as these 
three elements are considered what constitutes an organization 
(Schoeneborn et al., 2019).  

 

STRUCTURE

PROCESSES

CULTURE

Figure 9: Studying digital  
transformation from an 
organizational perspective: 
Culture, structure, and 
processes. 
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4.2.1. Article one: Negotiating support for the digital transformation   

Leadership- and communication processes are important in any organization and 
organizational change. In the responsive process thinking (Stacey 2011), a particularly 
important part of leadership- and communication 
processes is to negotiate support for one’s intentions by 
taking part in the local interaction as a reflexive 
participant. One way for managers to negotiate support 
for one’s intentions is by legitimating these intentions in 
order to achieve the desired recontextualization. 
Recontextualization is understood as the process of 
transferring practices and values into a specific context 
(Gertsen and Zølner, 2012) and involves the 
transformation of social practices into discourses about 
social practices, and, additionally, of contextually specific 
legitimations of these social practices to answer the 
explicit or implicit questions of why; “why should we do 
this – and why doing it this way”? (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 105). Similarly, in the digital 
transformation literature, there is already evidence that legitimation plays an important role 
(Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019), as well as it does in organizational change more broadly (Vaara, 
2006) and in change altogether (Fairclough, 1993), because legitimacy is crucial to gaining 
trust and influence (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). However, establishing such legitimacy is not 
an easy task. In this regard, Øvrelid and Bygstad (2019) recommend discourse as an analytical 
framework, as we do not know much about the role of discourse in digital transformations 
and when problems occur in the leadership- and communication processes in digital 
transformation (Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019, p. 221). Hence, the first study explores the 
discursive legitimation practices in a process of digital transformation.  

 

4.2.1.1. Analytical framework: Discursive legitimation practices 
In the study conveyed in chapter five, a discursive legitimation practice-framework (van 
Leeuwen 2008; van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999) is applied to gain a deeper understanding of 
the challenges occurring in the digital transformation at a micro-level. Discursive legitimation 
practices play an important role in digital transformation specifically (Øvrelid et al., 2019) as 
well as in organizational change more generally (Vaara, 2006), as it is a way of negotiating 
support (ct. reflexive leadership in responsive process thinking) for the particular change. 
Discursive legitimation practices are “specific, not always intentional or conscious, ways of 
employing different discourses or discursive resources to establish legitimacy” (Vaara et al., 
2006, p. 784). Van Leeuwen and Wodak have developed ‘a grammar of legitimation’ (Van 
Leeuwen, 2008; Van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999), in which they distinguish between specific 
legitimating practices (authorization, moral evaluation, rationalization, and mythopoesis). 

 

STRUCTURE

PROCESSES -
Discursive 

legitimation 
practices

CULTURE

    Figure 10:  
    Highlighting processes  
    in digital transformation  
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These practice categories provide a framework for analyzing the way discourses construct 
legitimation for social practices.  
 
I combine the grammar of legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008; van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999) 
with two discourse analytical concepts. The purpose of a discourse analysis is not to get 
behind the discourse, in order to find out what people really mean, or to uncover the reality 
behind the discourse and decide if statements are true or false (Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019). 
Instead, the purpose of discourse analytical approaches is to identify and study consequences 
of different discursive representations of reality (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002), which build 
on the premise that when we change a discourse, we change the social world (Fairclough, 
1993). The two discourse analytical concepts drawn upon in the study are: key signifier and 
chain of equivalence. Key signifiers mean almost nothing in themselves until, through chains 
of equivalence, they are combined with other signs, which provide them with meaning 
(Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 22). By investigating the chains of meaning that discourses 
bring together, one can gradually identify discourses (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002).  
 
By applying this theoretical framework on ethnographic recordings, the study conveyed in 
chapter five elucidates how and why the emergence of a frustration towards Robo-advisor 
among employees – who eventually stymied the digital transformation – was enabled. In 
other words, the study shows how legitimation of the digital transformation became 
counterproductive. This is an interesting find, because both managers and employees were – 
in this particular case – initially very enthusiastic about implementing the new digital 
technology to enable major business improvements. Their intentions were in many ways 
aligned, but in the local interaction the managers did not seem to be able to “take the attitude 
of the generalized other” (Stacey, 2011, pp. 255-257), which means that they were not able 
to react to the employees’ response to the managers’ legitimation practices, resulting in 
employees stymying a digital transformation of which they were in fact in favor. The study 
elucidates the legitimation of a digital transformation process and discusses what capabilities 
managers might preferably develop in order to reflexively participate in the local interactions 
and negotiate support for the digital transformation. It reacts to literature on managers in 
digital transformation (Gfrerer, 2021, p. 28) and to Whittington’s (2014) call for studying 
discursive practices of CIOs as well as Øvrelid and Bygstad’s (2019) call for studying the role 
of discourse in a process of digital transformation. Additionally, the study adds a legitimation 
category to van Leuween’s (2008) grammar of legitimation practices. A category which is 
particularly relevant for legitimating the implementation of new digital technology to enable 
major business improvements, i.e. digital transformation.  
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4.2.2. Article two: Firing the change agent of digital transformation? 

Another important element constituting an organization is its structure. Both its formal 
structure – i.e. how the organization is designed and who are appointed as leaders – and its 
informal structure. Particularly when legitimating and gaining support for an organizational 
change, change management literature often considers the change agent important (Ford, 
Ford, and D’Amelio, 2008), and we usually expect a rationalized process with clear roles and 
responsibilities when working towards establishing and maintaining recipient acceptance and 
engagement. Consequently, the change agent is often, in some variation, characterized as 
someone who must: 

“(..) provide discursive justifications that establish the appropriateness and 
rationality of change adoption, create readiness for change, and increase not only 
the likelihood of recipient acceptance and participation in the change but also the 
speed and extent of that acceptance (Amenakis, Harris, and Mossholder, 1993; 
Green, 2004; Rousseau and Tijoriwala, 1999).”  

(Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio, 2008, p. 367). 
 

In a top-down change process towards digital transformation, the chief digital officer is 
considered the change agent responsible for managing this process (Vial, 2019; Singh, Klarner 
and Hess, 2020). Consequently, the chief digital officer is one of the fastest-growing C-level 
positions (Mathison, 2014; Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020), since the first chief digital officer 
position was created in 2005 (Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020), and is becoming the focal leader 
of digital transformation (Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020). 

Contrasting the expectations of a chief digital officer being a strong change agent managing 
a rationalized process towards digital transformation, the ethnographic recordings from a 
digital transformation in the form of a novel Robo-advisor 
solution depicts a case, where the chief digital officer is 
fired but the change process towards digitally transforming 
the organization eventually ends up being considered a 
success by the involved actors. Thus, the second study in 
this dissertation reacts to literature on the chief digital 
officer (Singh, Klarner, and Hess, 2020). In order to explore 
how and why a digital transformation might become 
successful without the change agent and focal leader of 
digital transformation, the second study explores the top 
managers’ leadership practices with a particular focus on 
their engagement practices (Sklaviniti, 2020).  
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Figure 11:  
Highlighting structure  
in digital transformation 
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4.2.2.1. Analytical framework: Distributed leadership 
With reference to leaders such as Gandhi and Luther King, the idea of the individual leader is 
hard to shed, even though the most fabled leaders relied on the support of a team of other 
effective leaders (Bolden, 2011). We remain enamored, Bolden (2011) argues, of the 
‘romance of leadership’, as we often see a pattern, in which we assume the performance 
outcomes to be the result of individual leaders’ contribution, and we forget to take into 
account that there are other – maybe even more – important factors influencing the results. 
Along the same line, O’Toole et al. (2003, p. 251) argue that for most people, leadership is 
obviously and manifestly an individual trait and activity.  

Contrasting the aforementioned perspectives on leadership, distributed leadership 
acknowledges leadership as a less strategic, less fixed phenomenon, and as more emergent 
and shared (Bolden, 2011; Sklaviniti, 2020). This stream of literature (distributed leadership 
and related concepts) has many similarities with Stacey’s (2011) responsive process thinking, 
especially in the sense that no leader can be individually responsible for a successful digital 
transformation, as leadership is a social process. Brown and Hosking (1986) are known for re-
introducing the term of distributed leadership in the mid-eighties, and since the millennium 
the concept has been widely embraced by scholars and practitioners (Bolden 2011). For 
Gronn (2002), distributed leadership offered the promise of a new ‘unit of analysis’ through 
which leadership could be understood in a holistic sense rather than simply as the aggregation 
of individual contributions (Bolden, 2011). In 2008, Harris and Spillane (2008, p. 33) proposed 
a well-established definition of distributed leadership:  

“it is a way of getting under the skin of leadership practice, of seeing leadership 
practice differently and illuminating the possibilities for organizational 
transformation”. 

The ethnographic field study, from which results are conveyed in chapter six, draws on 
distributed leadership to explain how a digital transformation process turned out as being 
considered a success, after the change agent of the digital transformation (i.e. the chief digital 
officer) was fired for not being able to negotiate support for the digital transformation. With 
this theoretical framework (specifically Sklaviniti, 2020 and Bolden, 2011), the study takes a 
social constructionist position to studying digital transformation – i.e. exploring, how 
managing the digital transformation happens conjointly through engagement in the top 
management team. The study explores the engagement practices (Sklaviniti, 2020), more 
specifically the intuitive working relations (Sklaviniti, 2020) and how they are enabled, by first 
mapping out who the actors are, then observing how their relating unfolds (how they interact) 
giving way to co-action (Sklaviniti, 2020), thus enable the top managers to conjointly 
participate in – and contribute to – the emergent process of digital transformation. 
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4.2.3. Article three: Digital readiness  

Finally, culture is an important element in the constitution of an 
organization. Thus, a successful transformation of a company in 
the digital age requires as a sound understanding of digital 
readiness (Gfrerer et al., 2020, p. 39) which entails that 
managers acknowledge the importance of fostering an 
organizational climate or culture that emphasizes the 
importance of, and supports, the digital transformation 
(Solberg, Traavik, and Wong, 2020, p. 107). The review in the 
study conveyed in the third empirical chapter shows that there 
is a paucity in the literature on how managers can enable such 
digital readiness. Therefore, the dissertation’s third study sheds 
light on how managers can work towards shaping a digital transformation culture and thus 
prepare the organization for digital transformation, i.e. how cultural practices might enable 
the fostering of digital readiness.  

 

4.2.3.1. Analytical framework: Cultural dynamics 

The concept of culture has a long history. During the 1940s and 1950s, anthropologists found 
interest in studying the concept in organizational contexts with a focus on customs and 
traditions of work (Hatch, 1993, p. 657). From the 1980s, management scholars have been 
interested in organizational culture as a management tool to create strong cultures with the 
purpose of making organizations more effective and/or successful (e.g. Deal and Kennedy, 
1982). Schein (1985) became especially influential, because he developed a conceptual 
framework for analyzing and intervening in organizational culture with the purpose of 
changing the organization. Many organization scholars have applied his conceptual 
framework (e.g., Schultz, 1995), however, it has also been challenged. For instance by scholars, 
who highlight that subcultures are ignored (e.g. Barley, 1983, Van Maanen and Barley 1985), 
and scholars who argue – from a symbolic-interpretive perspective – that focus should be on 
interpreting symbols and symbolic behavior in organizations (e.g. Shrivastava, 1987; Alvesson 
and Berg, 1992, Putnam 1983, Smircich and Morgan, 1983). Drawing on symbolic-interpretive 
perspectives on culture, Hatch (1993) has reformulated Schein’s model for analyzing 
organizational culture, in processual terms. Hatch (1993) highlights that the usefulness of 
Schein’s model in particular depends upon identifying the links among a culture's artifacts, 
values, and assumptions — links that Schein has not explained, but which Hatch develops in 
the cultural dynamics model that she suggests. The “new” model (Hatch, 1993) opens up for 
a discussion of the dynamism of organizational cultures, which is relevant for the purpose of 
the study presented in chapter seven, in which it is explored how certain practices might 
enable the emergence of a digital readiness culture that emphasizes the importance of, and 
supports, digital transformation.  

 

STRUCTURE

PROCESSES

CULTURE:
A digital 

readiness 
culture

Figure 12:  
Highlighting culture  
in digital transformation 



92 
 

The point in the dissertation’s third empirical chapter is not that one can design a digital 
transformation culture in order to be sure that the employees become digitally ready. It is, 
however, possible to set the scene (so to speak) and prepare the organization by trying to 
ensure that employees have good experiences with organizational change and internal 
communication, which might enable an emergence of digital readiness. 

 

4.3. Summing up 
The dissertation explores (top) managers’ leadership practices in relation to a process of 
digital transformation in three different ways. The first study explores how leadership 
practices might negatively influence employees’ attitudes towards a digital transformation of 
an organization. The second study explores the top managers’ leadership practices in a 
process of digital transformation without an official change agent, i.e. chief digital officer, and 
provides a distributed perspective on the phenomena. The third study explores how 
leadership practices might enable a digital readiness culture, thus allow for the emergence of 
positive attitudes towards a digital transformation of the company. Together, the three 
studies provide a nuanced understanding of how leadership practices might challenge and/or 
enable a process of digital transformation.  

In other words, the three studies demonstrate how digital transformation emerges from 
legitimation practices, intuitive engagement practices, and cultural practices embedded in 
responsive processes.  

In the first study, presented in chapter five, the 
analytical framework is discursive legitimation 
practices (van Leeuwen, 2008; Vaara, 2006). In 
the second study, reported on in chapter six, the 
analytical framework is distributed leadership 
(Bolden, 2011; Sklaveniti, 2020). Finally, in the 
third study, from which the findings are 
conveyed in chapter seven, the analytical 
framework is cultural dynamics (Hatch, 1993).  

Each theory was chosen to investigate a 
particular organizational perspective (processes, 
structure and culture) and an issue or 
phenomena – discovered in an iterative process 
– in relation to the particular organizational 
perspective. These approaches make it possible 
to explore the phenomenon of how digital 
transformation emerges from responsive 

Figure 13: The theoretical framework  
for studying leadership practices in a 
process of digital transformation  
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processes on three different organizational levels. Among employees and managers (Study 
1), within the top management team (Study 2), and from an organizational perspective (Study 
3). 

These frameworks serve as an integrationist approach to interdisciplinary research (van 
Leeuwen, 2005), in which different disciplines and theories (on legitimation, leadership, and 
culture) meet. The different analytical frameworks  allow for different analyses of practices 
in a digital transformation – or, in terms of Morgan (2006), provide different ways of seeing. 
While the three analytical frameworks provide an integrationist approach (van Leeuwen, 
2008) to exploring practices in a digital transformation process, they do not constitute a full 
picture of how a process of digital transformation emerges. They do however allow for new 
ways of seeing and understanding a process of digital transformation, thus offer new ways 
of thinking about (top) managing these (complex responsive) processes. This perspective 
will be unfolded in the dissertation’s discussion.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Why employees stymie a digital 
transformation: When legitimation becomes 
counterproductive 
Article one 

 

Digital transformations have become a high priority on management agendas, because they 
are notoriously difficult to manage and have become one of the biggest challenges that 
organizations face. With a point of departure in an 18 months ethnographic study of a 
financial institution, implementing a Robo-advisor, this paper aims to gain a deeper 
understanding of how and why challenges occur in the digital transformation. The study shows 
that while managers might discursively legitimate the digital transformation with an 
orientation towards the future, employees tend to focus on the present. This temporal 
misalignment allows employees to develop the perception that the new digital technology 
being implemented is behind its time, even if it is state of the art. Thus, the temporal 
misalignment has implications for how the digital transformation unfolds and might enable 
employees stymieing a digital transformation of which they are in fact in favor. As a practical 
implication, the study indicates that it might improve digital transformation processes if Chief 
information officers their discursive competencies. 

Key words: Digital transformation; digital transformation management; discourse;  
discursive legitimation; organizational ethnography 
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5.1. Introduction  
Digital transformation (DT) has emerged as an important phenomenon (e.g. Hanelt et al., 
2021; Vial 2019; Wessel et al., 2021; Øvrelid et al., 2019) for practitioners (see Fitzgerald et 
al., 2014). Digital transformation refers to a broad concept affecting politics, business, and/or 
social issues (Wessel et al., 2021). More specifically, digital transformation is often, in some 
variation, described as the use of new digital technologies in order to enable major business 
improvements (Matt et al., 2015; Haffke et al., 2016; Hess et al., 2016; Andriole, 2017; 
Chanias, 2017, and Hartl and Hess, 2017). Recently, scholars have framed digital 
transformation as “significant changes in processes and technology” (Øvrelid and Bygstad, 
2019, p. 227). These digital transformation processes are notoriously difficult to manage; they 
take longer time and cause more difficulties for organizations than expected by both scholars 
and practitioners (Zinder, 2016). Despite many strategies available for implementing new 
digital technologies, managing the implementation process has become one of the biggest 
challenges that companies face (Kane et al., 2015, Hess et al., 2016), and consequently, digital 
transformation has become a high-priority on management agendas (Hess et al., 2016, p. 3).  

Scholars have argued that often information systems fail as early as in the implementation 
stage, and two common reasons for this are that (i) users refuse to incorporate the new 
technology, and/or (ii) the technology does not provide the hoped-for benefits (Bailey et al., 
2018). Others have highlighted the fact that when people develop the interpretation that a 
technology is not good enough and therefore reject it, major causes are both social 
interactions with others, and material interactions with material features of technological 
artifacts (Leonardi, 2009). Thus, it might cause employees to stymie a technology driven 
organizational change, of which they are in fact very much in favor (Leonardi 2009, 407).  
This paper aims to gain a deeper understanding of why challenges occur in the digital 
transformation. Following a communication perspective on technology and technology 
rejection (e.g. Rice and Aydin, 1991) and the premise that meaning is created out of 
interaction (Leonardi, 2009, p. 408), this paper explores the relationship between 
organization members’ social practices and employees stymieing a digital transformation.  

There are many ways to study social practices (Golsorkhi et al., 2010). In the change 
management literature, discourse is considered the perhaps most important social practice 
(Vaara, 2006), whereas it is scarcely represented in the digital transformation literature. The 
underrepresentation of discourse studies in digital transformation literature is surprising, 
since a discursive framework could possibly enable an analysis of how and why digital 
transformations unfold in a certain way – and why its challenges emerge. Only recently have 
Øvrelid and Bygstad (2019) conceptualized digital transformation as a social practice from a 
discursive perspective arguing that especially legitimation is an important discursive practice 
in digital transformation (Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019, p. 224). Hence, building on Øvrelid and 
Bygstad (2019), this paper applies a discursive legitimation-analytical framework to explore 
the relationship between social practices and challenges to digital transformation in order to 
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gain a deeper understanding – on a micro-level – of why employees stymie a digital 
transformation. The discursive legitimation-analytical framework is applied on 18 months 
organizational ethnography of a financial institution implementing Robo-advisor, which is a 
digital platform providing automated, algorithm-driven financial planning service and is used 
to support customer interaction (Gfrerer et al., 2021) 

 

5.2. Theoretical framework: Legitimation and 
discourse theory 

The purpose of a discourse analysis is not to get behind the discourse, in order to find out 
what people really mean or to uncover the reality behind the discourse and decide if 
statements are true or false (Øvrelid et al., 2019). Instead, the purpose of discourse analytical 
approaches is to identify and study consequences of different discursive representations of 
reality (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002), which build on the premise that when we change a 
discourse, we change the social world (Fairclough, 1993). In understanding the frustration 
emerging among financial advisors during the digital transformation, it proved useful to take 
a neutral perspective (e.g. Laclau and Mouffes, 1985) rather than a critical one (e.g. 
Fairclough, 1993) and seeing discourse as one among many other social practices (e.g. 
Fairclough, 1993), rather than the social practice (e.g. Laclau and Mouffes, 1985), however, 
as an important one (Vaara et al., 2006). Following this perspective, there are still many ways 
to analyze discourses. In this paper, a discursive legitimation practice-framework is applied to 
gain a deeper understanding of the challenges occurring in the digital transformation, 
because discursive legitimation plays an important role in change (Fairclough, 1993). 
Similarly, there is evidence that discursive legitimation practices play an important part in 
organizational change (Vaara, 2006), and in digital transformation specifically (Øvrelid and 
Bygstad, 2019), as legitimacy is crucial to gaining trust and influence, and consequently for a 
company’s success and survival (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 

Discursive legitimation practices are “specific, not always intentional or conscious, ways of 
employing different discourses or discursive resources to establish legitimacy” (Vaara et al., 
2006, p. 784). Van Leeuwen and Wodak have perhaps gone furthest in developing ‘a grammar 
of legitimation’ (Van Leeuwen 2008; Van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999). Their grammar 
distinguishes between specific legitimating practices. These practice categories provide the 
framework for analyzing the way discourses construct legitimation for social practices. Van 
Leeuwen distinguishes between four key categories of legitimation (van Leuween, 2008, p. 
105-109):  

1) ‘Authorization’, legitimation by reference to the authority of tradition, custom and law, 
and of persons in whom institutional authority is vested;  

2)   ‘Moral evaluation’, legitimation by reference to discourses of value;  
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3)   ‘Rationalization’, legitimation by reference to the goals and uses of institutionalized social 
action, and to the social knowledge that endow them with cognitive validity;  

4) ‘Mythopoesis’, legitimation conveyed through narratives whose outcomes reward 
legitimate actions and punish non-legitimate actions. 

These forms of legitimation can occur separately or in combination. They can be used to 
legitimate, but also to de-legitimate or critique and are all realized by specific configurations 
of linguistic resources (van Leeuwen, 2008; Van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999). Their grammar 
of legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008; van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999) operates at a general 
level (Vaara, 2006) and has not been developed specifically for analyzing social practices in a 
digital transformation. In this paper, however, van Leeuwen’s (2008) grammar of legitimation 
serves as an important reference point for examining how discursive legitimation practices 
influence the digital transformation. I combine the grammar of legitimation (van Leeuwen 
2008, van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999) with two discourse analytical concepts: key signifier 
and chain of equivalence. Key signifiers mean almost nothing in themselves until, through 
chains of equivalence, they are combined with other signs, which provide them with meaning 
(Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 22). By investigating the chains of meaning that discourses 
bring together, one can gradually identify discourses (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002).  

 

5.2.1. Research question 
By applying the discursive legitimation analytical framework on ethnographic recordings of a 
digital transformation in a financial institution, the aim is to explore – on a micro-level – why 
employees stymie a digital transformation. I aim answer the research question by working 
with three sub-questions which guide the analysis: 

Sub-questions: 
1. How do managers discursively legitimize the digital transformation? 
2. How do employees discursively evaluate the new digital technology?  
3. What is the relationship between discursive legitimation practices and employees 

stymieing a digital transformation? 

 

5.3. Method 

Ethnographic methods (see Spradley, 2016) are well suited to get an understanding of what 
actually happens within an organization during digital transformation when the 
transformation is difficult. It provides a way to not only get the participants’ post-
rationalizations on implementing the new digital technology, but to study the organization 
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members in their everyday work activities which enables an understanding of the complexity, 
intricacy and mundanity of organizational life (see Ybema et al., 2009) and, in this case, of 
social practices in a digital transformation. The paper utilizes a research methodology 
presented by Alvesson and Kärreman (2007), where the researcher searches for deviations 
from what would be expected, given established knowledge, in empirical contexts. They call 
the methodology “active discovery and/or creation of mysteries and the subsequent solving 
of the mysteries followed” (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1266).  
 

5.3.1. Research context 
The analysis is grounded on an 18 months organizational ethnographic study of the 
implementation of Robo-advisor in a Danish financial institution employing around 500 
people. Robo-advisor is a digital platform providing automated, algorithm-driven financial 
planning services with little to no human supervision. Robo-advisors are capable of handling 
sophisticated tasks and are being put to use in different ways depending on customers’ 
choices and the financial institutions’ strategies. This setting is particularly relevant for 
studying digital transformation, as the pressure of digital transformation is heavily felt in the 
financial sector (Gfrerer et al., 2021). As scholars recently cited from a business press 
headline: “The Blockchain Will Do to the Financial System What the Internet Did to Media” 
(Gfrerer et al., 2021, p. 23).  

