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Abstract 

Purpose – Digital transformations are becoming increasingly important although 70 percent are 

considered unsuccessful. At the same time, first-line managers are gaining an increased responsibility and 

influence in organizations and have also been found to have a key role in the success of digital 

transformations. Consequently, the purpose of this study is to explore and understand what factors affect 

first-line managers’ engagement in digital transformation and how this relates to them taking ownership 

of the change.  

Design/methodology/approach – Inspired by hermeneutic phenomenology this study interprets the lived 

experience of both project managers and first-line managers involved in digital transformations through 

nine semi-structured, in-depth interviews. As such, the study adopts an inductive method of inquiry to 

investigate an exploratory research question. Lastly, the lived experiences are through a thematic analysis 

systematically interpreted and structured before they are discussed.  

Findings – The study finds that six factors affect first-line managers’ engagement in digital transformation. 

In short, they revolve around IT systems and complexity, personal interests, first-line manager buy-in, 

autonomy, accountability and support. The factors cannot be perceived as independent elements but 

must considered collectively to be understood. Also, first-line managers’ engagement relates to 

ownership through personal interests and human motives as well as autonomy and decision rights and 

responsibilities. Lastly, the study finds that first-line managers taking ownership may not be beneficial for 

digital transformations if change is perceived as planned and fixed.  

Research limitations – The study is based on a small data sample and only one data source. At the same 

time, the study operates under both a broad definition of digital transformations and first-line managers. 

Future research should attempt to narrow down the focus and expand data sources.  

Paper type – Master thesis   
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Introduction 

Information technology is being implemented in organizations to an extent where people refer to 

it as a technological revolution (Schwab, 2016) and is it not surprising considering that innovative 

technologies improve the opportunities for staying competitive (Foerster-Metz, Marquardt, 

Golowko, Kompalla & Hell, 2018). Digital transformations are transforming the business by 

disrupting key business operations, such as the business processes of production and operation, as 

a means to increase operational efficiency (Matt, Hess & Belain, 2015; Vial, 2019). Alas, the 

incredible opportunities which the increasing digitalization of organizations present not only 

increases the threshold barriers to stay relevant but are in fact also subject to a 70 percent failure 

rate (Tabrizi, Lam, Girard & Irvin, 2019).  

 

An often commonly cited reason for why digital transformations fail is employee resistance (Vial, 

2019), which is especially prevailing in transformations digitizing business processes (Henriette, 

Feki & Boughzala, 2016). However, this trend can in fact be accommodated by paying attention 

to those who are directly affected by the change (Vial, 2019). This implies that where digital 

transformation on one hand is about automating and optimizing processes, it is also considered a 

social phenomenon (Stolterman & Foss, 2004) and a cultural evolution (Belk, 2013) which 

emphasize the need for considering digital transformations from a change management 

perspective. 

 

The issues related to digital transformation illustrate a need to consider how digital transformations 

can be improved by drawing attention to the social aspect of the transformation. This implies a 

focus to consider how to reduce the resistance of those people whose practices are being disrupted. 

In fact, those people can be considered the first-line workforce as 73 percent of 600 global 

executives surveyed since 2017 by Harvard Business Review Analytics Services are currently 

equipping their first-line workers with digital solutions, because increasing their digital 

competences is considered a competitive differentiator in the 21st century (Microsoft, 2020).    

 

This brings the study to consider the first-line manager, as he manages the key business functions 

and the people being disrupted (Hales, 2007), but the involvement of first-line managers in digital 
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transformations is in fact also considered key to  the change success (Lang et al. 2019). In making 

the first-line manager committed to the change it will also have positive effects on the first-line 

workforce, since they extract cues from their manager (Balogun, 2003), and because they perceive 

the first-line manager as the most trustworthy communicator (Lang et al. 2019). 