 
5.3.1.1. The case of implementing Robo-advisor  
The financial institution implemented their Robo-advisor as a tool for the human financial 
advisors to use during meetings with the customers. Robo-advisor is not presented to the 
financial advisors in this organization as a ‘colleague’ who the human financial advisor 
consults, and it is not an advisor, which customers consult at their homes either. The 
developers on the other hand see Robo-advisor and its potential as a colleague and a robotic 
financial advisor, “who” customers can consult in their homes. The organization’s 
management acknowledges Robo-advisor’s potential. For now, however, the organization’s 
corporate strategy focuses on the local community by having human financial advisors 
available, which is still important to the organization’s target group, not least the older part 
of it, as well as for the employer brand in general. Robo-advisors do change an organization 
with consequences for business models and work processes (Gfrerer et al., 2021). However, 
the changes do not happen overnight, but at a pace which makes sense to employees and 
customers. Because of this evolutionary-like change process (despite the revolutionary and 
radical character of Robo-advisor), human financial advisors do not see Robo-advisor as a 
threat to their jobs. On the contrary, the potential of Robo-advisor makes the human financial 
advisors talk about the possibility of working faster and smarter, enabling them to do more 
of the work they are good at, and where they feel like they can make a difference, e.g. by 
having more time for each customer. The top management decision of not changing as 
radically as could be done, is aligned with the organization’s strategy and history: Human 



106 
 

contact is important to the organization’s customers and employees, and it shows throughout 
the organization; with positive management evaluations (latest, by the end of the 
ethnographic fieldwork), positive colleague evaluations, a popular brand, and employer brand 
(the organization often wins awards positioning them as a ‘Great Place to Work’ and ‘Best 
with customers’). Along the same line, the organization never has difficulties attracting 
employees with the right skills and mindsets, and new colleagues often explain their shift 
from other financial institutions to this particular one, by the trust shown in employees ‘here’ 
compared to similar organizations within the financial sector. This seems to be the result of 
an HR Director working explicitly with sustaining a strong culture based on trust both 
horizontally and vertically.  

 
5.3.2. Data collection 
The financial institution was investigated for 18 months during the digital transformation. The 
empirical fieldwork was initiated slightly after the implementation process had started, 
because the original plan was to study corporate strategy. However, the organization’s digital 
transformation was the primary issue from the very first day of doing observations. During a 
welcome meeting for new employees, most of the employees who came to present the roles 
of their respective departments expressed their frustration with Robo-advisor, and – in spite 
of this “annoying robot” – expressed their gratitude for their colleagues, their tasks, and how 
the local community perceived them. The frustration with Robo-advisor turned out not to be 
a single occurring incident. While doing the ethnographic fieldwork, statements about Robo-
advisor was constantly brought up whether during lunch breaks, in informal conversation, at 
formal meetings or during interviews, even though they were not asked specifically about the 
new digital technology being implemented. At first, it was statements from financial advisors 
such as “we want robots”1, later on it was still “we want robots” but also “we just don’t want 
this one”, “it is ten years behind its time” and “this is still a good workplace, even though it is 
frustrating having to work with this [Robo-advisor]”. These statements about Robo-advisor 
became what Blackman (2015) and Pors (2016) call an attractor; “a statement, which starts a 
new analytical trail” (Blackman, 2015, p. 28). Following Blackman (2015), who suggests an 
attention to the liveliness of a statement, the research focus shifted two months into the 
organizational ethnographic fieldwork, from corporate strategy to digital technological 
implementation, later digital transformation, because the phenomenon was too interesting 
to ignore. It seemed counter-intuitive that this frustration with a state of the art Robo-advisor, 
which employees had in fact asked for, emerged among employees, considering their 
satisfaction with their jobs, colleagues and managers. The study was conducted inductively 
as an iterative process shifting back and forth from theoretical sources and empirical material. 
The empirical material started new theoretical interests allowing for a return to the data with 

                                                           
1 All quotes are translated from Danish  
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new theoretical resources trying to make sense of what was happening (Alvesson and 
Skölberg 2000). 

 

5.3.3. Empirical material  
A compromise between surface investigation and in-depth investigation was adopted in order 
to first seek the organizational context in a broad sense, then obtain ethnographic focus by 
studying selected domains (management meetings, unofficial management conversations, 
and workshop with financial advisors) (Spradley, 2016, p. 101). Formal and informal 
conversations (discursive practices) in relation to implementing Robo-advisor were 
emphasized.  

Managers are important in digital transformations (Gfrerer, 2021, p. 28), and this analysis 
focuses particularly on the Chief information officer (top management), who’s discourses 
quickly became salient and seemed to be imitated by the rest of the top management team. 
The middle managers are also taken into account, because they legitimize the digital 
transformation in their respective departments on a daily basis. Lastly, employees’ discourses 
are studied, because they are the ones becoming frustrated with the new digital technology. 
Therefore, different data sources are drawn upon for the empirical evidence, observations 
being the main source (Barley, 1986). 

• Non-participant and participant observations at all day-meetings with the middle 
management group (35 middle managers) in order to explore how they 
communicated with each other about implementing Robo-advisor.  

• Participant observation, a workshop with employees and union representatives 
facilitated by the researcher, which provided insights into how they perceived Robo-
advisor and DT-activities concerning its implementation.  

• Strategy meetings with the top management team, which provided insights into how 
the top management teams talked about Robo-advisor and the human financial 
advisors’ new ways of working. 

• Participation in weekly lunches with different groups over the period of 18 months, 
and participation in parties, events, and ongoing ‘water cooler conversations’ with 
both employees and middle managers, allowed for the inclusion of unofficially 
communicated opinions about the implementation of Robo-advisor.  

Most of the observations were done at the organization’s main quarter while a few were in 
the branches. One observation was an away day at a conference center. One was at a bureau 
with external consultants. One was a party at a large hotel. The last middle management 
meeting was at an inn, because COVID-19 restrictions made it impossible for the managers to 
meet in their own buildings which did not have large enough meeting rooms.  
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The ethnographic recordings consist of fieldnotes (following Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, 1995) 
made during the meetings or directly after the corresponding events, writing under different 
conditions; at a desk, at a party, in a bathroom, out in a hall (following Jarzabkowski and 
Bednarek, 2014, p. 277). Own thoughts and questions to the data were added to the field 
notes. Often, the initial analysis happened at this stage or after discussing the day’s data with 
a colleague, often by phone on the same afternoon or evening. Following the approach of 
Jarzabkowski and Bednarek (2014, p. 277), the field notes combine: 

• A summary of discussions and conversations that took place between key actors, 
drawing on the language of the field (close to verbatim reporting of what was said) 
including direct quotes.  

• Interpretation, drawing on emotional experiences such as joking and heated 
disagreement, and notes-to-self about what seemed important in the observation.  

The notes became what Jarzabkowski and Bednarek (2014, p. 277) explain as: “(..) jumble of 
text that seeks to capture the researcher’s experience in the field, and to provide a point of 
reference for accessing that experience again later.” This empirical material enabled an 
analysis of top- and middle managers’ discursive legitimation practices, how they influenced 
the employees’ attitudes towards Robo-advisor, and consequently the digital transformation. 
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Table 6: A summary of the empirical material  

• Context: Financial institution 
• Duration: 18 months  
• Hours of data drawn on for this paper: 257h 

 

  
Formal conversations 
and activities: 219,5h 

 

 
Informal conversations  

and activities: 35,5h 

 
Interventional 

conversations: 2h 

 
Participant 
observation 
= 90 hours 

 

 
 
 
 

- 

Strategy kickoff event: 8h 
 
 

Validation meeting with 
middle management 
group after 18 months of 
ethnography: Presenting 
findings and literature and 
discussing those with 
middle managers and the 
top management: 2h 

 
Non-

participant 
observations 
= 234 hours 

 

6 x 8 hour meetings with all 
middle managers and the top 
management: 48h  
 
“Normal workday” – 
Spending time in the 
organization: 160h 
 

Lunch and coffee breaks with 
the middle management group: 
12h 
 
Lunch with different 
‘colleagues’ (financial 
advisors, middle managers 
etc.) 
 
‘Water cooler conversations’: 
14h 
 

 
 
 
- 

 
Workshop  
= 8 hours 

Workshop (big focus group) 
with employees representing 
all departments in all 
branches discussing 
corporate strategy and ‘the 
way we work’ (Robo-
advisor): 6,5h 

Lunch and coffee breaks 1,5h  
 
- 

 
Interviews 

= 18,75 hours 

Branch managers  
(1 x 1h40m; 1 x 20m; 1 x 
1h): 3h 
 
Union representatives: 2h  

 
 
- 

 
 
- 
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5.4. Analysis 

This section presents an analysis of the managers’ discursive legitimation practices and their 
influence on a digital transformation in a financial institution.  

As it is usually the case with discourse analysis, reporting every step of rereading and 
reinterpretation is difficult (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 786). Retrospectively, however, it is possible 
to distinguish between four distinct discourses, which will be elaborated below. First, the 
analysis of the Chief informations officer’s discourses is presented, followed by the middle 
managers’ discourse, and finally that of the employees’. The section ends with a comparison 
of the four identified discourses. 

  

5.4.1. Discursive legitimation practices of the CIO: Rationalization and 
authority 

Robo-advisor is the key signifier, the empty sign. When studying its chains of equivalence, 
chains of meaning, two main discourses carrying out discursive legitimation strategies are 
identified and presented in the following. 

5.4.1.1. Future-discourse 
The first, a ‘Future-discourse’, is identified in the CIO’s statements during unofficial 
conversations with middle managers and financial advisors in statements such as:  

 

“In 10 years Robo-Advisor can (…)”;  

“Work will be quicker, easier when (…)”;  

“Advising customers will happen as a dialogue with customers”;  

“This is the future for financial advisors”.  

 
Robo-advisor’s chain of equivalence is: ‘A good investment in the future; keeping up with the 
technological development; competitive advantage’. Drawing on van Leeuwen’s grammar of 
legitimation (2008), we see that the discursive strategy, with which the CIO legitimates the 
implementation of Robo-advisor, is based on rationalization: [Rationalization legitimation > 
Instrumental > Means > Potentiality]. Instrumental rationality legitimizes practices by 
reference to their goals, uses, and effects where theoretical rationality would have legitimized 
practices by reference to the natural order of things (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 113). In the case 
of Robo-advisor, the rationality is closely connected to the instrumental value of Robo-advisor 
and its potential; what Robo-advisor will be able to do in the future.  
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Figure 14: Rationalization legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 117).  
Own highlighting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another legitimation practice identified in the future-discourse is based on authority. 
[Authority legitimation > Custom > Conformity]. The authority of conformity answers the 
‘why’ with e.g. “because that is what everybody else does” or “because that is what most 
people do”. The implicit message is “and so should you/we” (van Leeuwen 2008: 109). In the 
case of Robo-advisor, the authority of conformity is expressed in a sentence such as: “This is 
the future for financial advisors”. The implicit message is: “Everybody will be doing it and so 
should we if we want to keep our competitive advantage”.  
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Figure 15: Authority legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 109). Own highlighting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To sum up, the CIO is trying to communicate how valuable Robo-advisor will become for the 
financial advisors’ work in the future, how brilliantly it will work, and how important Robo-
advisor will be for their competitive advantage as a middle-sized financial institution. They 
need to keep up with the technological possibilities in order to be able to compete with other, 
bigger financial institutions. 

 
5.4.1.2. Front runner-discourse 
The other dominant discourse identified in the CIO’s statements is a ‘Front Runner-discourse’. 
It is identified in statements such as: 

“We are first movers.” [Compared to financial institutions with the same systems developer] 

“We dare try it now” 

“We will be able to give feedback in order to push Robo-advisor in our direction” 

“This is (AB2)-Advisor”  

 

Here, Robo-advisor’s chain of equivalence is: ‘Front runner position; control over 
development; forming Robo-advisor in ‘our’ image; a good reputation’.  

The discursive legitimation practice or strategy identified in the discourse is rationalization 
and similar to the one explained above, however with ‘use’ as an addition instead of 
‘potentiality’, because the organization, by being front runners, influences how to use Robo-
advisor in the future. [Rationalization legitimation > Instrumental > Means > Use].  

  

                                                           
2 AB is the acronym of the financial institution 
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Figure 16: Rationalization legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 117). Own highlighting.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To sum up, the CIO talks enthusiastically about the advantages of implementing the Robo-
advisor now (before other financial institutions with the same systems developer) because it 
enables them to influence its further development through close contact with Robo-advisor’s 
developer. Robo-advisor’s official name includes the financial institution’s initials signaling 
their influence on the development. This means that the rationality not only is about what 
Robo-advisor will be able to do in ten years, but that the financial advisors have the possibility 
to influence the development and brand themselves and the organization as a frontrunner.  
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5.4.2. Discursive de-legitimation practices of the middle managers: 
Tradition 

Robo-advisor is the key signifier, the empty sign. When studying the rest of the middle 
managers’ chain of equivalence, one main discourse is identified; An anti-IT discourse. The 
discursive practice or strategy delegitimating Robo-advisor is an authority based on tradition: 
 

5.4.2.1. Anti-IT discourse 

Internally within the middle management group a concern co-exists with a general support 
for Robo-advisor and enthusiasm about the possibility of automating even more processes. 
At a middle management seminar, groups of middle managers were divided into smaller 
groups: 7 tables with 5 managers at each. They were to discuss the implementation of Robo-
advisor in their respective departments. The managers spoke loudly. Some interrupted each 
other. At one table, a manager of a group of financial advisors sits on the tip of his chair, body 
moved in on the table, eyes fixed on the CIO. He argues, “this [sales] person does not exist”. 
“It will not be possible to employ people in the future”, he argues, “who can both sell and 
manage the very difficult Robo-advisors, which are becoming more and more intelligent”. The 
CIO does not agree. “However, if this is true”, the CIO responds, “we need to prioritize those 
who can learn to service Robo-advisor”.  

At another table, a department manager talks about how Robo-advisor changes the practice 
of giving financial advice. “Back in the day”, he argues, “a financial advisor wrote on his paper 
to find the right solutions for the customers. Sometimes he would go away and come back a 
moment later. Now, with Robo-advisor, it happens so fast, and the customer can see 
everything which is going on; they can see how everything changes when the financial 
advisors changes a small thing in the system”. This might change how the financial advisor 
and the customers see the role of the advisor. “It might”, he added, “be problematic”. 

The chain of equivalence to the key signifier, implementing Robo-advisor, is: ‘Too difficult to 
manage; unrealistic expectations to sales personnel; sales meetings will change; this change 
will make sales personnel look bad; we will get a weaker ethos; we will have less authority’. 
The identified discourse is an anti-IT discourse meaning that a group of middle managers 
would like to give the need for IT skills among financial advisors lower priority, because they 
think that the strategy is now too ambitious and they have fears about how their profession 
will be perceived.  

In both cases, depicted above, some middle managers are worried about the human financial 
advisors, and how they will (not) be able to work with Robo-advisor – or how the dialogues 
with customers will change, now that their roles are changing. They fear that the dynamics, 
and possibly the authority and ethos of the financial advisors, will change for the worse. They 
de-legitimate Robo-advisor through the authority of tradition [Tradition, practice, custom, 
habit] (van Leeuwen 2008: 108). The authority of tradition with an emphasis on habit is often 
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based on arguments such as “Because, this is what we always do” and “This is what we have 
always done”.  

 

Figure 17: Authority legitimation (van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 109). Own highlighting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.4.3. Financial advisors’ discursive construct of Robo-advisor 
Almost every financial advisor in the organization wants Robo-advisor to help solve time-
consuming tasks. When asked during a workshop without managers, most of them simply 
reply: “We want robots” (see Table 3: An overview of discourses, chains of equivalence, and 
legitimation practices). Still, the same financial advisors become frustrated with the system, 
even though it is state of the art and most financial advisors have not worked with something 
comparable to Robo-advisor. As a financial advisor stated during a workshop: “Robo-advisor 
is technologically ten years behind it’s time”. The statement was supported by nods and 
explicit confirmation. However, no one could point to specific functionalities that were 
missing.  

 
5.4.3.1. Frustration-discourse 

During the workshop, financial advisors further stated: 

“In 10 years Robo-Advisor can (…)” 

“Work will be quicker, easier when (…)” 

 “We want another developer” 

“We feel like guinea pigs” 

Authority 
legitimation 

Custom 

Authority 

Recommendation 

Conformity 

Tradition 

Personal 
Impersonal 

Expert 

Role model 



116 
 

The chain of equivalence to the key signifier, Robo-advisor, is: ‘Under-developed; 
technologically behind its time; difficult to work with; slow; inadequate; we are treated as 
guinea pigs’. Based on the financial advisors’ chain of equivalence, chain of meaning, a 
frustration-discourse is identified. 

Financial advisors criticize Robo-advisor both (i) when asked, as was the case during the 
workshop, (ii) when the conversation is regarding something else, (iii) and in general, when 
doing work related activities. It is a topic which comes up regardless of the context in both 
formal and informal settings as something, and a topic which bothers the financial advisors 
greatly even though they cannot point to missing functionalities. The agreement was that 
Robo-advisor is ten years behind its time, and that they want a new developer for Robo-
advisor; they want an ‘up to date’ Robo-advisor.  

 

5.4.4. Conflicting discourses 
5.4.4.1. Comparing discursive practices of the CIO and financial advisors: Discourse 

and Time 

The financial advisors’ frustration-discourse has lexical resemblance with the CIO’s future-
discourse; however, the chains of equivalence are completely different. Both discourses are 
concerned with what the Robo-advisor will be able to do in the future. However, whereas 
Robo-advisor has a positive chain of equivalence for the CIO [competitive advantage; front 
runner position; possibilities], it has a negative chain of equivalence for human financial 
advisors [Robo-advisor cannot do this and that now; technologically behind its time; difficult 
to work with; slow; “we are guinea pigs”]. 

An explanation for the lexical similarities and opposite meaning may be found in the 
unintentional legitimation practices, which is not aligned with the financial advisors’ needs. 
The legitimation practice is concerned with rationalization; specifically potentiality (an 
investment in the future) and authority (“others are implementing their version of Robo-
advisor, and so should we”). In contrast, human financial advisors are focused on what they 
have to work with now, and whether it makes their jobs easier or more difficult – or just the 
same, while having to learn a lot of new short cuts and functionalities. Because of the implicit 
rational legitimation based on future potentiality, the financial advisors respond with 
frustration. In other words, the CIO unknowingly communicates the prospects instead of 
focusing on how Robo-advisor can help now, thereby underselling a product to financial 
advisors who are initially enthusiastic about the implementation of Robo-advisor.  

The CIO’s unintentional miscommunication has consequences throughout the organization 
because the financial advisors’ emerging frustration-discourse constitutes the reality for 
financial advisors in all branches without them being aware of the discursive influence from 
the CIO on their own discourses. Financial advisors do become frustrated, even though they 
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cannot explain specifically what they are frustrated with. They fixate on ‘Robo-advisor being 
10 years behind its time’. 

This interruption happened even though the CIO had the possibility of being the “IT 
champion”, bringing Robo-advisor into the organization; the CIO is the biggest advocate for 
Robo-advisor, has the greatest knowledge about the robot, is liked by the top management, 
colleagues and not least the financial advisors. The CIO is well-spoken, talks to a lot of 
organization members on different hierarchical levels, and is enthusiastic. In spite of these 
qualities, the CIO unintentionally influences the financial advisors to stymie a digital 
transformation of which they are in favor, because the discursive legitimation practices are 
not temporally aligned with financial advisors’ need for purpose here and now.  

 
5.4.4.2. Comparing discursive practices of middle managers and financial advisors: 
No overlap 

Comparing the middle managers’ anti-IT discourses to the financial advisors’ discourses on 
Robo-advisor, there are no visible overlaps. The employees do not share the concern (of some 
middle managers) regarding human financial advisors’ technical skills. Neither do they share 
the middle managers’ concern about giving financial advice “with” Robo-advisor. They are not 
concerned with their own technical skills; they simply believe that they want better robots 
than they are given.  

One explanation for the lack of overlap between discourses is that the middle managers have 
not been keeping up with the technological development in the same way as the financial 
advisors who are implementing the new digital technology. To the middle managers, Robo-
advisor is still a mystery. Another explanation why financial advisors are not influenced by 
middle managers’ anti-IT discourse might be that the middle managers mostly discuss this 
issue during their group meetings. As a middle manager points out to me during a one-day 
seminar, they are what the CEO calls “sufficiently loyal”. When asked what ‘sufficiently loyal’ 
means to them, one answers: “It means, we are not blindly loyal.” Another follows up: 
“Enough means we can discuss things during the meetings, but it also means that we are loyal, 
when we go back to our respective departments [to legitimate an implementation] even if we 
do not agree fully with these decisions”. A consequence of the middle managers’ concern is 
that they do not recognize the nature of the financial advisors’ frustration because they 
confuse it with their own.  
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Table 7: An overview of discourses, chains of equivalence, and legitimation practices 
 

  
Quotes 

 
Chain of equivalence. 

Key signifier:  
Robo-advisor 

 
Discursive 

practices for  
legitimating 

 
 

Future-discourse 
 

Who: CIO  
(Top management) 

“In 10 years Robo-Advisor can 
(…)” 
“Work will be quicker, easier 
when (…)” 
“Advising customers will 
happen as a dialogue with 
customers” 
“This is the future for financial 
advisors” 
 

A good investment in the 
future;  
keeping up with the 
technological 
development; 
competitive advantage 
 
 

Rationalization 
legitimation > 
Instrumental > 
Means > 
Potentiality 
 
Authorization 
legitimation > 
Custom > 
Conformity 

 
Frontrunner-

discourse 
 

Who: CIO  
(Top management) 

“We are first movers..”  
“We dare try it now” 
“We will be able to give 
feedback in order to push 
Robo-advisor in our direction” 
“This is (the organization’s 
initials)-Advisor” 

Front runner position; 
contribution to 
development; 
forming Robo-advisor in 
‘our’ image; 
a good reputation 
 

Rationalization 
legitimation > 
Instrumental > 
Means > Use 
 

 
Anti-IT discourse 

 
Who: 

Department 
Directors 

 
(Middle 

management) 
 

“This sales person does not 
exist” 
“We will not be able to hire 
sales people with these IT 
skills” 
“What about costumer 
relations? The sales people are 
normally the ones presenting 
the options to customers” 

Too difficult to manage;  
Unrealistic expectations to 
sales personnel;  
sales meetings will change;  
this change will make sales 
personnel look bad; 
weaker ethos; less 
authority 

Authorization 
de-legitimation > 
Custom > 
Tradition 

 
Frustration-

discourse 
 

Who: 
Financial advisors 

(Employees) 

“In 10 years Robo-Advisor can 
(…)” 
“Work will be quicker, easier 
when (…)” 
“Robo-Advisor is 10 years 
behind its time” 
“We want robots” 
“We want another developer” 

Underdeveloped; 
technologically behind its 
time;  
difficult to work with; slow;  
inadequate;  
a guinee pig-tool 

Lexical adoption 
 
Legitimation 
strategy: Not 
excepted 
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5.5. Findings and discussion 
In this section, the empirical finding, theoretical finding, and methodological implications 
are presented, followed by reflections on validation and limitations of the study.  

 
5.5.1. Empirical finding: Unintentional de-legitimation practices  
The financial advisors’ frustration towards Robo-advisor does not stem from Robo-advisors’ 
actual functionalities or lack of such, even though that is what the employees state. Instead, 
the financial advisors’ frustration is constructed through their discourse.  Unintentionally, the 
CIO influences the financial advisors’ social construction of Robo-advisor through a certain set 
of discourses, here defined as a future and frontrunner-discourse, where legitimation 
practices concerned with the rationality of potentiality and authorization of conformity are 
implicit, which is not aligned with the financial advisors’ need for purpose anchored in the 
present. This indicates that even the most dedicated CIO, who is in favor of the digital 
transformation and has the potential of being the change agent and IT champion, can – 
unintentionally – influence employees to stymie a digital transformation, which they do in 
fact look forward to, by communicating in a way which is not anchored in the temporal 
context and which makes sense to employees.  

Based on the analysis of the empirical material, this paper suggests the empirically grounded 
notion of unintentional delegitimation practices as a way to illustrate how an enthusiastic 
CIO’s discursive legitimation practices can result in unintentionally delegitimizing the digital 
transformation, or organizational change in general, if the CIO does not consciously anchor 
the discursive legitimation practices in a social context that is meaningful to employees. 

 

5.5.1.1. The unintentional discursive de-legitimation is dangerously invisible 

In this ethnographic study, the top management3 is well aware of the possibility that some 
middle managers might cause challenges in the process of implementing Robo-advisor. The 
top management is aware (i) that a few middle managers project their own fear of the new 
technology on to employees, and (ii) that a few middle managers misrepresent the 
employees’ accept/frustration when communicating about the process to the top 
management. These empirical findings are not surprising considering the change 
management literature on middle managers’ and change agents’ contribution to change 
resistance (e.g. Ford et al., 2008).  

                                                           
3 Along with the CEO and vice president, the top management group consists of the HR Director, 
Communications Director, Head of Marketing and Business Development, and the department manager of the 
largest branch.  
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“Change agents can also contribute to the occurrence of resistance through 
communication breakdowns such as failing to legitimize change, 
misrepresenting its chances of success, and failing to call people to action.” 

(Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio (2008: 367). 
 
In this case, this particular empirical finding is not critical; the top management knows about 
these issues because employees in general feel comfortable talking to them, and because the 
HR Director does a so-called 360-degree evaluation on all managers. The top management 
can handle this type of potential middle management challenges to implementing Robo-
advisor, because the financial advisors themselves become aware of the interruptions by 
talking to advisors from other branches where the branch managers manage the 
implementation process differently. This makes it possible for the organizational actors to 
articulate and therefore work on these potential interruptions.  

More interestingly, the top management has difficulties managing challenges influenced by 
the CIO’s unintentional de-legitimation practices. An explanation for this might be that the 
financial advisors are not aware of the CIO’s discourses (frontrunner and future-oriented) and 
how they influence their own (frustration-)discourse and thereby their view on/construct of 
Robo-advisor. When the financial advisors cannot articulate how these discourses influence 
their own social construct of Robo-advisor; how and why it happens, and with what 
consequences, it becomes difficult for the top management to intervene. The CIO does not 
suspect one’s own discursive practices to be a negative influence either, because the CIO 
speaks about Robo-advisor with genuine enthusiasm and engages with colleagues and 
financial advisors and even with an understanding that change might be difficult. Along the 
same line, the top management does not suspect the CIO to contribute to interruptions to 
digital transformation, because the CIO is known as the change agent taking responsibility for 
the implementation of Robo-advisor. The empirical concept of unintentional de-legitimation 
emerged from the context of digital transformation because this study depicts how 
unintentional de-legitimation practices is a factor when digital transformation faces 
unexpected difficulties and is taking longer time than planned. The unintentional de-
legitimation practices are potentially more challenging than deliberate resistance, because (i) 
no one suspects it and (ii) it is difficult to detect since the manager, whose unintentional de-
legitimation practices cause the challenges, is in fact positive of the digital transformation and 
is an individual who might even be considered the change agent or IT champion.  

The paper sheds light on the need for developing managers’, and especially CIOs’, discursive 
competencies and argues that a better understanding of the potential for discursive 
legitimation practices might provide some basis for improving how managers legitimize DT-
initiatives in a way that is meaningful to employees in their specific contextual setting. When 
the discursive competencies are strengthened with an awareness of unintentional de-
legitimation practices, the CIO might have the potential to become the change agent of digital 
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transformation. Without a focus on the CIO’s discursive competencies, the CIO has the 
potential to unintentionally cause challenges in the digital transformation process, and this 
without anyone noticing it.  

Scholars highlight the fact that CIOs have a lot of work to do in order to gain or maintain 
influence: They must be diplomats, relationship builders, and strategic thinkers (Peppard, 
2010; Whittington, 2014). Consequently, developing their competencies in relation to 
discursive legitimation practices may not yet be a conscious priority for CIOs because of the 
many tasks at hand. This is a paradox considering how, generally, the CIO might be more 
concerned with the technical elements than the communicative which makes it even more 
relevant to train their discursive competencies.  

 
5.5.2. Theoretical finding: Anchoring discursive legitimation in a 

temporal context 

This study is not the first to identify change agents’ and managers’ discursive competencies 
as important. Discursive competence being a manager’s ability to knowledgeably create and 
share a message that is meaningful, engaging, and compelling within his/her context of 
operation (Rouleau and Balogun, 2011). In fact, recent research suggests that discursive 
abilities are at the core of how managers influence others (Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis and 
Lawrence, 2007; Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010; Rouleau and Balogun, 2011; Sonenshein, 
2006; Wooldridge et al., 2008). Nor is this study the first to point to the importance of studying 
the CIO in relation to discourse (see Whittington, 2014).  

However, we might understand the CIO as a digital transformation change agent, because the 
CIO has the technological knowledge, often initiates the digital transformation, and is 
passionate about the change. This consideration allows for learning from literature on change 
agents and their role in change resistance with a focus on discourse and communication, 
when understanding the role of the CIO in interrupting digital transformation. For instance, 
Ford et al. (2008), argue that change agents must:  

“(..) provide discursive justifications that establish the appropriateness and 
rationality of change adoption, create readiness for change, and increase 
not only the likelihood of recipient acceptance and participation in the 
change but also the speed and extent of that acceptance (Amenakis, Harris, 
and Mossholder, 1993; Green, 2004; Rousseau and Tijoriwala, 1999).” 

(Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio, 2008, p. 367). 

 

In the Robo-advisor case, the CIO tries to live up to these expectations, however, the 
employees’ readiness for change decreases. Literature on the role of the change agents in 
change resistance highlights e.g. breaking agreements and failing to restore the loss of trust 
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(Reichers, Wanous, and Austin, 1997), breaking psychological and implied contracts 
(Rousseau, 1995, 1998), and creating a feeling of betrayal (Folger and Skarlicki 1999) as 
common explanations. In this case, employees do not have a lack of trust in the CIO, which 
would have explained the resistance. With Robo-advisor we do, however, have a case rather 
similar to Larson and Tompkins (2005) where change agents use the rhetoric of the new while 
engaging in the practices of the old, or advocate the value of the new while praising the 
success of the old. In this situation, it is difficult for the employees to be satisfied with the 
current Robo-advisor while talking about the future technological possibilities of Robo-
advisors. In the case of Robo-advisor, the rational legitimation is concerned with the potential 
of Robo-advisor, the potential of influencing the development of Robo-advisor, and the 
authority (van Leeuwen 2008) that other financial institutions will implement their version of 
Robo-advisor. In many ways, it seems, implementing Robo-advisor is an investment in the 
future, with emphasis on future. This is meaningful to the CIO who has a great interest in – 
and technical knowledge about – Robo-advisor. In addition, the CIO is interested in setting 
the agenda for future Robo-advisors. The CIO is backed up by the Head of Business 
Development and Marketing, who is also concerned with positioning the organization as a 
frontrunner. However, the legitimation does not meet the employees’ need for a focus on the 
present. Instead the future – and frontrunner discourses cause the financial advisors to 
develop the interpretation that the technology does not provide the hoped-for benefits, 
which is a common reason why implementation of information systems fail (Bailey, 2018). 
The analysis reveals that this temporal misalignment in the discursive legitimation practices 
becomes a way of failing to legitimize the digital transformation. As a natural extension of 
Rouleau and Balogun’s (2011) point; that language use needs to be interwoven with the social 
setting, this paper suggests that discursive legitimation must be anchored in both the social 
context (Rouleau and Balogun, 2011) and in a temporal context, which is meaningful to 
employees. Based on the analysis, I suggest an elaboration of van Leeuwen’s (2008) grammar 
of discursive legitimation practices with a temporal discursive legitimation practice. 
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Figure 18: Temporal legitimation. An addition to van Leeuwen’s (2008) grammar of 
legitimation  

  

Past orientation  

Temporal legitimation   Present orientation   

Future orientation             Potentiality      

When legitimating with an orientation towards the past, one might point to evaluations based 
on previous experiences or analyses of needs. When legitimating with an orientation towards 
the present one might highlight benefits here and now or point to role models who one looks 
up to and would like to imitate. When legitimating with an orientation towards the future one 
might focus on potentiality. 

 
5.5.3. Methodological implications: Digital transformation and 

discursive legitimation practices 

With legitimation practices or strategies one can provide explanation and justification (van 
Leeuwen 2007: 91). By applying the same set of practices or strategies, one can also de-
legitimate and/or provide critique. This can happen both consciously and unconsciously (Van 
Leeuwen 2008). Empirically, the in-depth ethnography of a digital transformation depicts how 
a manager’s discursive legitimation practices interrupt the implementation stage because of 
temporal misalignment. Although discourse is only one among many social practices, it has 
proved to be an important one: In this study, the discursive practices for legitimating the 
digital transformation were not aligned with the employees’ needs. The discursive 
legitimation practices of the CIO were rational and concerned with the potentiality of the 
future development of the digital technology being implemented, and the authority that 
similar organizations implement their version of the technology. The rationalization and 
authorization legitimation, which was implicit in the CIO’s future-and frontrunner discourse, 
clashed with the employees’ need for purpose focusing on the present. The lack of alignment 
between the discursive legitimation practices and employees’ needs resulted in a frustration 
represented in and constituted by employees’ discourses about the digital transformation, 
consequently stymieing the implementation. When managers unintentionally de-legitimize 
through certain discursive practices it is potentially difficult to detect and deal with, because 
it is invisible to both the managers, the employees, and the top management, as well as being 
difficult for scholars to detect, even in deep engagement with the practice. In such cases, a 
theoretical framework based on discursive legitimation practices will enable an analysis of 
these otherwise almost invisible relational mechanisms, which potentially challenge digital 
transformation processes. Building on (Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019), I therefore suggest a 

Evaluation 

Analysis 

Use 

Role model 



124 
 

theoretical framework for analysing the role of discursive legitimation in a digital 
transformation, which will enable insights into the relationship between social interaction 
and (challenges in) the digital transformation process. 

 
Figure 19: A theoretical framework for analyzing the role of discursive legitimation in a 
digital transformation, enabling an insight into the relationship between social interaction 
and (challenges in) the digital transformation process. (Building on Øvrelid and Bygstad, 
2019)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.6. Limitations and validation 
A notable limitation of the study is the nature of in-depth ethnography, where focus is on one 
organization, which makes it difficult to generalize beyond analytical generalization. As a 
validation of the qualitative study, a seminar was done in the organization five months after 
the ethnographic fieldwork had ended. The paper was presented, and the top- and middle 
managers were asked to first reflect on chosen literature (the discursive legitimation practice-
framework developed for this analysis), and on the emerging concept of ‘unintentional de-
legitimation practices’. The top- and middle managers participated actively in the seminar. 
Even during breaks, they asked questions, elaborated on group work they did not get a chance 
to present in plenum, explained themselves or acknowledged a specific part of the seminar, 
which they found interesting. After the seminar, the CEO asked for a two-day seminar on 
organizational analysis targeting the top management team alone. Based on the engagement 
and interest in further collaboration, it seemed that the managers and the CEO could see 
themselves and colleagues represented in the analysis, and that the concepts grounded in the 
empirical fieldwork proved useful for their reflections and future work.  
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Discursive legitimation   
Discursive legitimation: Specific, not always 
intentional or conscious, ways of employing 
different discourses or discursive resources to 
establish legitimacy (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 784; 
van Leeuwen, 2008) 

Discourse: Ways of constituting knowledge, 
together with the social practices (Øvrelid and 
Bygstad, 2019, p. 222) 

Digital transformation: The implementation and 
use of new digital technologies to enable major 
business improvements (e.g. Hess et al., 2016) 
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5.7. Conclusion 
Technology itself is not the only part of the complex puzzle of digital transformation (Vial, 
2019; Kane et al., 2015). Scholars have pointed to challenges to digital transformation being 
lack of (technical) skills, as well as lack of urgency, conflicting roles, lack of vision, and lack of 
communication (e.g. Fitzgerald et al., 2014, Prahalad and Krishnan, 2002). To further explore 
how and why challenges occur in digital transformation, this paper has focused on the 
managerial levels, building on the premises that (i) managers play an important role in digital 
transformation (Gfrerer et al., 2021, p. 28), and (ii) when developing their interpretations of 
technology, people are more influenced by managers’ perceptions than by their own usage 
of the systems (Rice and Aydin, 1991, p. 238) – or at least equally influenced by the social 
interaction and material interaction (Leonardi, 2009, p. 409). Applying a discursive 
legitimation practice-framework on a case of digital transformation in a financial institution, 
enabled a micro-level analysis of the relationship between managers’ social practices and 
digital transformation challenges, which indicated that the social practices of the CIO are 
especially influential. The analysis reveals that if the legitimation practices are not aligned 
with the social and temporal context, which is meaningful to employees, a CIO might – 
unintentionally – influence employees in ways that make them stymie a digital transformation 
of which they are in favor. Thus, the paper responds to Whittingtons’ (2014) call for studying 
discursive practices of CIOs and contributes to on digital transformation (Hanelt et al., 2021; 
Vial, 2019; Wessel et al., 2020, Øvrelid et al., 2019) with a theoretical notion of the role of 
time in discursive legitimation of digital transformation activities. Based on the analysis, a 
theoretical framework for analysing the role of discursive legitimation in a digital 
transformation was developed, which enable insights into the relationship between social 
interaction and (challenges in) the digital transformation process. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Digital transformation as distributed 
leadership: Firing the change agent? 
Article two 

 

Literature has tended to describe digital transformation (the implementation and use of new 
digital technologies to enable major business improvements) as a strategic and rational 
process with clear roles, the most important one being a Chief digital officer or Chief digital 
information officer, who is often an individual appointed as a temporary position to undertake 
the digital transformation. This study has testified to a less rational, more emergent process, 
where the digital transformation happens without a Chief digital officer and instead is 
managed conjointly in the top management team. Based on this study, it is argued that digital 
transformation can be understood as distributed leadership, which enables an approach to 
mobilizing and sustaining digital transformation where managers become better equipt to 
navigating in the complex organizational change process. 

 

Keywords: digital transformation; Chief digital officer; distributed leadership; executives; 
organizational ethnography 
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6.1. Introduction 
Companies in several industries are putting digital transformation at the top of their strategic 
agendas (Bonnet, 2016; Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020, Hess et al., 2016). This type of 
organizational change is often – in some variation – described as the implementation and use 
of new digital technologies to enable major business improvements (Haffke et al., 2016; Hess 
et al., 2016; Horlacher et al., 2016; Singh and Hess, 2017; Andriole, 2017; Chanias, 2017, and 
Hartl and Hess, 2017). Digital transformation is a complex intra-organizational challenge of 
aligning the implementation of new digital technologies with the objectives of the 
organization, and its activities leverage digital technology in (re)defining an organization’s 
value proposition and on that note even involves a new organizational identity (Wessel et al., 
2020, p. 1). A common answer to this challenge is to appoint a Chief digital officer (CDO) or 
Chief digital information officer (CDIO) (Horlacher et al., 2016; Sia et al., 2016; Singh and Hess, 
2017; Weill and Woerner, 2018). Consequently, Chief digital officerss have become a key 
factor in digital transformation, as well as change agents are in organizational changes more 
generally. In mobilizing and sustaining digital transformation we expect a Chief digital officer 
to manage initiatives that explore and harness the new digital technologies (Singh, Klarner 
and Hess, 2020) and enable close collaboration between business and IT functions (Singh and 
Hess, 2017). Surprisingly, we do not know much about what happens when we remove the 
Chief digital officer from the digital transformation-equation, which is the case in this 18 
months organizational ethnographic study of a financial institution undergoing digital 
transformation. Contrasting the digital transformation literature, the organization succeeds 
after the Chief digital officer is fired for not being successful, raising the question: How can 
top-down organizational change towards digital transformation be mobilized and sustained 
without a Chief digital officer? 

 
6.1.1. Digital transformation and the chief digital officer as change 
agent 
The ideal digital transformation is described as a strategic process where ’recipes’ for 
implementing new digital technology are based on strategy and planning (Matt et al., 2015, 
Vial, 2019). A crucial factor in this strategic process is the Chief digital officer (CDO), who is an 
individual being appointed – often as a temporary position – to help undertake the digital 
transformation (Vial, 2019, p. 134). CDOs (i) manage initiatives that explore and harness new 
digital technologies (Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020), (ii) enable collaboration between IT and 
Business, and (iii) manage initiatives that explore the digital technology. With these 
responsibilities, the CDO is growing in importance across industries (Singh and Hess, 2017). 
The CDO has been one of the fastest-growing C-level positions (Mathison, 2014; Singh, Klarner 
and Hess, 2020), since the first CDO position was created at MTV Networks in 2005 (Singh, 
Klarner and Hess, 2020), and they are emerging as the focal leaders of digital transformation 
(Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020). Consequently, there is a growing interest among both 
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scholars and practitioners in the CDOs (Singh and Hess, 2017). Along the same line, change 
management literature consider the change agent important in any change (Ford, Ford, and 
D’Amelio, 2008), and we usually expect a rationalized process with clear roles and 
responsibilities when working towards establishing and maintaining recipient acceptance and 
participation. The change agent is often, in some variation, characterized as someone who 
must: 
 

“(..) provide discursive justifications that establish the appropriateness and 
rationality of change adoption, create readiness for change, and increase not 
only the likelihood of recipient acceptance and participation in the change but 
also the speed and extent of that acceptance (Amenakis, Harris, and Mossholder, 
1993; Green, 2004; Rousseau and Tijoriwala, 1999).” 

     (Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio, 2008, p. 367). 

 

Drawing on change management literature, we might consider the CDO a prominent, 
temporary change agent responsible for the process of implementing new digital technology 
with the potential of radically altering the organization. Contrasting the expectations of a CDO 
being a strong change agent managing a rationalized process towards digital transformation, 
our ethnographic recordings depict a case, where the CDO is fired, and the top management 
team intuitively shares the responsibility of managing the digital transformation process. In 
order to explore how and why a digital transformation might become successful without an 
explicit change agent/CDO, we draw on distributed leadership, as this framework 
acknowledges leadership as a less strategic, less fixed phenomenon; and as more emergent 
and shared (Bolden, 2011; Sklaviniti 2020). Focusing on the top management team is new in 
digital transformation. While strategic change literature has often examined the role of the 
top management team in strategic change more broadly (e.g. Carpenter et al., 2004), it has 
provided little insight into executives' roles in digital transformation (Singh, Klarner and Hess, 
2020, p. 9). Based on the theoretical and empirical considerations above, we refine the 
research question: How and why is the role of the Chief digital officer in digital transformation 
fulfilled as distributed leadership within the top management team, when the official position 
is abolished or is not appointed? 
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6.2. Theoretical framework 

In a comprehensive literature review of distributed leadership, Bolden (2011) draws on Gronn 
(2000) when presenting the concept as: 

“a potential solution to the tendency of leadership thinking to be divided into 
two opposing camps: those that consider it largely the consequence of individual 
agency (e.g. Bass 1985) and those that present it as the result of systems design 
and role structures (e.g. Jaques 1989).” 

        (Bolden 2011: 251). 

 

Gronn (2000) suggests that leadership should be fundamentally reframed, because it is more 
appropriately understood as a fluid and emergent, rather than as a fixed, phenomenon 
(Bolden 2011). Along the same line, scholars argue that leadership is “a collective social 
process emerging through the interactions of multiple actors.” (Uhl-Biens, 2006 cited in 
Bolden, 2011, p. 251). Scholars also argue that distributed leadership is not something ‘done’ 
by an individual ‘to’ others, or a set of individual actions through which people contribute to 
a group or organization (Bennett et al., 2003). Instead, it is a group activity working through 
and within relationships (Bennett, 2003; Bolden, 2011). Similar concepts arguing for a 
reframing of leadership are ‘shared leadership’ (see Pearce and Conger, 2003 for a review) 
and ‘collective leadership’ (Sklaviniti, 2020). ‘Collaborative leadership’ (e.g. Rosenthal, 1998), 
‘co-leadership’ (e.g. Heenan and Bennis, 1999) and ‘emergent leadership’ (e.g. Beck, 1981) 
are also concepts or theories, which call for a more emergent and collective understanding of 
leadership, as well as the associated concepts of ‘delegated’, ‘democratic’, and ‘dispersed’ 
leadership (Bolden, 2011). For this paper, we use ‘distributed leadership’ as an overarching 
term. Across the different concepts lies the idea that we need a more collective 
understanding of leadership as a social process (Barker, 2001; Hosking, 1988; Bolden, 2011). 
Sklaveniti (2020) argues for a processual orientation, proposing a definition for leadership as 
an “ongoing process signifying the pursuit of direction in the production of a space for co-
action” (Sklaviniti, 2020, p. 548). Sklaveniti (2020, p. 547) point out that: 

“(..) theory-method decisions focus on emerging communication to understand 
what is meaningful and possible (Cunliffe and Eriksen, 2011; Ospina and Foldy, 
2010), as well as on movement and direction, which shape co-action (Crevani et 
al., 2010; Ospina and Foldy, 2010; Wood, 2005)”. 

 

Sklaviniti (2020, p. 548) draws on Koivunen (2007) and Ladkin (2017) to elaborate that, the 
pursuit of direction points to the moment by moment construction of leadership, not as a 
temporal indication but as a fundamentally relational process, where relating brings on co-
action. Therefore, Sklaviniti (2020) do not set out to analyze relationships as entities (as would 
be the interest from an inter-individual orientation) but as what makes leadership happen. 
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With this paper, we explore, how and why an organization succeeds in the digital 
transformation after the CDO is fired, which contrasts our theoretical knowledge. Following 
Sklaviniti’s (2020) approach, we understand relationships as what makes leadership happen 
(Sklaviniti, 2020). We explore the construction of leadership as a fundamentally relational 
process, where relating brings on co-action (Sklaviniti, 2020, p. 548). Following Sklaviniti 
(2020), we focus on the emerging communication and the movements which shape co-action. 
Though distributed leadership highlights relations, it is important to balance the collective 
between the individuals and the situational aspects of leadership practices (Bolden, 2011, 
pp.263-264). We therefore study not only how the relating unfolds but take the individual top 
managers – and their construction of the distributed leadership in the top management team 
– into account as well to explore why the leadership is distributed. This approach is in line 
with the methodological shift from studying how leadership is distributed, to a contextually 
situated exploration of how distributed and focused forms of leadership interact (Gronn, 
2010;  Bolden, 2011, p. 263) and with Bolden’s (2011) point that a focus on the how is only 
one part of the story. Why leadership is distributed is another important question to raise 
(Bolden, 2011, p. 259). Consequently, we describe how and why the leadership practice is 
distributed with the aim of nuancing our understanding of digital transformation processes. 
With a point of departure in distributed leadership as the theoretical framework, we aim to 
answer the overall research question by exploring the following sub-questions: SQ1. How and 
why do the top management team construct their distributed leadership? SQ2. What is the 
consequence of this for the digital transformation process? 

 

6.3. Method 

Empirically, in the context of a Danish financial institution, we explore the issue of how digital 
transformation might become successful without the strong change agent/champion, we 
expect the Chief digital officer (CDO) to be. In this particular organization, the top 
management hired an IT-implementation consultant in a temporary position (as a CDO) to 
help undertake the digital transformation by (i) managing initiatives in different units of the 
organization to harness the new digital technology and (ii) enabling close collaboration 
between business units and IT functions. After six months, the consultant was fired, and the 
position fell away, because the organization concluded, it had not been a success. We rely on 
empirical and interpretive research, because:  

“Interpretive research can help IS researchers to understand human thought 
and action in social and organizational contexts; it has the potential to produce 
deep insights into information systems phenomena including the management 
of information systems and information systems development.” 