 

Altogether, this has motivated the study to understand the engagement of first-line managers in 

digital transformations. Engagement has been the focal point of this study as it both embodies 

attitudinal and behavioral understanding of being involved and consequently involves both 

attentiveness to one’s job as well as one’s attitude and values towards the related activities 

(Farndale, 2005). In addition, Rønningstad (2018) emphasizes that there exists a gap in existing 

literature which revolves around first-line managers in organizational change, why he sets out to 

clarify specific challenges first-line managers face in organizational change in public 

organizations. However, the limited research in the area highlights the need to consider the 

engagement of first-line managers. In addition, Lang et al. (2019) expand on the profound 

contribution of first-line managers by emphasizing that first-line managers taking ownership of 

the transformation and hence take the control is essential for succeeding with digital 

transformations. This prompted the study to further understand how engagement relates to first-

line managers taking ownership. Thus, this study adopts a twofold research question:  

 

What factors affect the engagement of first-line managers in digital transformations? And how 

does engagement relate to the first-line manager taking ownership of the digital transformation? 

 

With a foundation in hermeneutic phenomenology, this study will through interpretations of 

participants' experiences explore and understand what factors affect first-line managers’ 

engagement in digital transformation, henceforth also referred to as the phenomenon, and how the 

phenomenon relates to first-line managers taking ownership. 

 

First, the study initial turns to key concepts used in the research question to ensure transparency in 

the understanding hereof. To further clarify the theoretical context, a review of existing literature 

has been conducted and consequently synthesized to enable an understanding of the researchers 

pre-understanding of the phenomenon. To establish trustworthiness (Cope, 2014) in the study a 
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thorough description of the study’s methodology and the researchers’ reflections on choices and 

process have been included. A brief description of the situations in which the phenomenon occurs 

is made before the findings of the thematic analysis are presented and finally discussed.  

1.0 Key concepts and contextual 

understanding 

To ensure a common understanding of the concepts which make up the research question the study 

initially provides some contextual understanding in which it clarifies the notion of first-line 

managers, engagement and ownership, digital transformations and finally change management, 

the scientific field which this study revolves around.  

1.1. Engagement and ownership in digital transformations  

Because there is no single definition of engagement nor ownership, the researchers find it 

necessary to clarify how the two terms are understood throughout this study.   

 

Engagement is a relatively diffuse concept which is attributed many different meanings (Saks 

2006). According to Farndale (2005) employee engagement “refers to attentiveness to role 

performance in a job and as an organizational member” (p. 343). Farndale (2005) further elaborates 

that employee engagement revolves around vigor and dedication as well as attitude shown towards 

the organization and its values. Similarly, Macey and Schneider (2008) define engagement as a 

state where employees have “high levels of activity, initiative, and responsibility” (p. 8). It is 

evident that engagement refers to both the attitude towards the organizational values and one’s 

functional role in an organization and how this attitude is reflected in the adherent responsibilities 

and activities. Moreover, one could argue that commitment, involvement, participation, or 

activation could also have been relevant concepts to focus on in this study. Taking the presented 

definitions into consideration, engagement in this study is understood as the level of both active 

involvement and commitment to organizational objectives of the first-line manager as reflected in 

the behavior and attitude towards the digital transformation. Based on this understanding of 

engagement, this study focuses on exploring what factors affect first-line manager’s behavior and 
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attitude towards a digital transformation through the experiences of first-line managers and project 

managers (PM).  

 

Lastly, worth emphasizing first-line manager engagement is perceived as a spectrum and not as a 

categorical phenomenon. Consequently, ‘factors’ are all the different elements which may 

influence where on the spectrum a first-line manager ends up. As such, ‘factors’ are both extrinsic 

and intrinsic elements, activities and attitudes, as well as perceptions and experiences related 

hereto.  

 

Ownership, the second concept of this study, refers to a feeling of possession which an individual 

has towards a given target (Pierce, Kostova & Dirks, 2001). Pierce et al. (2001) defines 

psychological ownership as “a state in which individuals feel as though the target of ownership 

(material or immaterial in nature) or a piece of it is ‘theirs’” (p. 299). At the same time, Lang et al. 

(2019) define ownership of digital transformations as “when the manager is actively involved and 

engaged, feels and acts as if it is his or her project. He/she runs the project and takes control” (p. 