      (Klein and Myers, 1999, p. 67). 
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6.3.1. Organizational ethnography 
We do a contextually situated exploration of how distributed leadership enable digital 
transformation without a Chief digital officer (CDO). We do so by focusing on the emerging 
communication in a top management team and how their relating unfold (Sklaviniti, 2020), 
which enable an exploration of how top managers construct and shape distributed leadership 
during the digital transformation process and with what consequences. Such an approach 
requires detailed ethnographic studies of leadership practices and discourses in situ 
(Yammarino and Dansereau, 2008; Bolden, 2011, p. 263). Both literature on digital 
transformation (Vial, 2019) and distributed leadership (e.g. Harris and Spillane, 2008; Bolden, 
2011) calls for studying the respective concepts in a meaningful way with the experiences, 
practices, and discourses of leadership practitioners. Preferably by using ethnographic 
methods (Bolden, 2011). Consequently, ethnographic methods (see Spradley, 2016) became 
a helpful method to get an understanding, of what actually happens within an organization 
during digital transformation. It is a way to not only get top managers’ post-rationalizations 
on implementing the new digital technology, but to study them in their everyday work 
activities which enables an understanding of the complexity, intricacy and mundanity of 
organizational life (see Ybema et al., 2009) and, in this case, of managing digital 
transformation without a CDO/change agent. A compromise between surface investigation 
and in-depth investigation (Spradley, 2016, p. 101) was adopted in order to first seek the 
organizational context in holistic terms, and then obtain ethnographic focus by studying 
selected domains (top management meetings, unofficial top management conversations, and 
workshops with the top management). 
 

6.3.2. Data collection 
The ethnographic fieldwork was initiated one month prior to the hiring of the IT 
implementation consultant (the Chief digital officer/CDO). The fieldwork continued for six 
months while the implementation consultant (the CDO) was working on different initiatives, 
and for another nine months after the consultant was fired and CDO-function was abolished. 
Finally, another two months later (a year and a half after the ethnographic fieldwork was 
initiated) one of the authors did a two-day follow up-seminar with the top management at a 
conference center. The empirical material consist primarily of ethnographic recordings from 
participant observation and non-participant observation (Spradley 1980, 2016). The 
observations are of meetings in the top management team, where they would (i) prepare for 
strategy seminars with the middle management group, (ii) discuss strategy work in the 
organization, or (iii) meet with consultants from the financial sector’s educational center. The 
observations depict (i) how the top management prepared for communicating with the 
middle managers about implementing Robo-advisors and how they adjusted their 
communication with middle managers according to what they learned about the middle 
managers’ local implementation processes; (ii) how the top management reflected on the 
overall strategy and decided on specific steps towards reaching their goals, and (iii) how they 
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discussed the role of Robo-advisor in relation to the objectives of the organization - and how 
to implement it. The above-mentioned observations provided an insight into how the top 
managers’ relating unfolded (Sklaviniti, 2020) in situ. The empirical material also consist of a 
two-day workshop, which one of the authors facilitated with the top management team; the 
top management team analyzed their organization, evaluated their current strategy, and 
began moving forward towards defining the next one. These observations provided an insight 
into how the top managers mobilized collective engagement (Bolden, 2011) and constructed 
their distributed leadership. Furthermore, the empirical material consists of ethnographic 
recordings of interviews and informal conversations with top managers (the managing 
director (CEO), Chief Operating Officer (COO), Head of HR, Head of Communication, Head of 
IT, and Head of Marketing and Business Development) alone or in pairs, interviews with 
branch managers from the two biggest branches, and with the IT implementation consultant 
(CDO). The interviews were unstructured in order to imitate conversations, allowing for 
following the organizational members’ ideas, thoughts, and concerns. The informal 
conversations and interviews provided insights into the individuals, who are part of the top 
management team; how they understand and construct their individual responsibilities in 
relation to the group. 
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Table 9: A summary of the empirical material. 
18 months of organizational ethnography. 142,74 hours 

Hours in total: 
143,75h 

Formal conversations and 
activities: 85 ¾ h 

Informal conversations  
and activities: 58h 

Insights 
  

 
Participant 
observations 
= 75 hours 
 

15 x Meetings with TMT: 30h 
1 x Away day with TMT: 8h 
1 x CEO rehearsing strategy 
kickoff speech: 3h 
 

Lunch and coffee 
breaks/’water cooler 
conversations’ with top 
management: 18h 
Transportation with top 
management and advisory 
board: Car rides, train rides: 
7h 
New years party: 9h 

How the top 
managers relating 
unfold in situ. 

Non-
participant 
observations 
= 28 hours 

7 x Meetings and workshops 
with external consultants and 
the top management: 21h 

Lunch and ‘Water cooler 
conversations’: 7h 

How the top 
managers mobilize 
collective 
engagement and 
construct their 
distributed 
leadership. 

Workshop  
(Interventiona
l observations) 
= 19 hours 

2-day workshop with the top 
management: 10h 

Lunch x 2: 1,5h 
Coffee breaks x 8: 2h 
Breakfast x 1: 0,5h 
Walk x 2: 1h 
Dinner and drinks x 1: 4h 

How the top 
managers mobilize 
collective 
engagement and 
construct their 
distributed 
leadership. 

 
 
Interviews 
= 21,75 hours 
 
 

HR director (6 x 30m): 3h 
Communications director (5 x 
30m): 2,5h 
Head of business development 
(2 x 30m): 1h  
IT Director/CIO (2 x 1h + 4 x 
30m): 4h  
IT Implementing consultant 
(1x): ¾h  
HR director and 
Communications director 
(4 x 30m): 2 
Communications Director and 
Head of Business 
Development: 1/2h 

 
Lunch and ‘water cooler 
conversations’ during 
“normal workdays” before 
and after interviews: 8h 

How the top 
managers 
understand and 
construct their 
individual 
responsibilities in 
relation to the 
group. 

 

The ethnographic recordings primarily consist of ethnographic fieldnotes (Emerson, Fretz and 
Shaw, 1995). The field notes were made during the meetings or directly after the 
corresponding events, writing under different conditions (Jarzabkowski and Bednarek 2014, 
p. 277); at a desk, in a bathroom, out in a hall, at a nearby café and in the car of one of the 
authors. Own thoughts and questions to the data were added to the field notes. Following 
the approach of Jarzabkowski and Bednarek (2014, p. 277), the field notes combine: (i) A 
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summary of discussions and conversations that took place between key actors, drawing on 
the language of the field (close to verbatim reporting of what was said) including direct 
quotes. Interpretation, drawing on emotional experiences such as joking and heated 
disagreement, and notes-to-self about what seemed important in the observation. The notes 
became what Jarzabkowski and Bednarek (2014, p. 277) explain as: “(..) jumble of text that 
seeks to capture the researcher’s experience in the field, and to provide a point of reference 
for accessing that experience again later.”. From interviews and workshops, we have audio 
recordings.  

 

6.3.3. Analysis 
Alvesson and Kärreman (2007) present a research methodology where the researcher 
searches for deviations from what would be expected, given established wisdom, in empirical 
contexts. They call the methodology “Active discovery and/or creation of mysteries and the 
subsequent solving of the mysteries followed” (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1266). They 
see empirical material (“data”) as an inspiration for critical dialogues between theoretical 
frameworks and empirical work. Exploiting breakdowns to create a mystery, to put it in their 
words, is not new in social sciences (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1268). Ethnography can 
be described "as a process of coherently resolving breakdowns" (Agar, 1986, p. 39) and – in 
this sense – has a built-in propensity toward the type of theory development proposed by 
Alvesson and Kärreman (2007). They present six steps for theorizing from empirical material 
allowing the researcher to move from 1.familiarizing oneself with the setting by asking open 
questions such as ‘what is going on here’? over 2.encountering breakdowns; something 
surprising to most members of the research community who are supposed to be able to make 
sense of and explain the observations, 3.formulating preliminary interpretations of a 
theoretical contribution based on broader relevance and earlier theory, and 4.engaging in 
more systematic work to developing a new understanding/theory to 5. solving or 
reformulating the mystery through the development of a new idea which offers a new 
interpretation of the phenomenon that inspired the mystery, and 6.developing the 
(re)solution of the mystery so that it gains a broader relevance for a specific terrain and 
positioning it more clearly in relationship to other theories (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, 
pp. 1271-1272). Following the methodology for creating and solving a mystery (Alvesson and 
Kärreman, 2007), the familiarization with the setting happened by spending time in the 
organization as participant and non-participant observer. Seven months in the ethnographic 
fieldwork, we ‘encountered a breakdown’, which later created the mystery to be solved: The 
top management fired their change agent/CDO and - in contrast to a priori knowledge on 
digital transformation (see 2: Digital transformation and the CDO as change agent) - they 
continued the process without a CDO and seemed to intuitively share the responsibility of 
managing the change process towards digital transformation in alignment with the 
organization’s overall objectives. The process of managing the transformation was less 
strategic and rational than the literature on digital transformation prescribes (Matt et al. 
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2015), and more emergent and fluid. We kept an open attitude towards the empirical 
material, which was not an atheoretical approach as suggested by some views on grounded 
theory (e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967) (see Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1273) but about 
mastering our interpretive repertoire in relation to digital transformation and the role of the 
CDO reflexively (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). When the growing interpretive repertoire 
(on the role of the CDO in digital transformation) confirmed the counter-intuitive nature of 
the breakdown, it became a mystery to be solved how and why the digital transformation 
succeeded without the CDO. Based on an iterative process, an understanding emerged of how 
the empirical material and body of literature on distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; 
Sklaviniti 2020) related to - and extended - prior knowledge on CDOs (Singh and Hess, 2017; 
Singh, Klarner, and Hess, 2020) and managing digital transformation (Haffke et al., 2016; 
Horlacher et al., 2016; Vial, 2019; Wessel et al., 2021). 
 

6.4. Analysis and findings 
The purpose of the study was to explore how top-down organizational change towards digital 
transformation can be mobilized and sustained without a Chief digital officer (CDO)? More 
specifically, we have investigated how and why the role of the CDO in digital transformation 
is fulfilled through distributed leadership when the official position is abolished. We did so by 
exploring two sub-questions: SQ1. How and why do the top management team construct their 
distributed leadership? SQ2. What is the consequence of this for the digital transformation 
process? The findings below show that the top management team intuitively shared the 
responsibility of managing the digital transformation. A combination of how their relating 
unfolded and how they communicatively constructed the top management team, enabled a 
constant distribution of the individual points of view within the top management team, which 
resulted in a conjointly engagement and shared responsibility, which constituted their 
distributed leadership during the digital transformation process. 

 

6.4.1. A non-symbiotic approach to digital transformation in the top 
management team 

There was no symbiosis in the top management team; the top managers did not intuitively 
consider each other’s point of view as suggested in some streams of distributed leadership. 
On the contrary, the top managers took a rather individualistic stand. When implementing 
Robo-advisor, the IT Director and the Head of Marketing and Business Development were 
very enthusiastic about the prospects of implementing the new digital technology. They were 
eager to implement it and to communicate about the possibilities for future development 
(and the competitive advantages). When the sales managers expressed their concerns during 
a middle management seminar that financial advisors might not have the right skills to benefit 
from Robo-advisor, the IT Director suggested that - in the future - they should prioritize to 
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hire financial advisors, who have better IT skills or who are interested in developing them. 
The Chief operating officer (COO) was more focused on getting the financial advisors to adapt 
Robo-advisor and did not see many issues on that note, since they simply had to do so. From 
this point of view, it was a rather forward task of communicating this change to employees, 
effective immediately. In fact, the COO did not even see an organizational change or digital 
transformation; he argued that they were simply implementing a new tool. He did not share 
the concerns of the HR Director, who focused explicitly on the organizational culture and had 
an eye for both the middle managers, employees and top management group. She argued for 
constantly educating the middle managers, who were are all sent on courses on change 
management, courses on leadership, and courses on mental health, which she saw as an 
important part of nurturing the culture and enabling the middle managers to facilitate the 
digital transformation locally. In relation to the employees, she focused on the resources; do 
they have what they need from colleagues and managers. She found that implementing Robo-
advisor might be a big change for some employees, partly because it is a new system to get 
to know, and partly because it means a shift in how financial advisors work, what their product 
is, and because it changes the organizational structures (new units with new middle 
managers). These were issues, she raised within the top management team. During the final 
workshop, the main author raised a question about the role of Robo-advisor; is it a tool 
advisors use, is it a colleague to consult and perhaps overrule, or is it a supervisor, you have 
to listen to? For the COO, this was an odd question, since Robo-advisor is obviously just a tool. 
The HR Director was not quite sure about the role of Robo-advisor, but she immediately 
initiated a discussion arguing that it might be a problem for the financial advisors that they 
(the top management team) had not formulated anything specific about the role of Robo-
advisors in relation to the new ways of working as a financial advisor. The COO commented 
that the discussion was “too philosophical” and not at all a practical issue in their organization. 
The Head of Communication recognized a communicative challenge, whereas the managing 
director (CEO) saw the discussion as an important part of implementing Robo-advisor and 
engaged in the discussion. In general, the main focus of the CEO in relation to Robo-advisor 
was a link to the corporate strategy and the overall objectives of the organization. “Where do 
we see ourselves in the future; what is our mission? How do we work in (the future)? How do 
we get there?” The Head of Communication was concerned with communicating the overall 
strategy, the digital transformation, and organization’s objectives in alignment, while 
engaging the employees, and making the CEO available for questions and input – and in 
general with securing transparency and open communication lines both up and down in the 
organizational hierarchy. The top management team did not end up with a definite answer to 
what role Robo-advisor should play. However, the discussion served as an example of how 
the individualistic points of view within the top management team are aligned with each of 
the top managers’ official roles. At first glimpse, this might indicate an anti-symbiotic type of 
leadership leaning towards sub optimizing. However, there are no “silos” within the top 
management team. In the following, we unfold how the individual points of view depicted in 
the empirical material not only is a non-issue, but actually enables the emergence of 



142 
 

distributed leadership within the top management team and the fulfilment of the role of the 
CDO in the digital transformation process. 
 

6.4.2. Emerging communication enables a conjoint approach  
The top management meet frequently, both informally and at formal meetings, where they 
all engage actively. As presented in the example in the previous section, the top management 
team does not always agree on issues. However, starting from their own official management 
position, focusing on their own responsibilities and interest within the organization, the top 
management communicates a lot. The managers have developed a culture, where speaking 
one’s mind is recognized as taking responsibility and being committed. We see it in the 
example of discussing the role of Robo-advisor. When all the top managers articulate 
arguments from the point of view of their respective official roles, the top management team 
reaches a holistic view on the digital transformation. From buying and contributing to 
developing the right digital technology (Head of Marketing and Business development and 
the IT Director), to department managers’ concerns about the skills of the financial advisors, 
over how to communicate internally about the new ways of working (Head of 
Communication), branding the transformation externally (Head of Marketing and Business 
Development), to educating middle managers accordingly and reflecting on employees’ needs 
(HR) and realizing the organizations overall objectives (CEO). All points of views are presented 
in most of the discussions. The top managers do not internalize all perceptions within the 
group, however they proceed on the foundation of having had the discussions where their 
own thoughts, concerns, ideas and visions have ben supplemented by others. The meetings 
are ongoing enabling a constant supplementation of one’s own perspective. It might sound 
both intuitive that top managers talk, and at the same time idealized that these talks happen 
frequently and actually enable a holistic approach to managing the digital transformation. 
Neither the formal meetings nor informal conversations are strategically planned to enable a 
shared leadership. The talks and meetings are often spontaneous collaboration or intuitive 
working relationships (Bolden, 2011) each of which Gronn (2002) considered as a 
manifestation of ‘conjoint agency’ (Gronn, 2002). 
 
6.4.3. Constructing the distributed leadership 
Scholars on distributed leadership argue that distributed leadership is not a replacement for 
individual leadership (Bolden, 2011, p. 257), and that leaders do not have to see eye-to-eye 
to co-perform leadership (Spillane and Diamond (2007, p. 11). Two or more leaders might 
seek similar, different or even opposing goals (Bolden 2011, p. 257). A main finding is that the 
distributed leadership is (i) communicatively constructed and (ii) relationally constructed: 
The CEO rhetorically constructs the group: At a top management team seminar, the CEO tells 
the group to think about why they are the once who are a part of the top management team. 
“It is”, he continues, “because you speak your minds. You are not afraid to express your 
opinions.” However, the group is not only rhetorically constructed top down. The top 
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managers have a lot of respect for each other and trust in each other, and it shows in the way 
the team talks about themselves. During a water cooler conversation, the HR Director stated 
that she would not mind having the Head of Communication as her boss. This even though 
she is the leader of a large HR department, and he is the head of a smaller communication 
department. “He is just very smart”, she added. The HR Director, Head of Communication and 
Head of Marketing and Business Development often meet, formally and informally. And the 
Head og Marketing and Business Development also meet frequently with the IT Director. 
Their relating gives way to co-action. The relating is not a strategic process. In this case, 
distributed leadership is ‘institutionalized’ within working practices as part of the overall 
‘culture’ of the organization (Bolden, 2011, p. 259), and this coordinated manner is not 
instigated deliberately. 

 

6.5. Discussion  
Focusing on (i) how the top managers’ relating unfolded and (ii) their emerging 
communication, we found that the top management team intuitively managed the digital 
transformation process conjoint, after the change agent was fired. The findings confirm what 
we already know from strategic change literature; that CEOs and the top management's 
diverse experience can positively influence a strategic change (Finkelstein et al., 2009 in Singh, 
Klarner and Hess, 2020,  p. 9), where in this case it contributes to the emergent change 
process towards digital transformation. Based on the empirical material, the paper argues 
that digital transformation – as well as organizational changes more broadly – might benefit 
from these diverse experiences, if they are shared/distributed within the top management 
team. This finding challenges our knowledge on digital transformation in arguing that a digital 
transformation process might successfully happen differently than the more functionalist, 
planned change processes (with resemblance to Kotter’s (1995) approach to organizational 
change), which dominate the digital transformation literature. The empirical material further 
challenges the idea that an organization needs a CDO and suggests that a top management 
team might fulfill the role of the CDO through distributed leadership. Reflecting on whether 
organizations need a change agent, the answer seems to be both yes and no. We know from 
the change management literature and digital transformation literature that it is a good idea 
(see 2: Digital transformation and the CDO as change agent). However, in the empirical case 
of a Danish financial institution the top management intuitively shares the role of the CDO. 
No one leans back thinking that someone else is taking responsibility for the change process. 
It seems that if an organization have already established a culture, where top managers 
communicate frequently and engage in discussions where they do not necessarily agree, the 
foundation for a more holistic approach to digital transformation might be established. In 
such a case, appointing a CDO because everyone else does, might not be the right solution. 
However, we need more research on digital transformations without CDOs in different types 
of organizational settings, and with different types of top management-cultures, in order to 
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get a fuller picture, of how and if top management teams fulfill the role of the CDO, when the 
position is abolished or is not appointed in the first place. Most studies on distributed 
leadership have been conducted within the field of school leadership (Bolden, 2011, p. 259), 
which means, we cannot argue that distributed leadership is per se a way to better manage 
digital transformation processes, since the phenomenon have not been sufficiently 
investigated in this particular context. Furthermore, while some studies indicate that 
distributed leadership has a positive effect (e.g. Graetz, 2000; Iandoli and Zollo, 2008), others 
suggest that distribution of leadership might have a negative effect on boundary 
management issues (Storey, 2004; Timperley, 2005). Yet, other scholars display both the 
potential benefits of a carefully implemented distributed leadership as well as the dangers of 
a poorly conceived approach (Leithwood, 2009 in Bolden, 2011). Consequently, instead of 
dictating what managers should do, the paper depicts a digital transformation process, which 
is less rational, and more emergent and fluid than the literature normally prescribes, nuancing 
our understanding of the phenomenon. In addition, the study calls for further exploring the 
CDO-role fulfilment in digital transformation. Moreover, for studying digital transformation 
as distributed leadership - and potentially an emergent process. 

 

6.5.1. Limitations and validation 
As a validation of the qualitative study, the findings were presented and discussed – and 
recognized – during a seminar with the top management team at a conference centre. The 
HR Director further commented that they (the leadership within the top management team) 
had not always been like that (distributed). She summarized that a respected top manager 
had been fired a couple of months before we initiated the ethnographic fieldwork 18 months 
earlier. The HR Director explained that the top manager had been so quick to take 
responsibility of most activities that the rest of the top management team often was not 
involved in the more strategic tasks. When the board fired the particular colleague, the rest 
of the top management team had feared the consequences. Now, retrospectively, they could 
see that, surprisingly, it had meant that they now all shared the responsibility and had many 
more ongoing, informal conversations, which – in their opinion – enabled this “so called” 
distributed leadership.  

A notable limitation of the study is the nature of in-depth ethnography (Spradley, 1980, 2016), 
where focus is on one organization, which makes it difficult to generalize beyond analytical 
generalization. We cannot predict, if a digital transformation led by the Chief digital officer 
would also have been considered a success after 18 months, or if the digital transformation 
would have been considered a success after only six months of distributed leadership within 
the top management team. We need more ethnographic accounts of digital transformations 
with and without CDOs, and of what the practices are of those fulfilling the role, whether 
formally or emergent and intuitively. We need studies of what CDOs do, however, in light of 
this study, we also need studies of how the leadership emerges in the less rational and 
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strategic cases of digital transformation; which contextual factors enable a holistic approach 
to digital transformation, and what challenges it (e.g. competition between leaders (Storey, 
2004), micropolitics (Bjork and Blasé, 2009) and the rhetoric of partnerships (Lumby, 2009). 
On a practical note, the study is limited in the sense that it does not say what top managers 
should do or even if they should pursue distributed leadership. This is in line with an ongoing 
discussion on whether distributed leadership (as well as ‘shared’, ‘collective’, ‘collaborative’, 
‘emergent’ and ‘co-’ leadership) should be taken as a framework for improving leadership 
practice or simply describing it (Bolden, 2011, p. 263). 

 

6.6. Conclusion 
This paper contributes to literature on digital transformation (Haffke et al., 2016; Horlacher 
et al., 2016; Vial, 2019; Wessel et al., 2021) and the Chief digital officer (Singh and Hess, 2017; 
Singh, Klarner, and Hess 2020) by applying distributed leadership literature (Gibeau et al. 
2020; Van de Mieroop et al., 2020; Spiller et al., 2020; Sklaveniti, 2020) on 18 months 
organizational ethnography to explore, how a top management team in a financial institution 
mobilized and sustained the top down change towards digital transformation after firing their 
Chief digital officer who is supposed to be the change agent of digital transformation. 
Whereas existing literature has tended to describe digital transformation as a rational and 
strategic process with clear roles, the most important one being a Chief digital officer, this 
case of digital transformation cannot be described in the same terms. Nor  is it case of 
managers’ individual actions. Instead, this study has testified to an emergent process of 
conjoint leadership through intuitive engagement. Without explicitly coordinating their 
activities, the top managers mobilized the change towards digital transformation from their 
own respective perspectives. The top managers were not “in sync” as suggested by some 
streams of distributed leadership. They all mobilized from their own point of view. However 
because they all engaged actively in the process, the leadership happed conjointly, and the 
result was an approach to managing digital transformation where managers competently 
navigated in the complex organizational change process based on their shared experiences 
and broadened view on how the rest of the organization members experiences the digital 
transformation process. Conceptually, the notion of digital transformation as distributed 
leadership is suggested, and it is argue that a shared responsibility within a top management 
team might supersede appointing a Chief digital officer in some types of organizations. 
Reflecting on whether organizations should omit to appoint a Chief digital officer all together, 
the answers is less clear. Consequently, the study calls for further exploring the CDO-role 
fulfilment in digital transformation, and for studying digital transformation as distributed 
leadership – and as an emergent process. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Digital readiness through shared 
perceptions and dynamic organizational 
processes 
Article three 

 

Scholars are increasingly turning towards a focus on humans in digital transformation, 
highlighting that not only technology itself, but also leadership and culture are important 
elements in a successful digital transformation. More recently, scholars have argued that 
focus should be on ‘digital readiness’ when implementing the new digital technology. Our 
review of the literature on digital readiness shows that there is a paucity in the literature on 
how managers can facilitate such readiness. Recent research reveals differences in 
perceptions of digital readiness, skills, and capabilities between managers and employees. 
Knowing and addressing these different perceptions is important for managers to enable the 
successful digital transformation of their company. With this paper, we aim to contribute to 
the literature on digital transformation in general and to the literature on digital readiness 
in particular by shedding light on how managers can prepare the organization for digital 
transformation by addressing differences in perceptions. Our focus is on organizational 
processes, which enable shared perceptions and beliefs, thereby allowing for the emergence 
of a digital transformation climate or culture. Empirically, we take a point of departure in 28 
months of organizational ethnography of a financial institution, which successfully 
implemented a ‘Robo-advisor’. 

Keywords: Digital transformation; digital readiness; organizational ethnography; 
organizational culture; financial institution; Robo-advisor 
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7.1. Introduction 

The diffusion of digital technologies, such as online platforms, software applications (apps), 
artificial intelligence and robotics has enabled a notable transformation in organizational 
boundaries, processes, structures, roles, and interactions (Cennamo, Dagnino, Minin and 
Lanzolla, 2020, p. 5). It is now clear that digital transformation is not just “a traditional IT back-
end process; rather it affects the organization as a whole, redefining strategies, 
entrepreneurial processes, innovation, and governance mechanisms” (Cennamo et al., 2020, 
p. 5). Thus, scholars are increasingly turning towards a focus on humans in digital 
transformation, highlighting that not only technology itself (Kane et al., 2015), but also culture 
(Solberg, Traavik and Wong, 2020) and leadership (e.g. Gfrerer et al., 2021) are important in 
a successful digital transformation.  

Organizations need to be well prepared for the transformation. There is evidence that specific 
conditions link organizational members to change readiness in general and to digital readiness 
in particular. In a recent survey of the banking industry, Gfrerer et al., (2021) advance for 
example previous frameworks of change readiness toward digital readiness (e.g. Armenakis 
et al. 1993). The authors propose a digital readiness framework to describe individuals’ as 
well as organizations’ digital readiness in more detail. They find that while there are similar 
perceptions of attitude and empowerment toward change among management and 
employees, perceptions of individual readiness, skills or competences, and innovation 
capabilities or barriers differ significantly. This is a problem, as shared beliefs on digital 
readiness are a precursor to successfully guide and implement organizational change. The 
importance of corporate culture and related concepts (e.g. identification) is generally 
highlighted in the literature on organizational readiness. Chonko, Jones, Roberts, and 
Dubinsky proposed already in 2002 that an organization’s culture, climate, and policies are 
the key drivers of an organization’s readiness for change. The same year, Motwani, 
Mirchandani, Madan, and Gunasekaran examined what factors facilitate or inhibit the success 
of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) projects. The study proposes that a cautious, 
evolutionary, bureaucratic implementation process backed with careful change management, 
network relationships, and cultural readiness can lead to a successful ERP project 
implementation as opposed to a revolutionary project scope mandated autocratically by top 
management without organizational readiness and proper change management. Kwahk and 
Kim (2008) found that readiness for systems-driven organizational change can be enhanced 
by boosting the relevant individuals’ attachment to the organization and their perceived 
personal competence regardless of the focal enterprise systems package and its technological 
characteristics. Drzensky, Egold, and van Dick (2012) examined the role of organizational 
identification as an antecedent of readiness for change utilizing a social identity perspective. 
In line with the hypotheses, the authors found that readiness for change mediates the 
relationship between organizational identification and a positive evaluation of the change 
outcomes. Dhingra and Punia (2016) identified a significant relationship between employees’ 
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readiness to change and culture. The authors suggested that employers should involve 
employees from the beginning of the change process. Orji (2019) argued that organizational 
readiness as a concept, which refers to the ability to harness and orchestrate core 
organizational capabilities, namely: resource capability, process capability, and cultural 
capability in an integrated manner accounts for digital transformation success. Gürdür, El-
khoury, and Törngren (2019) present survey results on data analytics adoption and usage 
within Swedish industry, to highlight post-digitalization industry needs. The authors suggest 
that the industry should use the advantages of the current cultural information systems and 
concentrate efforts on exploring the business impacts of data analytics, ensuring the support 
from executive managers, and implementing data analytics protocols to improve 
organizational readiness. Brunetti, Matt, Bonfanti, De Longhi, Pedrini, and Orzes, G. (2020) 
highlight the importance of developing digital culture and skills before investing in digital 
infrastructure and technology. Ruel, Rowlands, and Njoku (2021) offer a framework that will 
ensure that digital business strategizing maintains a fit between organizational strategy, 
structure, knowledge, culture, systems and processes. 

Summing up, our review highlights the specific organizational conditions, in specific 
conditions such as digital climate or mindset related to the notion of organizational culture 
that can link organizational members to digital readiness. At the same time, however, it points 
to a need for greater clarity about how managers can enable organizational processes that 
facilitate digital readiness, which is our purpose.  

In-depth qualitative studies such as our study can contribute to achieving a deeper 
understanding of managerial processes that can help managers prepare the organization for 
digital transformation by shaping employees’ digital mindsets (Cennamo et al., 2020) so that 
they will see digital transformation initiatives as opportunities for professional growth and 
participate in digital transformation initiatives (Solberg, Traavik, and Wong, 2020). Having a 
digital mindset is equivalent to having an organizational climate or culture that emphasizes 
the importance of, and supports, digital transformation (Solberg, Traavik, and Wong, 2020, p. 
107). This is important knowledge, as work practices and work identities of organizational 
members are changing with the new organizational DNA (Wessel et al., 2021), and why we 
have chosen this focus (on digital readiness/digital transformation culture). We use the notion 
of digital readiness to refer to both the readiness of the organizational members – in terms 
of positive beliefs, knowhow, and skills – and the readiness of the organization in terms of 
capabilities like budget restrictions, organizational capacity, leadership buy-in, or innovation 
culture, for instance – to manage the necessary transformation (Gfrerer et al., 2021, p. 24). 
Theoretically, we draw on the notion of organizational culture, in specific the dynamics of 
organizational culture (Hatch, 1993) which guide us in interpreting our observational data. 
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7.2. Theoretical framework: Cultural dynamics 

Successful transformation of a company in the digital age requires strong change 
management and a sound understanding of digital readiness (Gfrerer et al., 2020, p. 39). A 
sound understanding of digital readiness requires that managers acknowledge the 
importance of fostering an “organizational climate or culture that emphasizes the importance 
of, and supports, the digital transformation” (Solberg, Traavik, and Wong, 2020, p. 107).  

The concept of culture has a long history. During the 1940s and 1950s, anthropologists 
found interest in studying the concept in organizational contexts with a focus on customs 
and traditions of work (Hatch, 1993, p. 657). From the 1980s, management scholars have 
been interested in organizational culture as a management tool to create strong cultures 
with the purpose of making organizations more effective and/or successful (e.g. Deal and 
Kennedy, 1982). Schein (1993) became especially influential, because he developed a 
conceptual framework for analyzing and intervening in organizational culture with the 
purpose of changing the organization. On several occasions, organization scholars have 
applied his conceptual framework (e.g. Schultz, 1995), which has also been challenged. For 
instance by scholars, who highlight the fact that his definition of culture ignores sub-cultures 
(e.g. Barley, 1983; Van Maanen and Barley, 1985), and scholars who argue – from a 
symbolic-interpretive perspective – that focus should be on interpreting symbols and 
symbolic behavior in organizations (e.g. Shrivastava et al., 1987; Alvesson and Berg, 1992; 
Putnam, 1983; Smircich and Morgan, 1983). There are also arguments against conceptual 
models of organizational culture altogether, because such models oversimplify complex 
phenomena (Hatch, 1993, 658). However, Hatch (1993) argues that such models serve as 
an important role in guiding empirical research and generating new theory, and that 
Schein’s functionalistic model has had – and continues to have – relevance in this regard. 
Consequently, drawing on symbolic-interpretive perspectives on culture, Hatch (1993) has 
reformulated Schein’s model for analyzing organizational culture, in processual terms. 
Before introducing her conceptual framework, we briefly present Schein’s (1985) definition 
of culture and steps for analyzing it, which will help us understand the cultural dynamics 
model, which we use for the analysis. 

 
7.2.1. Schein’s conceptual framework for analyzing and changing 
organizational culture 

Schein (1985, 9) defines culture as: 

“(..) the pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has invented, discovered, or 
developed in learning to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal 
integration, and that have worked well enough to be considered valid, and therefore, 
to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in 
relation to these problems.” 
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In Schein’s (1985) definition, culture exists on three levels at the same time. On the surface, 
we can see artifacts, which are visible, tangible and audible results of activities grounded in 
values which are social principles, philosophies and goals. At the core of the organization, 
we find the basic assumptions, which are taken for granted beliefs about reality and human 
nature. These basic assumptions create our values and artifacts, which is why we can study 
artifacts and values in order to identify an organization’s basic assumptions. According to 
Schein, the basic assumptions hold the key to understanding and thereby changing a culture. 
 
 
7.2.2. Hatch’s conceptual framework for analyzing and changing 
organizational culture  

Hatch (1993) highlights that the usefulness of Schein’s model in particular depends upon 
identifying the links among a culture's artifacts, values, and assumptions — links that Schein 
has not explained, but which Hatch develops in the cultural dynamics model that she suggests. 
The “new” model (Hatch, 1993) opens up for a discussion of the dynamism of organizational 
cultures, which is relevant for our purpose and the discussion of what might enable the 
meergence of a culture that emphasizes the importance of, and supports, digital 
transformation. In her model, Hatch (1993) combines Schein’s (1985) idea of culture as 
assumptions, values and artifacts with symbols and the processes of manifestation, 
realization, symbolization, and interpretation.  

 

Figure 20: Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model (Hatch, 1993, p. 660) 
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cultural assumptions to reveal themselves in the perceptions, cognitions, and emotions of 
organizational members. Thus, manifestation contributes to the constitution of 
organizational culture by translating intangible assumptions into recognizable values. 
(Hatch, 1993, p. 662) 

Realization is a part of Weick’s (1979) enactment theory, and in the cultural dynamics model, 
realization is responsible for the transformation of values into artifacts (e.g., rites, rituals, 
organizational stories, humor, and various physical objects) (Hatch 1993, 665).  

Symbols are anything that represents a conscious or an unconscious association with some 
wider, usually more abstract, concept of meaning, e.g. the corporate logo, slogans, stories, 
actions and non actions, visual images, metaphors, organization charts, corporate 
architecture, rites, and rituals (Hatch, 1993, p. 670). Because lists of artifacts offer identical 
items, symbols and artifacts appear to be indistinguishable. However, Hatch (1993) specifies 
that in the dynamic view, focus shifts from a concern with physical forms to the ways in 
which these forms are produced and used by organizational members. Symbols do more 
than merely stand for or represent something else, they also allow those who employ them 
to supply part of their meaning.  

Interpretation is a focal concern of symbolic-interpretive research; interpretation 
contextualizes current symbolization experiences by evoking a broader cultural frame as a 
reference point for constructing an acceptable meaning (Hatch, 1993, p. 675).  

Cultural dynamics is a term she borrows from cultural anthropology and refers to issues as 
“the origins and evolution of cultures, enculturation processes, and the problem of change 
versus stability” (Hatch 1993, p. 660). When borrowing the term cultural dynamics, and 
extending Schein's arguments from origins, evolution, and enculturation to the dialectic of 
change and stability, she follows the lead of cultural anthropologists such as Malinowski 
(1945) (Hatch 1993,p.  660). With a point of departure in this term, Hatch argues that: 

“Culture is constituted by local processes involving both change and stability, and 
these processes need to be explained in the mundane terms of everyday 
organizational life.”  

(Hatch 1993, p. 660). 

The cultural dynamics model provides a framework within which to discuss this dynamism 
of organizational cultures (Hatch, 1993, p. 657; see also Hatch and Schultz, 2017; Hatch, 
Schultz, and Skov, 2015). Hatch argues that the advantage of a dynamic version of 
organizational culture theory lies in the new questions we come to pose. Whereas Schein's 
view focuses on what artifacts and values reveal about basic assumptions, the dynamic 
perspective asks: How is culture constituted by assumptions, values, artifacts, symbols, and 
the processes that link them? (Hatch, 1993, p. 660). Based on this, we have formulated the 
following research question: How can we understand the constitution of digital readiness 
from a cultural dynamics perspective?  
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We have used Hatch’s framework in terms of dynamism to describe the relationship 
between the digitalization processes. The insight we have gained from our review of the 
literature on organizational readiness and digital readiness (presented in the introduction), 
particularly insights regarding the specific organizational conditions that can link 
organizational members to digital readiness guide our analysis.  

 

 

7.3. Method 

Ethnography (see Spradley, 2016) proposed itself as a helpful method to get an understanding 
of how managers prepare an organization for digital transformation. It is a way to not only 
get the organizational members’ post-rationalizations on implementing the new digital 
technology, but to study them in their everyday work activities. This enables an understanding 
of the local processes, which constitute the culture (Hatch, 1993, p. 660) and guide the 
complexity, intricacy and mundanity of organizational life (see Ybema et al., 2009) and, in this 
case, of managing digital readiness. 

 

7.3.1. Research context: The case of implementing Robo-advisor in a 
Danish financial institution 
The financial sector is an interesting context for studying readiness for digital transformation 
(purposeful sampling), because the pressure of this particular type of organizational change 
is heavily felt in this sector, where banks struggle to change from regular banks into digital 
banks in which (i) banking occurs via internet, mobiles, and social media channels, (ii) 
processes are automatized, and (iii) Robo-advisors support customer interaction (Gfrerer et 
al., 2021, pp. 23-24). In this ethnographic study, a financial institution is implementing Robo-
advisor. Robo-advisor is a digital platform providing automated, algorithm-driven financial 
planning services with little to no human supervision. Robo-advisors are capable of handling 
sophisticated tasks and are being put to use in different ways depending on the financial 
institutions’ strategies. The case allowed us to explore what organizational readiness for 
digital transformation might be in a financial institution, and how managers can work towards 
enabling such readiness for digital transformation. 

This specific case of a digital transformation in a financial institution seems particularly 
interesting: The top management had decided to implement Robo-advisor in the 
organization. The human financial advisors were initially enthusiastic about implementing 
Robo-advisor, but became frustrated with the new digital technology which did not live up to 
their expectations. However, the financial advisors did not actively resist or work against the 
digital transformation. They did express their frustration with Robo-advisor on several 
occasions when talking to each other and to managers, but they did so along with praising 
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their tasks, colleagues, leaders, and the organization, of which they were very proud to be a 
part. It seemed contra-intuitive that the financial advisors did not actively resist the digital 
transformation where banking became more digitalized, cashiers were being closed and the 
organizational structures changed – especially since they were not satisfied with the function 
Robo-advisor. In exploring why the financial advisors did not resist or work against 
implementing Robo-advisor, culture became an interesting phenomenon to focus on. The 
argument is that a strong “family culture”, to use an expression used by the case 
organization’s financial advisors, was presented as the glue which kept the organization 
together in times of change and the glue which would enable a successful digital 
transformation. The culture expressed itself through an organization that was true to its 
mission and core values, where senior managers led the way by expressing their commitment 
to policies and encouraged open communication and honest feedback. We elaborate on the 
family culture below, which played an important part in shaping the organizational members’ 
beliefs around the digital transformation. First, however, we briefly present the empirical 
material and collection of it. 

 

7.3.2. Data collection 

The financial institution was investigated for 28 months during the digital transformation. A 
compromise between surface investigation and in-depth investigation was adopted 
(Spradley, 2016). This was in order to (i) first seek the organizational context in holistic terms, 
which allowed us to get an understanding of how the digital transformation was perceived by 
top managers, middle managers and employees, (ii) then obtain ethnographic focus by 
studying assumptions, values, artifacts, symbols, and the processes that link them allowing us 
to culturally explore how managers prepared the organization for digital transformation 
(Spradley, 2016, p. 101). Observations (Barley, 1986) are our main data source, and 
documents such as WPA, Cultural profiles, Strategy (2019-2021) and working documents for 
the next strategy (2022-2025) were used for further contextualizing. The analytical process 
was abductive. Following the methodology of Alvesson and Kärreman (2007), called “Active 
discovery and/or creation of mysteries and the subsequent solving of the mysteries followed” 
(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007, p. 1266), we first did inductive observations, which made us 
wonder why the initial steps of the digital transformation were taken without any problems. 
This surprised us in light of the radical nature of such a change and the financial advisors being 
frustrated with the digital technology that management wanted to implement. We then 
studied the literature on digital transformation, and found that digital readiness is a useful 
term for gaining a deeper understanding of why a digital transformation process goes rather 
smoothly. With a point of departure in the concept of digital readiness, we went back to the 
empirical material and found that culture seems to play an important role in an organization’s 
digital readiness. Table 1 gives an overview of our empirical material.  
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Table 11. A summary of the empirical material  

Hours drawn 
on for this 
paper: 347,75 

Formal conversations 
and activities 
= 286,75h 

Informal 
conversations 
and activities = 
61h 

Topics and insights 

 
Participant 
observation 

= 250h 

 
15 x Meetings with 
TMT: 30h 
1 x Away day with 
TMT: 8h 
1 x CEO rehearsing 
strategy kickoff 
speech: 3h 
 

Introduction days (3 
days) to new 
employees 
(attending as new): 
15h 
“Normal workday” -
Spending time in the 
organization: 160h 

Lunch and 
coffee 
breaks/’water 
cooler 
conversation’ 
with top 
management: 
18h 
 
Transportatio
n with top 
management 
and advisory 
board: Car 
rides, train 
rides: 7h 
 
New Year’s 
party: 9h 

Top managers’ 
anecdotes about the 
organization, the digital 
transformation and each 
other in formal and 
informal contexts. 
 
 
Employees’ 
anecdotes about the 
organization and new 
digital technology in 
formal contexts 
(introducing new 
colleagues to the 
organization) and 
informal contexts 
(breaks and social 
gatherings). 

 
An in-depth insight into 
the communication 
processes that link the 
digital artefacts, values, 
assumptions, and 
symbols. 

 

Non-participant 
observation 

= 43h 

7 x Meetings and 
workshops with 
external 
consultants and 
the top 
management: 21h 
Preparing kickoff and 
implementation of 
new strategy 2019-
2022: 5h 

Preparing strategy 
kickoff and 
implementing new 
strategy 2022-2025: 
9h 
Morning meeting at the 
largest branch: 
1h 

Lunch and ‘water 
cooler 
conversations’: 7h 

 

Insights into how the TMT 
communicates specifically 
about Robo-advisor in 
relation to the 
organizations strategy. 
Anecdotes from branches: 
Older colleagues telling 
new ones how this org. 
differs from the 
competing organizations. 
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Workshop, 
interventional 
observations 

= 25,5h 

2-day 
workshop with 
the top 
management: 
10h 
Workshop (big focus 
group) with 
employees 
representing all 
departments in all 
branches discussing 
corporate strategy 
and ‘the way we 
work’ (Robo-advisor): 
6,5h 

Lunch x 2: 
1,5h Coffee 
breaks x 8: 2h 
Breakfast x 1: 
0,5h Walk x 2: 
1h 
Dinner and drinks x 
1: 4h 

 

Top managements’ own 
cultural analysis (as 
suggested by Schein 
(1985)) and emerging plan 
for next strategy. 

 

Employees’ anecdotes 
specifically about Robo-
advisor and more 
generally about the 
organization. 

 

Interviews = 
24,75h 

 

HR director (6 x 30m): 
3h 

 

Lunch and ‘water 
cooler 
conversations’ 
during “normal 
workdays” before 
and after 
interviews: 8h 
HR Director, 
Communication 
Director, Head of 
Marketing and 
Business 
Development (1 x 
2h + 1x1h) = 3h 

Semi-structured 
meetings about 
planning middle 
management 
meeting 

 

Values 

 Communications 
director (5 x 30m): 
2,5h 
Head of business 
development (2 x 
30m): 1h 

 
Elaboration on digital 
artefact, values, 
assumptions, symbols, 
and the processes that 
link them 

 IT Director/CIO (2 x 1h 
+ 4 x 30m): 
4h 

 

 IT Implementing 
consultant (1x): ¾h 

 

 HR director and 
Communications 
director (4 x 30m): 
2 

 

 Communications 
Director and Head of 
Business 
Development: 1/2h 

 

 

All insights have been presented to the top management team (the CEO, COO, HR Director, 
Communications Director, Head of Marketing and Business Development, and the IT 
Director) and the middle management (35 middle managers incl. branch managers and 
department managers), who recognized themselves, their employees and the organization 
in the authors’ analysis. 
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7.4. Findings 

The research question, framed as follows, guided our research: How can we understand the 
constitution of digital readiness from a cultural dynamics perspective?   

By answering this question, we aim to contribute with knowledge on how managers can 
organize local digitalization processes which might enable the emergence of an 
organizational culture which is continuously adapted to expectations for digitization from 
the external environment, thus contributing to literature on digital readiness (Armenakis et 
al., 1993; Solberg, Traavik, and Wong, 2020) and digital transformation (Vial, 2019; Wessel 
et al., 2021; Gfrerer et al., 2021, and Cennamo, Dagnino, Minin and Lanzolla, 2020). With a 
point of departure in a 28 months’ organizational ethnographic study of a financial 
institution undergoing a digital transformation, we focus the analysis on the local processes 
(Hatch, 1993, p. 660) that enabled what we call a digital readiness culture. By applying the 
cultural dynamics framework elaborated by Hatch (1993), which we have reformulated in 
terms of readiness for digital transformation (Solberg, Traavik, and Wong, 2020), we found 
that how Robo-advisor (as a digital artifact) was used, communicated, and maintained or 
transformed through the organizational processes in the financial institution that we 
studied, influenced how digital transformation values and expectations unfolded. 
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Figure 21: Dynamics of a digital organizational culture (inspired by Hatch, 1993) 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The model above illustrates that organizational values such as openness and participation 
enabled the realization/implementation of Robo-advisers as a manifestation of the basic 
assumptions in the organization, i.e. that the integration of digital technology is necessary to 
continually deliver value to customers and other stakeholders. Furthermore, it illustrates that 
the implementation of robots, Robo-advisors, etc. are submitted to interpretation and 
symbolization processes. During these processes, broader cultural frames, e.g. an innovation 
culture, are evoked as a reference point for constructing an acceptable meaning and 
apprehending the robots and Robo-advisors as culturally significant objects. Importantly, the 
model shows the dynamics of a digital organizational culture, focusing on how the Robo-
advisor or digital culture is constituted by assumptions, values, artifacts, symbols, and the 
processes that link them. 
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how artifacts are used 
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daily activities of 
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symbols in order for 
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Digital transformation
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7.4.1. Manifestation and realization processes: Towards digital 
transformation values 
The financial institution of our case study implemented Robo-advisor as a tool for the 
human financial advisors to use during meetings with customers. Robo-advisor’s (external) 
developers see Robo-advisor and its potential as a colleague and a robotic financial advisor, 
“whom” customers can consult from their homes. The top management in the financial 
institution acknowledges Robo-advisor’s potential. From the beginning of our ethnographic 
fieldwork, however, the organization’s corporate strategy focused on the local community 
by having human financial advisors available, which was seen as important to the 
organization’s target group, not least the older part of it. Robo-advisor was not explicitly 
presented to the financial advisors as a ‘colleague’ who the human financial advisor could 
consult, and it was not (yet) an advisor which customers could consult from their homes. 
Consequently, in this case, the changes did not happen overnight, but at a pace which was 
seen as more meaningful to employees and customers. Because of this evolutionary-like 
change process (despite the revolutionary and radical character of implementing Robo-
advisor), human financial advisors did not consider Robo-advisor to be a threat to their jobs 
– even though cashiers were being closed, and structural changes happened such as 
employees from different branches being centralized in a larger office in one of the bigger 
towns, in which the bank operated. The potential of Robo-advisor still made the human 
financial advisors talk about the possibility of working faster and smarter, enabling them to 
do more of the work they were good at, and where they felt like they made a difference, 
e.g. by having more time for each customer.  