53). Adding to this, a level of accountability (Avey, Avolio, Crossley & Luthans, 2009) is 

associated with ownership in which the individual both have rights to decide and is expected to act 

responsible such as holding oneself accountable to share the organizational burden (Pierce et al., 

2001).   

 

Considering Lang et al. (2019), Pierce et al. (2001) and Avey et al. (2009) altogether, it suggest 

for first-line managers to take ownership and approach the digital transformation as it is theirs 

(Lang et al., 2019), they must also be accountable by having the strategic rights and responsibilities 

associated with the ownership (Avey et al., 2009). Furthermore, it is notable that ownership is 

perceived as something which is taken and not given.  

 

Having defined the understanding of engagement and ownership as understood in this study, the 

following presents a definition and understanding of the organizational role of the first-line 

manager which also is a central element in this study.  
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1.2 First-line managers  

A distinction between middle managers and first-line managers is important to make as the 

researchers have found that organizations tend to use the two terms interchangeably, which 

according to literature are not identical. Furthermore, the distinction is necessary in order to 

understand to what extent research on middle management is applicable to understand the actions 

and attitudes of first-line managers, hence the following clarification. 

  

Bean (1986) argues that due to a changing work environment as well as increased complexity and 

industrialization, organizations have had to restructure themselves to stay competitive. This 

implies a shift from the otherwise traditional hierarchy to a flatter and more lean design in which 

decision rights are delegated to business units (Bean, 1986). This restructuring has had 

implications for how leadership is performed in organizations, where rather than having a top-

down approach to leadership, leadership has become decentralized in which responsibilities are 

delegated downwards (Bean, 1986). Since Bean’s publication in 1986, other academics have 

endorsed this view such as both Balogun (2003) and Townsend & Kellner (2015). Balogun (2003), 

one of the main researchers on middle management, states that as a consequence of restructured 

organizations the number of middle managers has declined due to an amplified perception that 

they are becoming irrelevant in modern organizations. This further implies that many of their more 

administrative and people management responsibilities have been handed over to lower level 

managers.  

  

Whereas Balogun (2003) concentrates on middle managers, Townsend & Kellner (2015) are 

concerned with the role of front-line managers in modern organization. The role of front-line 

managers has evolved from being solely concerned with supervisory tasks to deal with 

communication between the front and the higher level of the organization. Drawing on the work 

of Hales (2005) who outlines some of the managerial tasks brought forward to first-line 

managers,  Townsend & Kellner (2015) summarize these tasks to include “routine people 

management, business management, working with IT, managing budget, staff and development 

and internal communication” (p. 109). To illustrate the evolution of the front-line manager role in 

relation to the organizational context Townsend and Kellner (2015) demonstrate how the need for 
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effectiveness and efficiency in organizations have resulted in front-line managers taking on HR 

responsibility. Previously, people management was a sole HR area whereas front-line management 

was mainly in charge of the operations of their functional unit, though with the distribution of 

responsibility front-line managers have been delegated people management.   

  

In order to fully grasp the role of the modern first-line manager, Townsend and Kellner (2015), 

Rønningstad (2018) and Hales (2005) have tried to unravel the definition, the role and the 

responsibilities of respectively the middle managers and first-line managers. First and foremost, 

first-line managers are often associated with front-line managers and may at times also be 

interchanged for supervisors, team leaders and line-managers why it is necessary to clearly state 

the subject in focus (Townsend & Kellner, 2015). Next, Townsend and Kellner (2015) move on to 

define the modern front-line manager as one positioned “between the executive managers and 

those being managed” (Townsend & Kellner, 2015, p. 108). The definition of front-line 

management aligns with the definition of first-line management given by Rønningstad (2018) 

where the first-line managers are “those in formal hierarchical positions, working directly above 

the organizational street level without other managers below them” (p. 6), thus translating the 

messages and ideas from the top to the bottom and vice versa.   