Some further explanations as to how the digital culture, which paves the way for digital 
readiness, is manifested and realized, even though cashiers are being closed, and divisions 
for financial advisors are being centralized, can be found in the following examples of how 
employees perceived their workplace, their management and themselves as an important 
part of the organization: 

The organization’s slogan “In everyone’s best interest” is incorporated in the way 
employees communicate about the top management’s actions. The employees explicitly 
express that they believe that the top management acts in the best interest of the 
organization, even when the topic is Robo-advisor of which they are not particularly fond. 
In general, the employees take great pride in working in this particular organization, where 
they express a feeling of making a difference to the customers and to the local community. 
The employees are not without questions or uncritical. However, with a constant flow of 
dialogue (among employees, among employees and middle managers, and among 
employees and the top management which is often accessible throughout the organization 
e.g. with visits to the branches) and communication about the direction of the organization 
(the digital and overall strategy) there is a feeling of being heard and being taken seriously. 
The management’s visits and dialogical culture allow for critical upward feedback, which 
means that the management becomes aware if the employees feel that a certain strategy 
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is too far away from their reality. The open communication flow does not neccesarily mean 
that the strategy is then changed based on every feedback. However, it enables the top 
management to communicate about the reasons behind the particular digital direction of 
the organization, which minimizes counter narratives. A specific way of facilitating the open 
communication is the event called “If I were CEO”, where everyone is encouraged to write 
ideas for the organization’s strategy. Other events with the purpose of communicating or 
facilitating dialogue are ‘kickoff events’ where the new strategy is being presented and 
legitimized to all employees. Furthermore, workshops with all middle managers are 
organized with the purpose of discussing the change(s) with a point of departure in the 
different units of the organizations. Lastly, culture is constantly a focus area, as the HR 
department ensures that cultural analysis (as well as anonymous workplace assessments) 
are being made on a yearly basis, which guide the events and activities facilitating dialogue 
and communication and serves as a proactive way to continuously act according to the 
organizational culture or climate. 

Summing up, we found that digital transformation values such as trust and honest 
communication based on digital transformation assumptions that the implementation of 
Robo-advisor benefits the organization, encouraged the employees to follow their leaders 
towards their vision, even when the employees did not agree with/appreciated the specific 
technology being implemented. 

 

7.4.2. Interpretation and symbolization processes: Digital 
assumptions as a foundation for accepting the digital artifact 
The top management’s decision of not changing as radically as could have been done, was 
aligned with the organization’s strategy and history: Human contact is important to the 
organization’s customers and employees, and it shows throughout the organization; with 
positive management evaluations, positive colleague evaluations, a popular brand, and 
employer brand (the organization often wins awards positioning it as a ‘Great Place to Work’ 
and ‘Best with customers’). Along the same line, the organization never has difficulties 
attracting employees with the right skills and mindsets, and new colleagues often explain 
their shift from other financial institutions to this particular one, by the trust shown in 
employees compared to the degree of control that they had experienced in other financial 
institutions.  

The human financial advisors in this particular organization did want the digital 
transformation, and after two years, they had accepted the particular digital artifact, Robo-
advisor. During the first two thirds of the ethnographic fieldwork, however, they agreed that 
Robo-advisor – especially the function of it – was very frustrating. When stating this, 
however, they always stressed that they really enjoyed their tasks, respected their 
colleagues, were happy with their superior and with the direction of the organization, and 
that they were proud to work in the organization. This interpretation process was possible 
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because of the already shared basic assumptions within the organization, i.e. “We are one 
big family; we make a difference to the local community; we are not just a bank; we (incl. 
both the management and employees) work to benefit all (internally and externally) 
[translated from the organization’s Danish slogan: “Til fælles bedste”]”. These basic 
assumptions were the core of the organization’s digital readiness. Thus, the expectation that 
organizational members should participate and welcome the interaction with Robo-advisor 
became “manifest”, the assumption then being that the integration of digital technology 
into all areas of the organization was necessary to continually deliver value to customers. 
The process was contextualized and enhanced by evoking a broader cultural frame as a 
reference point for constructing an acceptable meaning, i.e. the digital society. The cultural 
frame consists of for instance competitors implementing their versions of Robo-advisor, and 
the need for keeping up with – and being frontrunners regarding – the technological 
development within the sector. It further consists of the government’s digitalization strategy 
as a means to minimizing future white washing scandals within the financial sector.  

Summing up, Robo-advisor is translated into a symbol of innovation and progress by evoking 
a broader cultural frame, i.e. that of digitalization, a framing used by managers and employees 
who consider it necessary in order to stay relevant to customers (competitive advantage), and 
because it will be a necessary change in order to live up to government regulations in the 
future. Thereby, Robo-advisor is being apprehended as a culturally significant object in terms 
of organizational and societal development. 

 
7.5. Discussion  

Below, the results from this study are discussed in terms of main findings, implications, and 
limitations.  

7.5.1. Main findings 
This research sets forth a digital cultural dynamics framework that opens up for studying and 
organizing processes that prepare the organization for digital transformation. The question 
that guided our research was: How can we understand the constitution of digital readiness 
from a cultural dynamics perspective?   

The analysis shows that the digital readiness culture in the bank under investigation was 
constituted by local processes that fostered shared perceptions and beliefs among managers 
and employees. As a result, management’s decision to implement Robo-advisor (realization 
process, cf. Hatch, 1993) as a manifestation (manifestation process, cf. Hatch, 1993) of “how 
it should be” (basic assumptions) in the financial institution was well received by the 
employees.  
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Importantly, our analysis shows that how Robo-advisor (as a digital artifact) was used, 
communicated and maintained or transformed through the organizational processes in the 
financial institution that we studied, influenced how digital transformation values and 
expectations unfolded. In our study, Robo-advisor was used and communicated as a 
potential colleague and as a robotic financial advisor. Thus, we may conclude that the way 
management framed Robo-advisor, i.e. as a colleague, was crucial to how “he/she” was 
received by colleagues. In our case, values such as participation and interactivity permeated 
the whole process. 

From the beginning of our ethnographic fieldwork, the organization’s corporate strategy 
focused on the local community by having human financial advisors available, which was 
seen as important to the organization’s target group, not least the older part of it. Robo-
advisor was not explicitly presented to the financial advisors as a ‘colleague’ whom the 
human financial advisor could consult, and it was not (yet) an advisor whom customers could 
consult from their homes. Consequently, in this case, the changes did not happen overnight, 
but at a pace which was seen as more meaningful to employees and customers. Thanks to 
the slower pace, the human financial advisors did not consider Robo-advisor to be a threat 
to their jobs, even though cashiers were being closed, and structural changes happened. 
Instead, they focused on Robo-advisor as a new technology which would make it possible 
for them to work faster and smarter and then do more of the work they were good at, and 
where they felt like they made a difference, e.g. by having more time for each customer. 
Thus, we may also conclude that the fact that the change took place at an appropriate pace 
contributed to the “good mood”. 

At the same time, it is important to emphasize the central elements of this successful 
change: trust in management, open communication, critical upward communication/feed-
forward, being proud to work in the financial institution, continuous dialogue, cultural 
analyzes and employee satisfaction surveys as well as strategy workshops under the heading 
“for the common good” and involving managers and employees at the same time. At a more 
overall level, the strong employer brand of the financial institution played an important role; 
a brand focusing on creating value for their employees by making the workplace memorable, 
easily recognizable, and superior in quality and reliability. Thus, the interpretation 
(interpretation process, cf. Hatch 1993) was possible because of the already shared basic 
assumptions within the organization, i.e. “We are one big family; we make a difference to 
the local community; we are not just a bank; we (incl. both the management and employees) 
work to benefit all (internally and externally) [translated from the organization’s Danish 
slogan: “Til fælles bedste”]”. These basic assumptions were the core of the organization’s 
digital readiness. 
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7.5.2. Implications  

This study was undertaken to explore how an organizational climate or culture that 
emphasizes the importance of, and supports, digital transformation is constituted by the 
local processes that guide organizational life.  

Theoretically, the study contributes to the literature on digital transformation in general 
(Vial, 2019, Wessel et al., 2021) and the literature on digital readiness in particular (Solberg 
et al. 2020) by shedding light on how managers can work towards preparing the organization 
for digital transformation.  

First, the study shows that digital readiness is constituted by local processes such as 
realization, manifestation, interpretation and symbolization (Hatch, 1993), thereby 
confirming the relevance of using the cultural dynamics framework developed by Hatch 
(1993) in a digital transformation context. 

Second, our study shows that local organizational processes are relevant to focus on when 
studying how digital readiness is constituted. The digital cultural dynamics framework that 
we have developed based on Hatch (1993) has allowed us to study the implementation of 
Robo-advisor as a manifestation of the basic assumptions of the financial institution of our 
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case study, a process “linked” by values such as openness, interactivity and participation. 
Thus, our findings support previous research that demonstrates the relevance of strategy 
and leadership as a precursor to successfully guide and implement organizational change 
(e.g. Cennamo et al., 2020 ).  

Third, our study shows that differences in perceptions of digital readiness, skills, and 
capabilities between managers and employees exist and that it is important to address these 
different perceptions to ensure a successful digital transformation. Here, our findings 
support previous research by Gfrerer et al., (2021) which  showed that differences in 
perceptions of Robo-advisor was handled metaphorically by framing “it” as helpful in terms 
of what the employees would prefer. 

Overall, our findings support previous research which has found that organizational culture 
plays an important role in preparing the organization for digital readiness. We find that 
managers can facilitate digital readiness by prioritizing the organizational culture – 
specifically concerning internal communication – before initiating the digital transformation.  

With a point of departure in the empirical material, we have reformulated Hatch’s cultural 
dynamics model in terms of digital readiness/readiness for digital transformation. The 
model serves as a framework for analyzing and developing an organization’s climate or 
culture specifically in relation to digital readiness with a focus on what we shall call 
digitalization processes. Empirically, our study reveals a culture which creates the strong 
foundation on which a digital transformation is built. Even though employees are frustrated 
with the function of Robo-advisor, they come to believe that in time it will be important for 
the organization. The employees believe in the organization’s strategy and focus on the 
future, even though this clashes with their experience with the new digital technology here 
and now. The employees do not fear losing their jobs, because the top management wants 
to make sure that they know how to deal with Robo-advisor (e.g. through continuous 
education). Consequently, employees do not actively resist the digital transformation, even 
though they do not appreciate the specific digital technology, which symbolizes the digital 
transformation.  

From a practical perspective, we suggest that a culture based on trust and honest 
communication both horizontally and vertically encourages employees to follow their 
leaders through a digital transformation towards their vision, even though they do not at 
first appreciate the specific technology being implemented. Thus, we argue that leadership 
and culture play an important role when preparing an organization for digital transformation 
and working towards establishing a sense of digital readiness. 
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7.5.3. Limitations  
When conducting qualitative research, measures such as credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability are subject for discussion in assessing the trustworthiness 
of the research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; 1994).  

To secure credibility, triangulation was used in combination with prolonged engagement 
and persistent observation to bring out the results of the research using different methods 
of data collection. Triangulation helped to create a more in-depth picture of the problem 
under investigation and to interrogate different ways of understanding the problem. This 
criterion was given a high priority, as it is necessary to acknowledge the limitations that 
follow a study of digital transformation and organizational culture, with both fields being 
complex of nature. 

Another quality criterion relates to transferability, which in essence deals with the findings 
having applicability in other contexts. Despite the social and contextual nature of both digital 
readiness, organizational culture and qualitative research, the study provides thick 
descriptions that are useful in many organizational contexts. The study points to leadership 
and organizational culture as being enablers of digital readiness, which means that these 
phenomena, along with the challenges that follow the management of digital 
transformation, are fundamental to address in any given organizational context. Thus, the 
study is a useful first step in assessing current organizational conditions and enablers of the 
transition towards a digital readiness culture. It is important, however, to stress that the 
subject of investigation is contextual. Thus, results will likely differ, but the processes and 
practices might be similar.  

Finally, techniques such as triangulation and reflexivity have been used to establish 
confirmability of the research, i.e. a degree of neutrality. In specific, reflexivity has been used 
to ensure that the findings of the study are shaped by the respondents and not by researcher 
bias, motivation, or interest. 

 
7.5.4. Further research 

Overall, we have argued that values, leadership and culture play an important role when 
preparing an organization for digital transformation and working towards establishing a sense 
of digital readiness. Importantly, we have demonstrated that how Robo-advisor – as a digital 
artifact – was used, communicated and maintained or transformed through the organizational 
processes in the financial institution that we studied, influenced how digital transformation values 
and expectations unfolded. Future studies, preferably of a qualitative nature, could focus more on 
the micro-organizational and/or communicational processes of digital readiness and 
transformation, e.g. by studying framing and sense making processes.  
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7.6. Conclusion 

As a special issue on digital transformation in California Management Review has already 
suggested, we found that organizational readiness was an important factor in successfully 
implementing the new digital technology and changing the organizational processes 
accordingly (Gfrerer et al., 2021). The ethnographic study further shows that cultural 
dynamics or processes are an important part of establishing such digital readiness. 
Specifically, we found that employees’ previous – positive – experiences with the 
management and the internal communication during change processes allow for the basic 
assumption that a digital transformation will benefit all internal and external stakeholders. 
This shared basic assumption is possible, when the employees’ previous experiences allow 
them to believe that the top management acts in everyone’s best interest when digitally 
transforming the organization, and that the employees will be oriented throughout the 
process, as well as they can provide open and honest feedback and ask questions. Values such 
as trust and honest communication based along with the basic (digital transformation) 
assumption that the digital transformation benefits the organization, can encourage 
employees to follow their leaders towards their vision, even when they do not necessarily 
appreciate the digital technology being implemented. Ideally, this means that a digital 
readiness culture should be established long before implementing the new digital technology, 
and that digital readiness is closely connected to the overall organizational culture. 
Additionally, it can help the process towards digital transformation, if the digital technology 
being implemented is translated into a symbol of innovation and progress by evoking a 
broader cultural frame, i.e. competitive advantage, government regulations, etc.  
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CHAPTER 8 

Discussion 
In 2006, the organization theorist, Gareth Morgan, wrote in his world-renowned best seller, 
Images of Organization: 

“New theories are emerging at a rapid pace. Each month, it seems, brings a crop 
of new perspectives through which managers are urged to understand and act on 
their problems. Needless to say, the situation is often overwhelming. Managers at 
all levels are invited to embrace new paradigms, develop new competencies (..). In 
any single year, leading business journals invite managers to consider dozens of 
ways of structuring and managing their enterprise (..). Modern chaos theorists 
would describe this as an “edge of chaos” situation. We are shifting from a world 
dominated by bureaucratic-mechanistic principles into an electronic universe 
where new organizational logics are required. The intense theoretical and practical 
innovation is part of the transition and, given the fluid, self-organizing nature of a 
world dominated by electronic media, is likely to remain so. This poses enourmous 
challenges for any person wishing to stay abreast of new developments and cope 
with the flux in a positive way. Managers have to get beneath the surface and 
understand what is happening at a deper level (..) and take their own position.”  

(Morgan 2006 p. 375-376). 

 
This dissertation contributes to the discussion of how this is done; it shows how managers are 
able to take their own position when managing a process of digital transformation. 
Additionally, it does so without appearing too overwhelming in that the dissertation depicts 
what managers already do and what skilled managers are already very good at. Essentially, 
the dissertation contributes with insights on how (top) management practices enable a digital 
transformation, thus answering the dissertation’s overall research question.  

In this chapter, I first sum up on the main findings from t research on how digital 
transformation emerges from responsive processes and how (top) management practices 
enable such a process of digital transformation. In the second part of the chapter, the findings 
are discussed in relation to their theoretical and methodological implications, thus nuancing 
our understanding of how managers navigate in the complex responsive processes, which 
constitute the digital transformation. These theoretical implications are then visualized in a 
process cycle-model. Based on the conveyed findings, I suggest an understanding of the 
management practices – when leading towards digitally transforming an organization – as 
being radically social. Thus, I take the initial steps towards a responsive process thinking 
(Stacey, 2011) about the management of digital transformation, which provides an alternative 
to the existing approaches to – and theories about – managing digital transformation, which 
build on a more systemic notion of process and are introduced in dissertation’s first two 
chapters. In the third part of the chapter, I discuss the findings in relation to their practical 
implications. The chapter ends with a discussion of limitations and suggestions for further 
research. 
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8.1. The research question  

The dissertation’s first chapter stated that there are potentially many benefits to gain from 
digital transformation of an organization. The chapter however also stated that while the 
most dominating perspective on – and approaches to – digital transformation are strategic, 
and strategy is recognized as the main enabler in a process of digital transformation, 
managing a process of digital transformation continues to be difficult in spite of the many 
strategies available. The chapter further stated, that managing a process of digital 
transformation is one of the biggest challenges organizations face which makes it difficult to 
achieve the desired benefits. Based on these findings in the dissertation’s first chapter, new 
ways of thinking about managing a process of digital transformation was set out to be 
explored. Whereas the strategic approach to managing digital transformation is labeled 
business centric, the perspective introduced in this dissertation is more human oriented and 
focus on interaction in terms of complex responsive processes (Stacey 2011) which was 
introduced in the dissertation’s second chapter. With a point of departure in this theoretical 
positioning in which experiences and practices are foregrounded, the research question was 
framed as follows:  

How do digital transformation emerge from responsive processes and how do a (top) 
management’s leadership practices enable such a process of digital transformation?  

The dissertation’s overall research question was approached with a practice perspective in 
order to explore how managers’ daily activities constituted a process of digital 
transformation.  

The three articles constituting the dissertation demonstrate how a digital transformation 
emerges from legitimation practices, engagement practices, and cultural practices embedded 
in responsive processes. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Cultural practices, engagement practices, and legitimation practices  
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8.1.1. An overview of the three articles constituting the dissertation  

The first article in the dissertation is titled: “Why employees stymie a digital transformation: 
When legitimation becomes counter productive” and focuses on the communication 
processes in a digital transformation. The article’s research questions is: “Why do employees 
stymie a digital transformation?” and this research question was explored by working with 
three sub questions, which guided the analysis. SQ1: “How do managers discursively 
legitimize the digital transformation?” SQ2: “How do employees discursively evaluate the new 
digital technology?” SQ3: “What is the relationship between discursive legitimation practices  
and employees stymieing a digital transformation?” The article suggests that legitimation of 
digital transformation should be anchored in a temporal context, which is meaningful to 
employees. It also demonstrates how even the most enthusiastic and technically skilled 
managers might unintentionally de-legitimize the digital transformation without anyone 
noticing it, thus enabling an emergent frustration towards the digital technology being 
implemented. Finally, the article highlights that it is important to be aware, that discourse 
and legitimation practices influence the general attitude towards a process of digital 
transformation. 

The second article is titled: “Digital transformation as distributed leadership: Firing the change 
agent?” and focus on the leadership structure in a process of digital transformation. The 
article’s research questions is: “How can top-down organizational change towards digital 
transformation be mobilized and sustained without a chief digital officer?” With a point of 
departure in distributed leadership as the theoretical framework, its two sub questions are as 
follows. SQ1: “How and why do the top management team construct their distributed 
leadership?” SQ2: “What is the consequence of this for the digital transformation process?” 
This study has testified to a less rational, more emergent process in contrast to a systemic 
way of understanding a process of digital transformation. The digital transformation 
happened without a chief digital officer; instead, the digital transformation was managed 
conjoint in the top management team. The conjoint management happened as engagement 
through intuitive working relations (i.e. frequent formal and informal – spontaneous – 
meetings). 

The third article in the dissertation is titled: “Digital readiness through shared values and 
dynamic organizational processes” and focuses on the role of culture in a process of digital 
transformation. The article’s research questions is: “How can we understand the constitution 
of digital readiness in terms of cultural dynamics?” Our review of the literature on digital 
readiness shows that there is a paucity in the literature on how managers might enable such 
readiness. This study sheds a light on how managers can work towards preparing the 
organization for digital transformation and our focus is on organizational processes, which 
enable shared perceptions and beliefs, making it possible for a digital transformation climate 
or culture to emerge. 
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In the following section the findings from the three articles constituting the dissertation are 
unfolded before discussing their theoretical, methodological, and practical implications.  

 

8.2. Main findings  
8.2.1. Anchoring the digital transformation in a temporal context, 
which is meaningful to employees: Findings from chapter 5 - Article 
one 

Managers can provide explanation and justification for a digital transformation with 
legitimation practices. However, by applying the same set of legitimation practices, managers 
can – both consciously and unconsciously – de-legitimate a process of digital transformation. 
The dissertation’s first article depicts how top- and middle managers applied discursive 
legitimation practices which were not temporally aligned with employees’ needs, thus – 
unintentionally – enabling the emergence of a frustration towards the digital transformation 
process among employees who were initially enthusiastic about the implementation of the 
new digital technology. This de-legitimation through temporal misalignment was seen, as the 
chief information officer’s discursive legitimation practices were rational and concerned with 
the ‘potentiality’ of the future development of the digital technology being implemented, and 
the ‘authority’ that similar organizations implement their version of the technology. The 
‘rationalization’ and ‘authorization’ legitimation, which became a ‘future’ and ‘frontrunner’ 
discourse, clashed with the employees’ needs for a purpose with a focus on the present. The 
lack of alignment between the discursive legitimation practices and employees’ needs 
enabled a frustration represented in – while simultaneously constituted by – employees’ 
discourses about the digital transformation and the initially enthusiastic employees came to 
stymie the process of digital transformation. Hence, the study conveyed in chapter five 
indicated that the digital transformation should be anchored in a temporal context, which is 
meaningful to employees. Additionally, it is suggested that this temporal context is likely to 
be concerned with the present. This means that managers should be able to explain and have 
a dialogue about why the new digital technology can be an asset now and in the very near 
future and that they should be aware of not loosing themselves in the potentiality alone when 
communicating internally about the new digital technology being implemented. 

 

8.2.2. Enthusiastic and technically skilled managers might 
uintentionally de-legitimize the digital transformation: Findings from 
chapter 5 – Article one 

The research conveyed in chapter five indicated that not only managers who for some reason 
deliberately work against the digital transformation might cause employees to stymie it. It is 
also indicated that the managers who are particularly enthusiastic and have the technical 
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skills and knowledge about the digital technology being implemented and therefore are 
obvious champions in the change process, might unintentionally challenge it, because they 
focus on how the digital transformation will benefit the organization in the future – and how 
the technology is likely to develop and with what possibilities. The managers communicate 
about the digital transformation from an engaged and enthusiastic point of view and with the 
technological and organizational insights enabling them to appreciate the future possibilities 
for the organization – and for themselves as the ones driving the organization towards these 
possibilities. While the employees are equally enthusiastic and look forward to experiencing 
the scenarios communicated by the managers, they do not necessarily have the 
organizational nor the technical insights to appreciate what the managers foresee. The 
employees have not been involved in the various loops of discussions and decision making in 
relation to the digital transformation, which leaves them with a less nuanced picture of what 
a digital transformation process entails – and what it might lead to in the future. Along the 
same line, the enthusiasm of the managers might cloud the managers’ understanding of 
employees’ need for the new digital technology to be legitimated in a different way. The 
mismatch between managers and employees in relation to experiences, engagement in 
discussion loops, and degree of knowledge – along with the managers’ enthusiasm for the 
digital transformation shadowing their interpretation of employees’ need for a legitimation of 
the digital transformation which is anchored in the present –  seemed to enable the temporal 
misalignment described in the previous section. 

 

8.2.3. The invisibility of ‘unintentional de-legitimation’. Presenting a 
framework for analyzing the role of discursive legitimation in a 
digital transformation: Findings from chapter 5 – Article one 

When managers unintentionally de-legitimize through certain discursive practices it is 
potentially very difficult to detect and deal with, because it is invisible to both the managers 
who unintentionally employ the de-legitimation practices,  to the employees, and to the top 
management team, as well as it is difficult for scholars to detect, even in deep engagement 
with practice. No one suspects the enthusiastic managers to de-legitimize the digital 
transformation, and it is hard to detect how and when discourses influence how we think 
about – and experience – ‘reality’. Consequently, the unintentional de-legitimation is harmful 
to the digital transformation process without anyone noticing the frustration as it first 
emerges. In such cases, a theoretical framework based on discursive legitimation practices 
will enable an analysis of these otherwise almost invisible relational mechanisms, which 
potentially challenge digital transformation processes. Therefore, building on Øvrelid and 
Bygstad (2019) a theoretical framework for analysing the role of discursive legitimation in a 
digital transformation is suggested in the dissertation’s first article. The framework enables 
insights into the relationship between social interaction and (challenges in) a digital 
transformation process. It is a way for managers to become aware of the otherwise 
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unintentional de-legitimation practices and become reflexive about how to legitimize the 
digital transformation in a way that is meaningful to the organization members.  

 
Figure 24: A framework for analyzing the role of discursive legitimation in a digital 
transformation, enabling an insight into the relationship between social interaction and 
(challenges in) the digital transformation process. (Building on Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019) 
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4. Freequent communication, both formally and informally, enables engagement through 

intuitive working relations which provide managers with a better overview; makes it easier 

to reflect on one’s own and other peoples’ experience; it provides a better repertoire for 

negotiating support for the digital transformation.  

5. A CDO/change agent can be a good idea. However it is important, that the top management 

do lean back or forget, that they are digital transformation change agents as well. 

 
8.2.4. A top management culture in which diverse experiences are 
shared enable distributed leadership of the digital transformation 
process: Findings from chapter 6 – Article two 

Focusing both on the relating unfolding between top managers’, i.e. on their emerging 
communication, the research conveyed in chapter six indicates that the top management 
team intuitively managed the digital transformation process conjointly, after the change 
agent was fired. The findings confirm what is already known in strategic change literature; 
that CEOs and the top management's diverse experience can positively influence a strategic 
change (Finkelstein et al., 2009 in Singh, Klarner and Hess, 2020, p. 9). Additionally, based on 
the empirical material, it is suggested that digital transformation – as well as organizational 
changes more broadly – might benefit from these diverse experiences, if they are 
shared/distributed within the top management team. In this ethnographic research, the 
managers had developed a culture, where speaking one’s mind is recognized as taking 
responsibility and being committed, which meant that all the top managers articulated 
arguments from the point of view of their respective official roles which led to the top 
management team collectively reaching a very broad and nuanced view on the digital 
transformation – and on various organization members’ reactions to this process. The top 
managers did not internalize all perceptions which were articulated within the group, 

Discursive legitimation: Specific, not always 
intentional or conscious, ways of employing 
different discourses or discursive resources to 
establish legitimacy (Vaara et al., 2006, p. 
784) 

Discourse: Ways of constituting knowledge, 
together with the social practices (Øvrelid and 
Bygstad, 2019, p. 222) 

Digital transformation: Organizational 
change that is triggered and shaped by the 
widespread diffusion of digital technologies 
(Hanelt, Bohnsack, Marz and Marante, 2021, 
p. 2) 

Organization members’ 
discourses 

 Organization members’ 
perception 

Digital transformation 

Discursive legitimation 
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however, they proceeded on the foundation of having had the discussions where their own 
thoughts, concerns, ideas and visions had been supplemented by those of others. As unfolded 
in the next section, the meetings were ongoing, enabling a constant supplementation of top 
managers’ own experiences.  

 
8.2.5. Engagement through intuitive working relations and 
spontaneous collaboration enable ‘conjoint agency’ when leading the 
digital transformation: Findings from chapter 6 – Article two 

The research conveyed in chapter six further revealed that the top managers mobilized the 
change towards digital transformation from their own respective perspectives, without 
explicitly coordinating their activities. The top managers were not “in sync” as suggested by 
some streams of distributed leadership, and they did not always agree on issues. Instead, the 
top management met frequently, both informally and at formal meetings, where they all 
engaged actively. Starting from their own official management position and focusing on their 
own responsibilities and interests within the organization the top management 
communicated a lot. Because they all engaged actively, and shared their experiences with 
each other, the top managers were able to achieve a broader overview of how organization 
members dealt with the digital transformation, which enabled them to better explain and 
argue for their choices in relation to the digital transformation in a way that was meaningful 
to many employees. The research further indicated, that the foundation for a distributed 
approach to digital transformation might be established, if an organization already has 
developed a culture, where top managers communicate frequently and engage in discussions 
where they do not necessarily agree. In such a case, following the trend of appointing a chief 
digital officer, might not be the right solution. Conceptually, the article suggests the notion of 
digital transformation as distributed leadership, and argue that shared responsibility within a 
top management team might – in some cases – supersede appointing a chief digital officer. 
 

8.2.6. The rhetorical construction of distributed leadership: Findings 
from chapter 6 – Article two  

The research, conveyed in chapter six, indicates that the spontaneous collaboration (8.2.5.), 
intuitive working relations (8.2.5.), and the top management culture, in which it is encouraged 
to share diverse experiences on implementing the new digital technology (8.2.4.) which 
enabled a distributed leadership of digital transformation, in many ways are rhetorically 
enabled. In the ethnographic field research conveyed in this dissertation, both the CEO and 
the rest of the top management team articulate that they appreciate to be informed about 
other ways of experiencing the digital transformation, which some might have heard about 
in their respective department and interorganizational network. The top managers have a 
great respect for and trust in each other, and it shows in the way the team talks about 
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themselves as a group. For instance, the CEO explicitly addresses, to the top management 
team, that the particular top managers are appointed, because they speak their mind, also 
when their opinions are not aligned with the opinion of the CEO. The relating was not a 
strategic process. Instead, the distributed leadership was ‘institutionalized’ within working 
practices as part of the overall ‘culture’ of the top management team. Consequently, the 
research conveyed in chapter six suggests that a distributed leadership of the digital 
transformation can be rhetorically constructed by the top management, and, vice versa, the 
distributed leadership-practices enable the rhetorical construction. This means that the 
discursive practices of the top management team and the collaborative and cultural practices 
go hand-in-hand, as they reinforce each other.  

∞ 
 
8.2.7. A digital readiness culture is enabled through consistent internal 
communication and by building trust: Findings from chapter 7 – 
Article three 

The research conveyed in chapter seven sets forth a digital cultural dynamics framework that 
opens up for studying processes and practices that enable a digital transformation. Theoretically, 
the research builds on the notion of organizational culture, in specific the dynamics of 
organizational culture (Hatch 1993). The research conveyed in chapter seven, shows that it is 
relevant to focus on local organizational processes when studying how a digital organizational 
climate or culture that emphasizes the importance of, and supports, digital transformation is 
constituted. The digital, cultural dynamics framework that we have developed based on Hatch 
(1993) has allowed my co-author and I to study the implementation of Robo-advisor as a 
manifestation of the basic assumptions of the financial institution of our case study, a process 
“linked” by values such as openness, interactivity and participation. The research indicates 
that managers can facilitate digital readiness by prioritizing the organizational culture – 
specifically concerning internal communication – before initiating the digital transformation. 
From a practical perspective, it is suggested that a culture based on trust and honest 
communication both horizontally and vertically encourages employees to follow their leaders 

Top management’s 
discursive practices 

Top management’s 
work practices 

Figure 25:  
Top management’s discursive practice and work practices constitute each other 



184 
 

through a digital transformation towards their vision, even though the employees do not 
necessarily appreciate the specific technology being implemented. 

 

 

8.3. Theoretical and methodological implications 
Due to the interplay of intentions (Stacey, 2011), the digital transformation processes might 
not work out as intended by the (top) managers – or by anyone else. For instance, initially, 
enthusiastic employees might become frustrated with the role and function of the new digital 
technology being implemented due to how the equally enthusiastic managers legitimate it 
which was the case in the dissertation’s first article. Consequently, managers cannot fully 
prepare for and strategize their way around such interplays occurring in the complex 
responsive processes, which constitute digital transformation. 

However, when acknowledging management as a radical social practice (Stacey, 2011), 
managers might take each others’ experiences seriously which makes it easier to navigate in 
the interplay of intentions which was the case in the dissertation’s second article. By taking 
the attitude of the generalized other, managers may guess employees’ response to their 
gesture, and – when the responses of the employees deviate from what is expected – better 
navigate accordingly in the local interaction, in which the managers are reflexive participants 
(Stacey, 2011). Similarly, due to self-organizing and emergence (Stacey, 2011) as a 
consequence of the interplay of intentions, a change process towards digitally transforming 
an organization might not collapse even though the essential change agent of the digital 
transformation, i.e. the chief digital officer, is fired, which was the case in the dissertation’s 
second article. Instead, frequent communication between top managers with different ideas 
and different insights about organization members’ (diverse) interpretations of the digital 
transformation enable the top managers to become very skilled at acting as reflexive 
participants. This means that when they engage through intuitive working relations, thus 
communicating frequently both formally and informally, managers become better at 
improvising – and negotiating support for the digital transformation – when engaging in the 
local interaction. 

The above mentioned insights provide new perspectives on managing the digital 
transformation process. Fro instance, following findings from the studies conveyed in this 
dissertation, the term ‘managing’ should not primarily entail designing a strategy and carrying 
it out as would be the case from a more traditional perspective on managing digital 
transformation. A top management might design a strategy, however, this will only ever be a 
rhetorical tool, a guiding star, and it might even be misleading in the sense that if the actual 
needs change – due to a world of flux – managers might unfortunately cling to the strategy, 
simply because it is there, and because certain, in “reality” outdated, KPIs have been decided 
upon. Instead, understanding leadership in terms of complex responsive process thinking 



185 
 

(Stacey, 2011), i.e. as a radical social practice, entails that ‘managing’ is about negotiating 
support for one’s intentions by acting as a reflexive participant in the local interaction. 

 

Table 12: The digital transformation as a system vs. as complex responsive process 

 
The digital transformation as a 

system: Formative and/or  
rationalist  causality 

 

 
The digital transformation as 

complex responsive processes: 
Transformative cause 

Intentionality 
An organizational change process can be 
designed and managed. 
 

Emergence 
An organizational change process is 
constituted by many social interactions (the 
interplay of intentions of a lot of people). 
 

Linear understanding of time 
Sensible people (are rational and) think 
before they act; hence, thought comes 
before action.  

Non-linear understanding of time 
Stacey (2011) argues that it is arbitrary to 
definitively place ‘thought’ before, after or at 
the same time as action, as ‘thought’ might 
in some cases come after action, and in 
other cases ‘thought’/reflection might 
happen in action. 
 

 

Following the responsive process thinking, a top management cannot design and create a 
digital readiness culture top-down (even though that would be the view in more 
functionalistic approaches to organizational culture). The emergence of a digital readiness 
culture relies on the experiences of the employees and therefore is not cut off from their 
everyday work life. Enabling a digital readiness culture then relies upon trust as well as upon 
open and honest communication both horizontally and vertically in the organization, both 
when officially kick starting the process towards digitally transforming the organization and – 
even more importantly – on an everyday basis – which is a key finding in the dissertation’s 
third article. When employees have good experiences with the everyday management, with 
the extent to which changes as well as stability in general are communicated in the 
organization and in their local departments, and with how change processes in general are 
carried out, the employees are able to be positive towards a process of digital transformation. 
Consequently, it is important to pay attention to the organizational culture in general, i.e. 
working towards providing a social context, in which employees are satisfied with doing their 
job and with engaging with managers, colleagues, customers and other stakeholders. When 
employees have positive experiences with the culture in general, it becomes easier for the 
managers to act as reflexive participants and negotiate support for the digital transformation 
process. 
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Exploring a process of digital transformation by zooming in on processes, structure, and 
culture as what constitutes an organization, resulted in the findings that a digital 
transformation emerges from legitimation (article one), distributed leadership (article two), 
and a digital readiness culture (article three).  However, legitimating the digital 
transformation process, distributing leadership/acting as digital transformation change 
agents, and working towards enabling a sense of digital readiness are not three separate 
management tasks, step one, two and three, in the digital transformation process, though it 
may seem so due to the individual nature of the research articles presented in the 
dissertation’s empirical chapters. Instead, the three management processes are intertwined:  

While a digital readiness culture makes it easier for managers to legitimate the digital 
transformation (because it is easier to negotiate support for a digital transformation if the 
employees feel digitally ready), the managers’ legitimation practices also constitute the digital 
readiness culture (the digital readiness culture then being a consequence of the emerging 
support for the digital transformation due to legitimation and acceptance).  

Similarly, while a digital readiness culture makes it easier for a top management team to share 
the engagement and collectively act as the change agents of digital transformation (because 
it is easier to share insights on the perceptions of a digital transformation when employees 
and managers are digitally ready), the distribution of leadership simultaneously help 
managers in enabling the digital readiness culture (because the managers achieve a broader 
and more nuanced perspective on employees’ response in the many local interactions from 
communicating with various employees and sharing insights with eachother thus the 
managers become better at guessing the response of employees, thus also better at 
negotiating support for their intentions).  

This means that legitimating the digital transformation, managing the digital transformation 
distributedly through engagement, and managing a digital readiness culture all constitute 
each other and do not have a particular end- or starting point. None of the abovementioned 
(top) management practices come before the others in a linear timely (causal) sense, as cause 
is transformative. Instead the leadership practices continuously reinforce each other in 
enabling the emergence of a digital transformation process. In other words, bound together 
by a digital readiness culture, humans, legitimation, and distributed leadership constitute a 
process of digital transformation.  
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Figure 26: A process cycle of managing a process of digital transformation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
8.4. Reconceptualizing digital transformation in terms 
of complex responsive processes 
Based on the discussion above, it is indicated that a (top) management should be concerned 
with continuously managing a digital readiness culture (by working towards building trust 
through positive experiences and communicate about the changes internally), legitimating 
the digital transformation (by explaining it in a social and temporal context, which is 
meaningful to employees), and collectively engage in the leadership (by communicating with 
each other often and spontaneously as well as during planned meetings with agendas 
regarding the digital transformation process). In other words, the findings indicate that 
cultural practices, engagement practices, and legitimation practices enable the emergence of 
a digital transformation process.  

The term enable is important (in contrast to cause or result in). When investigating and 
explaining how a digital transformation emerges from responsive processes and how (top) 
managers’ practices might enable such a process of digital transformation, it is important to 
highlight the fact that no specific top management practices are guaranteed to ensure a 
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successful digital transformation, as digital transformation is always an emergent process 
constituted by the interplay of intentions of a lot of actors. From this responsive process 
perspective, it is not possible to design, implement and control a digital transformation as it 
cannot be considered a rational, linear process. Instead, digital transformation is a complex 
and responsive process. In other words: “Leaders do not control emergent dynamics; they 
help to enable and exploit them to a certain extent.” (Hazy et al., 2007, p. 24). Consequently, 
the theory of complex responsive processes (Stacey, 2011) leads to a major rethinking of the 
role of the leaders in a process of digital transformation. Based on the discussion above and 
founded in the dissertation’s second chapter on philosophy of science, I suggest that: 

“Managing a digital transformation is a radical social process of acting as reflexive 
participants negotiating support for digitally transforming work practices and 
culture in a way that is meaningful to employees”.  

This way of thinking about managing digital transformation can be visualized like this 
(below), where the digital transformation process (the big arrow) is constituted by a lot 
of interactions by a lot of actors, some of those being managers who participate in the 
local interaction. 

 

Figure 27: Digital transformation as an emergent process of interaction 

 

 
 
 
 
 

8.5. Practical implications 

The proposed definition of managing digital transformation in terms of responsive process 
thinking provides an alternative, more dynamic perspective on managing digital 
transformation. The definition entails the view that while leaders design strategies and 
visions, these activities are essentially not, what digitally transform an organization. Instead, 
the local interactions influence how a process of digital transformation unfolds. Therefore the 
proposed definition forefronts managers’ ability to act as ‘reflexive participants’ in a process 
of digital transformation. This means that their ability to take the attitude of others and 
respond in complex, uncertain, and ambiguous situations is of great importance when 
managing a process of digital transformation. Additionally the proposed definition entails, 
that instead of attempting to reduce the complexity of digital transformation the manager 
should reflect on the particular situation and one’s own role in it – in all its complexity. A way 
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of doing so is to create a space for honest and open conversation – and reflection – that offers 
a more explorative approach to managing a process of digital transformation.  

It is important to emphasize that while the dissertation breaks with traditional ways of 
thinking about leadership and managing digital transformation by not providing strategies or 
prescription, we do still need managers in processes of digital transformation. Similarly, it 
does matter how they manage a process of digital transformation. In his critical book on 
leadership, Fischer (2012) presents an anecdote on throwing a party, which is appropriate to 
illustrate this paradox. Fisher (2012) argues that one can never in advance be sure to throw a 
fun party, as it relies on the guests – for instance on their mood and how they interact with 
each other. Often, when throwing a party we look forward to it, but we also hope – and are 
perhaps a bit nervous about whether – people will have a good time. We cannot know in 
advance, if people are stressed, if they would prefer to be somewhere else, or if they do not 
get along with each other (anymore). What we can do is prepare different things in relation 
to the party. We can make sure that we have a nice location, make sure that the temperature 
is comfortable, prepare food and drinks, make a playlist – or book a band or a DJ if we would 
like people to dance. We can dim the lights and light candles to make is cozy. In other words, 
we can set the scene – and thus enable a party where people have a good time. We cannot 
force it. Similarly, when evaluating the party, we cannot be sure that the reason our guests 
enjoyed themselves is due to our organizing and planning. That would be seeing a pattern, 
which perhaps is not there. Fischer (2012) argues that this anecdote is applicable to 
management. We can never predict, and consequently rationally plan and execute. On the 
other hand, we can do something to enable the digital transformation process.  

These ‘somethings’ when managing a digital transformation are presented in the beginning 
of this chapter in the form of main findings (or practical advices) which emphasize the 
importance of legitimating the digital transformation, collectively engage in the leadership of 
a digital transformation process, and managing a digital readiness culture. 

These findings (or practical advices) do not paint a full picture of how management practices 
enable a process of digital transformation, nor do they constitute an emptied list of how to 
(top) manage a digital transformation. However, the three articles constituting the 
dissertation do elucidate how certain (top) management practices were particularly 
important enablers in a process of digital transformation. These were legitimation practices, 
engagement practices, and cultural practices.  

Once again, it is important to emphasize that how to legitimate the digital transformation, 
how to intuitively engage in the leadership of a digital transformation, and how to create a 
digital readiness culture will differ depending on the particular situation and participants in 
the local interaction.  

Thus, the main practical contribution of this dissertation is the proposed definition of 
managing digital transformation in terms of complex responsive processes, which stated that: 
managing a digital transformation is a radical social process of acting as reflexive participant 
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negotiating support for digitally transforming work practices and culture in a way that is 
meaningful to employees.  

The proposed definition has consequences for how university courses and corporate courses 
on managing digital transformation should be conducted, as the responsive process way of 
thinking about digital transformation breaks with the idea that leaders are capable of 
formulating digital transformation strategies based on predictions about the future and are 
able to steer a digital transformation in a particular direction by following such a digital 
transformation strategy. Similarly, thinking about managing digital transformation in terms of 
complex responsive processes breaks with the assumption that theories about managing 
digital transformation should be prescriptive, strategic, or present a technique for good 
leadership practice – thus it breaks with the idea that potential leadership courses and/or 
university courses on managing digital transformation should be about acquiring leadership 
tools because such instrumental approaches do not take seriously the ambiguity, 
unpredictability, and complexity in which leaders need to navigate when managing a process 
of digital transformation. Instead, courses on managing digital transformation should be 
concerned with cases which would enable the participants to reflect on dilemmas, ambiguity 
and complexity in processes of digital transformation – and on how one would interact in the 
particular local interactions. On this note, more work could be done to develop such cases 
from digital transformations of organizations.  

Very briefly summarized, managers must develop the ability to reflect on the particular 
situations and their own role in them instead of relying on prescriptions, which simplify 
situations in a process of digital transformation.  

 

 

8.6. Limitations and future research 

8.6.1. Ethnography 

First, a notable limitation of the study is the nature of in-depth ethnography (Spradley 1980, 
2016), where focus is on one organization, which makes it difficult to generalize beyond 
analytical generalization. For instance, the framework developed for analyzing the dynamics 
of a digital organizational culture (the research conveyed in chapter seven), has only been 
applied to one case, and more studies of digital readiness in terms of cultural dynamics are 
needed, i.e. on how cultural processes enable digital readiness/a digital transformation 
culture.  

Second, while responsive processes are discussed and reflected upon, it is not certain, 
whether the patterns emerge causally. For instance, in the research conveyed in chapter five, 
it cannot be predicted, (i) if and how the digital transformation process could have been 
different, or (ii) if and to what extent employees would have stymied the digital 
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transformation, had it not been for the unintentional de-legitimation practices. Similarly, in 
the research conveyed in chapter six, it cannot be predicted, (i) if a digital transformation led 
by the chief digital officer would also have been considered a success after 18 months, or (ii) 
if the digital transformation would have been considered a success after only six months of 
distributed leadership within the top management team. We need more ethnographic 
accounts of digital transformations with and without chief digital officers, and of what the 
practices are of those fulfilling the role, whether formally or emergently and intuitively. We 
need studies of what chief digital officers do, however, in light of the research conveyed in 
chapter six, we also need studies of how the leadership emerges in the less rational and 
strategic cases of digital transformation; which contextual factors enable a distributed 
approach to digital transformation, and what challenges it (e.g. competition between leaders 
(Storey, 2004), micropolitics (Bjork and Blasé, 2009) and the rhetoric of partnerships (Lumby, 
2009). However, an ‘objective approach’ to discovering causal effects, is not the dissertation’s 
objective. This consideration is unfolded in the next section (social constructionism and 
practice-based studies). 

Third, being embedded in the organizational context, and for quite a long time, is a strength 
when doing participant observation, which is a main method for constructing data in this 
dissertation, as it allows for reflections on how everyday interactions are intertwined and 
emerge. Similarly, a strength is that of  ‘going native’ (Malinowski, 1922), because it allows 
for immersion in the field and reflections based on this deep immersion. However, ‘going 
native’ can simultaneously be considered a limitation of the method, because the researcher 
risks losing sight of the research. As a way to keep a focus on the research, I consistently had 
dialogues with colleagues, who knew enough about the research and the context to 
appreciate new stories and new insights, but who were outside of the organization and 
therefore did not internalize any practices or basic assumptions.   

 

8.6.2. Social constructionism  

Taking the dissertation’s stance on philosophy of science into account, it would be striking to 
not consider the findings to be relative in the sense that the findings are the result of 
methodological, theoretical and analytical choices, I have made. However, this is not to be 
understood, as if the insights are subjective individual constructions (Geiger 2009, p. 137). 
The dissertation does not attempt to live up to a positivist idea(l) of objectivity, instead it 
relies on intersubjective agreement  (Geiger 2009, p. 137). That is: 

“objectivity in terms of intersubjectivity constituted by the joint linguistic 
constructions of a community (Habermas, 1984). The ‘epistemic authority’ 
(Habermas, 2003: 244), which is able to claim objectivity, is therefore a community 
of practitioners.”  

(Geiger 2009, p. 137). 
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In order to get the findings validated by the ‘epistemic authority’, I did member-checks 
(Nicolini, 2011), which is considered a way to be reflexive in the social constructionist 
approach to doing research. The findings have been presented to informants on various 
occasions, both directly (presentation of findings at small meetings and during conversations 
with the top management team) and tested indirectly by letting the managers reflect on their 
management practices and discussing their findings ‘against’ the ones found in the research. 
The member-checks (Nicolini 2011) also took place as informal conversations about the 
research and how it related to the experiences of the organization members. (See also the 
section, Quality criteria, in chapter two, for an elaboration of the process of validating the 
research). Finally, insights were initially derived from the organization members’ discourses 
related to the organizational change process and the digital technology being implemented. 

  

8.6.3. Practice-based studies 

As a practice perspective enables an examination of issues that are directly relevant to 
practitioners (Jazabkowski, 2009, p. 70) – which in this case would be (top) managers (and 
change agents) in a digital transformation process – the practical implications are very much 
intertwined with the theoretical contributions and vice versa. This is due to the theoretical 
area of concern being of practical interest and use to managers, and because the responsive 
process thinking (Stacey 2011), while having the reputation of being a complex (and even 
difficult) theory, is concerned with practices and experiences constituting the interplay of 
intentions and consequently the digital transformation process. What makes the theory 
complex seems to be the fact that it sheds a very ‘practical’ light on the particular areas of 
concern and seeks to understand the emergence of global patterns in all its complexity by 
understanding the interplay of intentions in local interactions, i.e. the micro-processes of ‘real 
life’ in organizations.  