  

As opposed to first-line managers and front-line managers, a middle manager in modern 

organizations is best defined as “managing an area of an organization’s activities that falls between 

strategic management of the organization as a whole and operational management of a front-line 

work unit” (Hales, 2007, p. 32). Middle managers are thus managing the meso-level organizational 

units that are the business units, whereas the first-line manager is in charge of micro-level units 

within those business units namely the functional units (Hales, 2007). This implies that the middle 

manager, who is the more generalist business unit manager, is managing the first-line manager 

who is the specialized functional unit manager. Previously middle managers dealt with both 

operational supervision and unit performance management whereas today they are solely engaged 

with the latter (Hales, 2007). Contrary, first-line managers are now both in charge of the 

operational supervision and engaged in unit performance management (Hales, 2007). This shift 

entails that the technical and specialized knowledge remain with first-line managers and the 

strategic role remains with the middle and senior manager which consequently means that first-
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line managers have little room to shape adaptability or strategy implementation (Hales, 2007). 

Despite the shifting organizational landscape there is a tendency to rely on individual managerial 

responsibility in which delegation of responsibility is not “determined by design but by default” 

(Hales, 2007, p. 48).   

  

From the examination of first-line managers and front-line managers as well as the distinct 

differences from the middle manager, it is perceived critical to reflect upon whether middle 

management literature is sufficient in explaining first-line manager’ engagement and to highlight 

where the literature lacks explanatory power. In line with Townsend and Kellner’s (2015) 

argument it should be emphasized that this study applies the term first-line manager, henceforth 

FLM, about all lower level managers who follow the definition of front-line manager and the first-

line manager, i.e. no manager is hierarchically below the FLM but only the front line employees 

(Townsend & Kellner, 2015; Rønningstad, 2018).  

1.3 Digital transformations  

In their description of digital transformations Foerster-Metz et al. (2018) rely on the definition 

presented in an article by Ernst & Young (2011) in which digitization is defined as the 

transformation of analogue information into digital, i.e. computer-readable, information. Since this 

arguably falls short of encapsulating the full meaning of digital transformation Foerster-Metz et 

al. (2018) go further in the description of digital transformations as a concept. They see it as 

something which revolves around the transformation of economic processes and transactions and 

human interactions and describe it as a “megatrend” (Foerster-Metz et al., 2018, p. 4). So, digital 

transformations do not merely involve converting analogue information into digital information 

but extends to the processes and interactions that arise from the digital change. In other words, 

every time something in an organization undergoes a digital transformation behavior of the 

workforce is transformed as well. Foerster-Metz et al. (2018) list a range of increasingly 

implemented technologies and how they affect organizational behavior, and what is noteworthy is 

that it includes both advanced concepts as IOT and artificial intelligence, but also less complex 

concepts such as mobile, automation and social media. Although the list is not exhaustive it points 

to the fact that even relatively simple technologies impact the requirements of both workforce and 

managers. Consequently, digital transformations are not perceived solely as radical, full scale 
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organizational changes, but rather as changes to both roles, responsibilities, and processes 

following technological adjustments in an organization, regardless of which type of technology.  

1.4 A change management continuum  

Having clarified the notion of engagement and ownership, FLMs and digital transformation, which 

are the natural focal points of this study, the researchers find it important to understand the 

scientific context of change management which encompass the phenomenon examined and which 

may be able to accommodate the excessive amounts of failing digital transformations. Change 

management is the science of change and can be understood and approached in many ways (Palmer 

& Dunford, 2008). The aim of this section is therefore not to present a full picture of all change 

management aspects, but rather to present what can be considered a change management 

continuum to the extent that it is relevant as context in the investigation of the research question. 

In one end of the continuum one will find a top down planned approach to change management 

(Kotter, 1995; Conger, 2000) and in the other end of the continuum a more emergent understanding 

organizational change and change management can be found (Weick, 2000). 

In 1995 John P. Kotter, often cited as one of the forerunners in change management, revealed his 

eight-step approach to ensure successful organizational transformations. In short, the eight-step 

approach revolves around creating an urgency, having a vision as well as a guiding coalition that 

drives and steers the change. Kotter (1995) acknowledges that for change projects to be successful 

it needs willing help from almost every employee and in many cases, it also requires employees to 

put in extra effort or make sacrifices. Thus, it is essential that employees understand that the change 

not only is useful but is necessary for the survival of the organization. Moreover, Kotter (1995) 

understands resistance as something which must be dealt with and removed so that the organization 

does not get stuck in old ways of working. Also adhering to this school is Conger (2000) who 

argues that successful change management begins at the top. This is due to the fact that  top 

management holds a strategic position where they are able to understand the entirety of an 

organization-wide transformation and its consequences for different departments and functions, 

along with their positional power which enables them to mobilize individuals and allocate 

resources (Conger, 2000). While Conger (2000), like Kotter (1995), recognizes that top-led 

transformations require employee participation, it solely centers around the implementation of the 
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change and not in terms of defining the change itself. Thus, he suggests that lower levels should 

be involved in the translation of goals and transformation projects into local objectives, crafting 

local strategies suited for the particular department or function to increase the likelihood of 

implementation success. 

Conger’s and Kotter’s understanding of change represent a rather linear, planned approach to 

change management which emphasizes planning, selling and convincing in a top-down fashion 

that has been adopted by many practitioners today (Weick, 2000). Whilst this school advocates 

involvement, it is arguably instrumental in the sense that it is a means to achieve a predefined 

desired end stage which the change must conform to. 

On the other end of the change continuum, a different change management school exists which 

perceives change as emergent and flux. Representing this school is Weick (2000) who refer to 

Orlikowski’s (1996) definition of emergent change “the realization of new patterns of organizing 

in the absence of explicit a priori intentions” (p. 65). The understanding of change is that as 

employees’ experiment, improvise and optimize on a daily basis, the organizational practices alter 

over time, without the guiding hand of top management. In many cases, these alterations will be 

continued and adopted as the new organizational practice and consequently change occurs. A 

striking difference between the two schools is that while Kotter and Conger perceive change as 

linear, sequential and with a predefined outcome, Weick (2000) perceives change as something 

ceaseless and which does not have a priori intentions in terms of change outcome. However, he 

argues that planned change, as outlined by the opposing school, may initiate some of the 

components but not all of them. Thus, for change to be successful it must be allowed to be 

emergent. 

While change management understandings may not be categorical the two perspectives on change 

management serve as a strong foundation for understanding how individuals regardless of 

organizational level understand and approach digital transformations.  

Having clarified the research question by defining engagement, ownership and the character of 

interest, i.e. the FLM, as well as the context and scientific field which this study adheres to, the 

following section presents the theoretical foundation which this study relies on to examine the 

phenomenon of this study.  
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2.0 Theoretical context on lower level 

managers 

The following section outlines the existing literature which serves as a foundation guiding this 

study’s understanding of engagement of FLMs in digital transformations. It is necessary to 

understand the theoretical landscape which this study relates itself to both in terms of the content 

of the existing literature but also in terms of their methodological choices. Hence, it is included to 

enable a pre-understanding for the exploration of the phenomenon and to further understand how 

this study can contribute to existing literature within the field of organizational change and lower 

level managers. Initially, the reasoning behind the selection of the specific literature constituting 

the theoretical foundation is given. Following, existing literature on the role and engagement of 

FLMs in organizational change is assessed, however, as this research is scarce, the study moves 

on to examine literature on middle management in organizational change.  

2.1 Existing literature on lower level managers in 

organizational change  

In order to elaborate on FLM in organizational change, this section includes literature on middle 

management’s role in organizational change and change management for two reasons. Firstly, 

because the changes in organizational structures have altered the roles of middle managers and 

FLMs to an extent where many aspects of their roles, responsibilities and challenges have become 

similar, and the FLM has taken over tasks that previously was associated with middle management 

(Hales, 2007). Secondly, because the research on FLMs in organizational change is limited to 

Rønningstad (2018), who focuses on FLMs in public welfare services, and Lang et. al (2019), who 

primarily conclude that FLM ownership is important. Therefore, in the absence of research on 

FLMs, the extensive research conducted on middle management is used as a foundation to provide 

insights into some of the aspects which may be relevant in seeking an understanding of the factors 

which affect engagement of FLMs in digital transformations.   