 

8.6.4. Practical implications  

On a practical note, it could be considered a limitation that the research does not tell us what 
to do in very practical terms. The dissertation does provide practical advices (in section 8.2.), 
but following the responsive process thinking (see chapter two, Philosophy of science) it 
makes no promises as to whether implementing these management advices in their 
leadership practices will in fact lead to a successful digital transformation. Instead, the 
dissertation provides a broader perspective on management practices – e.g. taking the 
attitude of the generalized other, and negotiating support for the digital transformation by 
being a reflexive inquiring participant taking one’s own and others’ experiences seriously. 
When answering the overall research question of how a (top) management practices enable 
a process of digital transformation, the dissertation presents findings, which depict what 
many leaders already do and what skilled managers are already good at. This is important 
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knowledge, because, still, many theories on managing organizational changes build on the 
underlying assumption that the change process is a system, which differs from the assumption 
underlying this dissertation, in which a change process is constituted by interactions (the 
interplay of intentions of a lot of people). So, while the dissertation does not tell exactly what 
to do in order to successfully manage digital transformation (acknowledging that the change 
processes will differ due to the interplay of intentions in the particular organizations and 
digital transformations), managers might be guided towards thinking about digital 
transformation in terms of responsive processes, allowing for critical reflections of one’s own 
practices, thus changing one’s practices and finding one’s own way to contribute to the digital 
transformation process. The main finding is therefore an abstract one; digital transformations 
are to be understood as processes, which are constituted by interaction. This means, that a 
digital transformation is never the result of a strategy or a plan made by one person or one 
group. The digital transformation is influenced by it, but what actually unfolds is the result of 
multiple actors’ interactions. This theoretical perspective will not provide any specific rules 
for implementing digital transformation as it critiques the dominate focus in leadership 
literature on tools, techniques, and to do’s. Instead, the perspective provides an overall 
understanding of what constitutes the digital transformation process – and provides a new 
way of thinking about managing digital transformation in terms of complex responsive 
processes.  

 

8.6.5. How to ‘take the attitude of the generalized other’ and 
competently act as ‘reflexive participant’?  

Following Stacey (2011) and his theory of complex responsive processes, the dissertation 
suggests, that the manager should be understood as a reflexive participant in the local 
interaction, and that important management abilities become those of ‘taking the attitude of 
the generalized other’ and ‘negotiating support for one’s intentions’.  Some managers are 
intuitively good at this, or develop a sensitivity towards being able to analyze, how employees 
feel when they react a certain way to the managers’ gesture. However, these analyses are 
very much implicit and relies on tacit knowledge. Some managers are socially sensitive, and 
therefore notice small – almost invisible – reactions and can (re)act accordingly, whereas 
others develop strategies to guess how employees might react based on experience. Either 
way, the dissertation does not provide any specific analytical approaches as to how managers 
might become skilled at participating reflexively in the local interaction. What should they pay 
attention to, and how should they relate to what they see? There is a need for developing an 
analytical framework qualifying the managers to become skilled reflexive participants. (See 
chapter two for an elaboration of managing in terms of ‘responsive process thinking’). A 
practical implication of this problem could be to concern oneself with cases, practical 
examples, taking one’s own experiences seriously in order to reflect on how to competently 
engage in interaction with other organization members.  
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8.6.6. Digital transformation and corporate social responsibility 
This dissertation has been concerned with how digital transformation emerges from 
responsive processes with the aim of strengthening processes of digital transformation the 
purpose being that organizations achieve the desired benefits of digitally transforming. Going 
forward there is a need for a broader conceptualization which captures the interplay between 
digital transformation as a process of rethinking one’s business model in light of the 
availability of digital technology (e.g. Haffke et al. 2016) and grand societal challenges for 
which companies are increasingly expected to take a co-responsibility.  
 

  



195 
 

8.6. References 
Bjork, L.G. and Blase, J. (2009). The micropolitics of school district decentralization. 
Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability. 21, 195–208. 

Fischer, K. L. (2012). Chefen, snurretoppen og Taylors ketsjer. En kritisk bog om 
ledelse af bevægelse – i bevægelse. Odense: Syddansk Universitetsforlag. 

Geiger, D. (2009). Revisiting the Concept of Practice: Toward an Argumentative 
Understanding of Practicing. Management Learning. 40(2), 129–144. 

Hanelt, A., Bohnsack, R., Marz, D., & Antunes Marante, C. (2021). A systematic review 
of the literature on digital transformation: insights and implications for strategy and 
organizational change. Journal of Management Studies, 58(5), 1159-1197.  

Hatch, M. J. (1993): The dynamics of organizational culture. Academy of 
Management review. 18(4). 657-693. 

Hazy, J. K., Goldstein, J. A., & Lichtenstein, B. B. (2007). Complex systems leadership 
theory: An introduction. Complex systems leadership theory: New perspectives from 
complexity science on social and organizational effectiveness, 1. 

Lumby, J. (2009). Collective leadership of local schoolsystems: power, autonomy and 
ethics. Educational Management Administration and Leadership. 37, 310–328. 

Malinowski, B. (1922). Ethnology and the Study of Society. Economica. 6, 208-219. 

Morgan, G. (2006). Images of Organization. London: SAGE. 

Nicolini, D. (2011). Practice as the site of knowing. Insights from the field of 
Telemedicine. Organization Science, 22(3), 602-620 . 

Schein, E. H. (1985): Organizational culture and leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass. 

Singh, A., Klarner, P., & Hess, T. (2020). How do chief digital officers pursue digital 
transformation activities? The role of organization design parameters. Long Range 
Planning, 53(3). 

Spradley, J. P. ([1980] 2016). Participant observation. New York: Holt Rinehart and 
Winston. 

Stacey, R. D. (2007). Strategic management and organisational dynamics: The 
challenge of complexity to ways of thinking about organisations. Pearson education. 

 



196 
 

Storey, A. (2004). The problem of distributed leadership in schools. School Leadership 
and Management. 24, 249–265. 

Vaara, E., Tienari, J. Laurila, J. (2006). Pulp and Paper Fiction: On the Discursive 
Legitimation of Global Industrial Restructuring. Organization Studies. 27(6), 789–
810. 

Van Leeuwen, T. (2008). Discourse and Practice - New tools for critical discourse 
analysis. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Øvrelid, E. and Bygstad, B. (2019). The role of discourse in transforming digital 
infrastructures. Journal of Information Technology. 34(3), 221-242. 
  



197 
 

  



198 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 
 

This dissertation explored how digital transformation emerge from responsive processes and 
how (top) managers’ practices enable such a process of digital transformation. Following the 
premise, that culture, structure, and processes constitute an organization, the dissertation 
illuminates micro-processes of digital transformation issues on an inter-organizational micro-
level (focusing on communication processes), meso-level (focusing on management structure), 
and macro-level (focusing on culture). Thus, the dissertation provides insights and specific 
advices on legitimating the process of digital transformation, on distributing the management 
within the top management team during a process of digital transformation, and on enabling 
a digital readiness culture. These three elements are depicted in a process cycle model in which 
it is emphasized that the respective management practices ongoingly enable each other in 
constituting a process of digital transformation. Importantly, the dissertation provides a new 
responsive process way of thinking about managing digital transformation which forefronts a 
‘reflexive leadership practice’. Acknowledging that managing digital transformation is ‘a 
radical social practice’ of acting as reflexive participant challenges the strategic perspective 
that dominates literature on the phenomenon and the instrumental idea that leadership is 
about acquiring tools and techniques. The aim is that the proposed definition of managing 
digital transformation in terms of complex responsive processes (Stacey 2011) will enable 
managers to reflect on their own management practices and take their experiences seriously 
in the local interactions instead of relying on tools or techniques that simplify processes of 
digital transformation. In the following sections, this final chapter concludes on the 
dissertation’s research design and findings – and ends with concluding remarks.   
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9.1. Research design  

Following the premise that meaning is created out of interaction (Leonardi, 2009 p. 408), 
which means that organization members develop their interpretation of new digital 
technology based on more than their experiences with the material artefact – i.e. employees 
also develop their interpretation based on their interactions with other humans – the 
research conveyed in this dissertation explores the relationship between organization 
members’ social practices and digital transformation processes. In other words, the 
dissertation explores how digital transformation emerges from responsive processes. 
Acknowledging that digital transformation is often a top down change process, the 
dissertation furthermore explores how (top) management practices enable such a process of 
digital transformation.  

Exploring how digital transformation emerges and how (top) management practices might 
enable such a process of digital transformation is relevant, first because digital 
transformations are notoriously difficult to manage (Zinder, 2016), as this particular type of 
organizational change (Hanelt et al., 2021) is often a radical, revolutionary change process 
which has wide-ranging consequences for the everyday life in organizations because of 
changes in processes, structures and roles (Cennamo et al., 2020) and eventually due to a 
redefinition of the organization’s value proposition (Wessel et al., 2021). Second, because top 
managers have not been explored much in the digital transformation literature (Singh et al., 
2020) and because we lack studies of management practices in the process towards digital 
transformation (Vial, 2019), even though digital transformations are now at the very top of 
management agendas (Hess et al., 2016, p. 3). 

I have taken a responsive process approach (Stacey, 2011) to studying how the top 
management practices enable digital transformation. A responsive process way of thinking 
entails the assumption that a process is constituted by interaction, which is in opposition to 
seeing a process as a system. Therefore, digital transformation is considered emergent in the 
sense that a process digital transformation is the result of the interplay of intentions of a lot 
of people, which is in contrast to digital transformation being considered the result of 
someone’s strategy.  

The responsive process thinking calls for the researcher to be an inquiring participant doing 
micro-level degree of detail analysis of the phenomenon that one seeks to explain. Thus, 
following Spradley (2016), a 28 months’ ethnographic field study constitutes the three 
research articles conveyed in the dissertation’s empirical chapters. Ethnography was a way to 
not only get the organizational members’ post-rationalizations on the digital transformation, 
but to study them in their everyday work activities during a process of digital transformation.  

The financial sector was chosen, because it is an interesting research context for studying 
digital transformation (Gfrerer et al., 2021, p. 24), as the pressure of digital transformation is 
particularly heavily felt in this sector due to the implementation of digital technologies, which 
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automatize work processes (Gfrerer et al., 2021, p. 24). In addition, the case of implementing 
Robo-advisor serves as a particularly good example of how work processes are being 
automatized in the financial sector (Fish et al., 2019; Gfrerer et al., 2021).  

The specific case organization was chosen because it has an exceptional good reputation 
regarding leadership and organizational change, which makes it a frequent case example at 
Danish universities. The organization’s management success means that other organizations 
might be able to both learn from what challenges this organization in the process of digital 
transformation and from how the (top) management practices enabled the particular digital 
transformation.  

In order to explore what challenged and enabled the process towards digital transformation, 
the dissertation adopted an ethnographic approach proposed by Alvesson and Kärreman 
(2007) called “active discovery and/or creation of mysteries and the subsequent solving of 
the mysteries followed”, in which the researcher searches for deviations from what is known. 
Each issue explored in the three articles constituting the dissertation stood out as a mystery 
to be solved.  

Practice theory (Leonardi, 2015; Carlile et al., 2013; Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Geiger, 2009) 
became a useful overarching perspective for analyzing how digital transformation emerges 
from responsive processes and how (top) managers’ practices enable such a process of digital 
transformation, as this theoretical perspective “provides an opportunity to examine the 
micro-level of social activity and its construction in a real social context or field” (Golsorkhi et 
al., 2010, p. 3). As there is not one meta-theory for studying social practices (Golsorkhi et al., 
2010, p. 3), the dissertation’s theoretical framework is constituted by three separate 
analytical approaches – each of which were abductively chosen to explore the phenomenon 
of managing digital transformation with its own focus in the respective articles constituting 
the dissertation. Following the premise that organizations are constituted by humans, 
processes, and structure, which are bound together by culture (Schoeneborn et al., 2019), 
these foci are communication processes, leadership structure, and culture. Thus, in the first 
article, discourse and legitimation practices (van Leeuwen, 2008; Vaara, 2006) were chosen 
as the analytical framework for investigating the issue that a frustration towards the digital 
transformation emerged among initially enthusiastic employees. In the second article 
distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; Sklaveniti, 2020) was chosen as the analytical 
framework for studying the ongoing practices of the top management after firing the digital 
transformation-change agent, and how these practices enabled the process of digitally 
transforming the organization without the change agent  of digital transformation. By 
applying a cultural dynamics framework (Hatch, 1993), the third article explored how the 
emergence of a digital readiness culture was enabled in the case organization. The three 
practice theories are applied separately in the three respective articles, which allowed for 
three separate contributions.  
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The first article in this dissertation relates and responds to literature on digital transformation 
and discourse (Øvrelid and Bygstad, 2019), the second responds to digital transformation and 
the chief digital officer (Singh and Hess, 2017; Singh et al., 2020), and the third responds to 
digital transformation and managing a digital readiness culture (Solberg et al., 2020; Cennamo 
et al., 2020; Gfrerer et al., 2021). While the three analytical frameworks are applied separately 
in separate articles, they constitute one overall theoretical framework for nuanced analysis 
of the phenomenon of managing digital transformation in which the phenomenon is 
approached as constituted by processes, structure, and culture. Thus when merging the 
findings from the three separate articles, these findings provide a process cycle of managing 
digital transformation.  

Finally, and most importantly the dissertation introduces a definition of managing digital 
transformation in terms of complex responsive processes, which breaks with traditional and 
systemic approaches to the phenomenon (Stacey, 2011). Thus the dissertation responds to 
literature on managing digital transformation more broadly (e.g. Haffke et al., 2016; Horlacher 
et al., 2016; Vial, 2019; Wessel et al., 2020; Hanelt et al., 2021; Kane et al., 2015). The 
dissertation’s theoretical and practical contributions are summed up in the following section.  

 

 

9.2. Contributions 
This dissertation has provided a new definition of managing digital transformation. Thus with 
a point of departure in theory about complex responsive processes (Stacey, 2011) the 
dissertation provides an alternative to the more systemic perspectives on managing digital 
transformation.  

The dissertation concludes that a digital transformation is not the idea or plan of one person; 
instead, it is something that organization members do together through complex responsive 
processes. This means that digital transformation is the result of the interplay of intentions of 
a lot of actors. Managing digital transformation, then, is “a radical social process of acting as 
reflexive participants negotiating support for digitally transforming work practices and culture 
in a social and temporal context which is meaningful to employees” (see discussion). This 
means that managing a process of digital transformation is not about finding the right 
formula, which would be applicable in any organization or situation but about learning to 
respond in the many complex situations in a process of digital transformation and reflect on 
one’s own role in these particular situations. This way of thinking about managing digital 
transformation emphasizes the importance of informal, open, and explorative conversations.  

This is both a rather complex and at the same time very simple way of suggesting how (top) 
managers’ practices enable a process of digital transformation. It is complex, because the 
view entails that the complexity of the phenomenon should not be reduced, which means 
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that there is no perfect ten steps model, no generally applicable strategy or recipe for 
managing digital transformations successfully, and no right (top) management practices to 
ensure a successful digital transformation of an organization. Consequently, when not 
simplifying what a digital transformation is, the dissertation does not provide managers with 
quick fixes for managing a digital transformation process. Instead, it leaves managers with a 
definition of managing digital transformation following a complex responsive process (Stacey, 
2011) theoretical way of thinking about organizations, which entails a continuously reflexive 
leadership practice. However, the suggestion is equally simple in the sense that managers do 
this, act as reflexive participants, all the time. Once again, in the words of Morgan (2008, p. 
3): 

“Effective managers and professionals in all walks of life have to become skilled in 
the art of “reading” the situations they are attempting to organize and manage. 
(..) Skilled leaders and managers develop the knack of reading situations with 
various scenarios in mind and of forging actions that seem appropriate to the 
understandings thus obtained. They have a capacity to remain open and flexible, 
suspending immediate judgments whenever possible, until a more comprehensive 
view of the situation emerges.” 

 

What makes the responsive process way of thinking about digital transformation complex, 
seems to be that it is actually a very practical view on the phenomenon. It entails the 
complexity of digital transformation – and the complexity of managing such a process. 

While not providing quick fixes or a ten step model for digital transformation the dissertation 
does however exemplify what it means that managing a digital transformation is considered 
a radical social process of acting as reflexive participants in the local interaction, thus 
answering the research question of how digital transformation emerges from responsive 
processes and how (top) managers’ leadership practices enable such a process of digital 
transformation. Briefly summarized, the ethnographic field research reported on in this 
dissertation showed that a digital transformation emerged from legitimation and distributed 
leadership, and is enabled and maintained through a digital readiness culture. This is 
elaborated in the following.  

First, the dissertation states that legitimating the digital transformation process in a social and 
temporal context, which is meaningful to employees, is important during the digital 
transformation process, even if both managers and employees are initially enthusiastic about 
the new digital technology being implemented and about the idea of participating in a digital 
transformation process. The legitimation has to answer the questions of why central work 
practices are changing and why there is a process towards radically changing the organization 
(i.e. eventually developing a new value proposition ct. Wessel et al., 2021), and it has to 
happen in a way which is meaningful and compelling within the employees’ social context. 
This is not different from any other organizational change (ct. Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio, 2008; 
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Rouleau and Balogun, 2011). However, an addition to the grammar of legitimation (van 
Leeuwen, 2008; van Leeuwen and Wodak, 1999) was discovered in the study of legitimating 
a process of digital transformation, in which the legitimation was concerned with the 
potential of implementing the new digital technology, i.e. concerned with the future. This 
temporal context was meaningful to the case organization’s chief information officer and its 
head of business development, who had a technical interest and an interest in setting the 
agenda in their particular sector. The temporal contextwas however less meaningful to the 
employees who tended to focus more on the present, i.e. on the functions of the new digital 
technology here and now, and on what the digital transformation process means for their 
work practices today and in the very near future. The temporal legitimation mismatch 
enabled an emerging frustration towards the digital transformation, even though the 
employees were initially enthusiastic about the process, because the new digital technology 
being implemented did not live up to the expectations they gained from the (top) managers’ 
future-oriented legitimation practices. Briefly put, the dissertation suggested to legitimate 
the digital transformation in a temporal context, which is meaningful to the employees and 
that the most meaningful temporal context for employees is likely to be the present, which 
means that the digital transformation can be legitimated by the use of the new digital 
technology here and now (i.e. why it is a good ‘tool’, and how it will make work practices 
easier now and in the near future) or legitimated by emphasizing role models who already 
use – or plan to use – the digital technology, and who are also on their way towards a digital 
transformation of their organization. These role models should be meaningful to the 
employees. Most importantly, however, managers need to develop their ability to take the 
attitude of the other in the local interaction so that they might sense when their way of 
legitimating does not respond with what employees are concerned with, thus competently 
respond to the gestures of the employees in the particularization of digital transformation.  

Second, the research further indicates that while having a chief digital officer might be useful 
when initiating and managing activities, which eventually leverage the digital technology in 
(re)defining the organization’s value proposition (Wessel et al., 2021), i.e. during a digital 
transformation, appointing this official position might result in top managers not engaging 
actively and reflexively in negotiating support for this particular organizational change 
process. The top managers do not have to refrain from hiring a chief digital officer to be the 
official change agent of the digital transformation responsible for initiating digital 
transformation activities, they should, however, recognize that a digital transformation 
process does not unfold as a result of one manager’s intentions (or initiations). Thus, they 
need to consider themselves as being equally important change agents and act as reflexive 
participants in the local interactions negotiating support for the digital transformation 
process whether there is an official change agent responsible for the digital transformation 
process or not. However simple or intuitive this may sound, it is not a simple task. As it was 
conveyed in the dissertation’s second article, managers and employees became satisfied with 
the process towards digitally transforming their organization, and the study indicated that 
this was due to engagement – within the top management team – through intuitive working 
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relations. This distribution of leadership allowed the members of the top management – who 
had very diverse experiences with the digital transformation process due to their different 
interorganizational networks – to act successfully as reflexive participants in the local 
interaction. The leadership became distributed, because the top managers often 
communicated with each other both formally and informally. Thus, they were continuously 
being presented with different perspectives on – and reactions to – the digital transformation, 
with the result of the top management team becoming continuously more skilled at guessing 
responses – i.e. taking the attitude of the generalized other – and/or navigating – i.e. 
improvising – accordingly to the employees’ responses.  

Finally, the ethnographic field study indicated that (top) managers should prioritize working 
towards enabling a sense of digital readiness, by paying attention to the organizational culture 
in general – and not just in time for officially kick starting the process towards digital 
transformation. Employees’ previous positive cultural experiences (with managers, the work 
environment, the internal communication, and with change processes in general) make it 
easier for the managers to negotiate support for their intentions, i.e. legitimating the digital 
transformation process. This means that ideally, the cultural awareness should be prioritized 
way before the decision of digitally transforming the organization is made, because previous 
experiences influence our expectations for the future. 

It is important to keep in mind that the leadership practices constituting the processes of 
legitimating the digital transformation, distributing the leadership and enabling a digital 
readiness culture are not to be understood as three steps to a successful digital 
transformation. Instead, they are three continuous focus areas in the process of digitally 
transforming an organization. They are intertwined, they constitute each other, and they do 
not have a specific end- or starting point. This point is v with a process cycle of digital 
transformation (below).  
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Figure 27: A process cycle of managing  
a process of digital transformation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Summing up, the research conveyed in this dissertation provides a definition of managing 
digital transformation, which breaks with the idea that theory on managing digital 
transformation should provide strategies or prescriptions, because such instrumental 
approaches oversimplify the phenomena. Instead, it is argued that managing a digital 
transformation should be acknowledged as a complex and ambiguous process in which the 
managers need to learn how to navigate. In order to do so, one must be(come) able to  act as 
reflexive participant in the local interaction. Thus three larger digital transformation-muscle 
groups are emphasized as needing training. Each article constituting the dissertation is 
concerned with one large muscle, thus individually the articles provide insights on (i) 
legitimating the digital transformation in a (temporal) context that is meaningful to 
employees (article one), on (ii) engaging through intuitive working relations which calls for 
meeting and communicating frequently both formally important informally, i.e. distributing 
the management within the top management team (article two), and (iii) on enabling a digital 
readiness culture, which entails to prioritize open communication horizontally and vertically 
as well as building trust long before the process towards digital transformation is kick started 
(article three).  

 

 

 



206 
 

9.3. Concluding remarks 

The findings conveyed in this dissertation, do not point to specific (top) management 
practices as the answer to a successful digital transformation, as the phenomenon call for a 
more nuanced perspective. Managers can set the scene for a successful digital transformation 
through well-chosen legitimation practices, distributed leadership, and by working towards 
establishing a digital readiness culture, which emerges over a longer period, and thus enable 
a digital transformation. However, digital transformation emerges through responsive 
processes of interaction of a lot of people and is not the result of one person’s strategy. This 
means that managers must develop their ability to engage in the local interaction in a process 
of digital transformation by taking the attitude of others and reflect on one’s own role in the 
particular situation (i.e. in the particularization of digital transformation).  

The aim is that the responsive process perspective on managing digital transformation 
encourages managers to reflect on their own management practices and to take their 
experiences seriously, thus enabling these managers to better navigate in the complexity of 
digital transformation processes.  

This breaks with any idea that managers’ leadership practices should be concerned with 
reducing the complexity by acquiring certain digital transformation tools and techniques. As 
a consequence of the responsive process way of approaching the phenomenon of managing 
digital transformation, university courses and leadership courses on managing digital 
transformation should be concerned with reflection and reflexivity thus train the ability to 
take one’s experiences seriously – for instance by discussing cases and how to (re)act in 
seemingly ambiguous situations of which there are many in a process of digital 
transformation. It also means that managers will have to let go of the idea that continuously 
learning is about acquiring tools for one’s toolbox. Instead, learning becomes more abstract 
– and forefronts interaction and the awareness the feelings of employees play a role in a 
process of digital transformation. Some leaders are already very good at this – at not relying 
on only strategies and formal rehearsed talks and instead engage actively as a reflexive 
participant in the local interaction. Others may benefit from actively adopting a perspective 
on managing digital transformation, which explicitly makes clear that not reducing the 
complexity of a digital transformation is important, as a digital transformation emerges from 
the interplay of intention of a lot of people which is why managers need to be able to 
competently engage in the local interactions which are not formalized but occur 
spontaneously because these are the situations in which managers may hear and really 
understand what employees are concerned with thus address these concerns. The 
dissertation does not advocate for a complete rejection of formal meetings or formal top-
down communication about the ongoing process of digital transformation. However, it 
emphasizes the importance of informal conversations in which managers are able to take the 
attitude of the other. 
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