  

Drawing on both generic and commonly acknowledged middle management literature as well as 

change management literature with special attention to the middle manager’s contribution, the 



14 
 

research stands on a comprehensive knowledge base to study the phenomenon of interest as 

presented in table 1. One of the more commonly-cited research papers on middle management 

(Woolridge & Floyd, 1990) is used to present the emergent attention drawn to middle management 

whereas Huy (2002) and Balogun (2003) are well known research on middle management’s role 

in change. Less cited but relevant to this research is Rønningstad (2018), Lang et al. (2019), 

Paavola, Hallikainen and Elbanna. (2017), Neves and Cataeno (2006) and Herzig & Jimmieson 

(2006).   

  

 

Research Research 

design 

Method Context Concepts 

Rønningstad 
(2018)  

Multiple case 
study  

Qualitative  Public organizations  Challenges and barriers   

Lang et al. 
(2019)  

Multiple case 
study  

Mixed methods  IIT projects  Front-line ownership 
involvement   

Woolridge & 
Floyd (1990)  

Multiple case 
study   

Mixed methods  Banking and 
manufacturing 
companies   

Organizational 
performance  

Paavola et al. 
(2017)  

Single case 
study  

Qualitative  Meal production 
company   

Middle management role 
in modular digital 
transformation  

Huy (2002)  Grounded 
theory   

Qualitative   Radical change  Emotional balancing  

Neves & 
Cataeno (2006)  

Single case 
study   

Quantitative   System 
implementation 
(private)  

Perceived control and 
trust   

Balogun (2003)  Single case 
study  

Mixed methods  Organizational 
structural changes  

Role of middle 
management   

Herzig et al. 
(2006)  

Multiple case 
study  

Qualitative   Large-scale 
transformation and 
transactional 
changes   

Uncertainty 
management   

Table 1: Overview of existing literature on lower level managers engagement in change 
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The overview works as a brief introduction to the different research papers constituting the 

theoretical foundation. The following presents a more comprehensive elaboration on the research 

on respectively FLM and middle management, starting off with the literature on FLMs in 

organizational change.  

2.1.1 First-line management in organizational change  

This section elaborates on the work of Rønningstad (2018) and Lang et al. (2019). With an explicit 

focus on FLMs, Rønningstad (2018) studied the challenges which FLMs face when acting as 

change agents in public welfare organizations. His study draws on written reports conducted by 

11 managers in Norwegian public welfare institutions. Rønningstad (2018) identifies four factors 

which caused challenges to the FLMs in acting as change agents: Change fatigue, individual 

resistance, being caught between two worlds and being limited in their roles. While the first two 

treat resistances from the recipients, the latter two revolve around a role conflict.   

  

Change fatigue can be considered a group’s resistance towards change itself, as a result of constant 

exposure to changes, whereas individual resistance is defined by one person directly opposing the 

FLM and his or her directions (Rønningstad, 2018). Looking at the challenges concerning the role 

conflict, Rønningstad (2018) finds that FLMs feel caught between the demands of management 

and the beliefs of lower level employees who do not share the world view of top management in 

relation to the change. More pressing, Rønningstad (2018) also suggests that FLMs have excessive 

work and too little time and resources which hinder their ability to implement changes. This 

negative outcome is reinforced by the fact that FLMs do not have the autonomy necessary to adjust 

the change to local needs. While Rønningstad (2018) finds several challenges, time and resources 

are attributed a larger influence. These findings suggest that the role of FLMs as change agents in 

organizational transformations are constrained by matters which FLMs hold little or no influence 

on.   

  

Unlike Rønningstad’s (2018) focus on challenges, Lang et al. (2019) focus on levers for success 

in digital transformations. Their study on change management in IT projects narrows down seven 

levers of successful change management which were identified through a study of 2,000 academic 

articles on digital transformations. One of these seven levers deal with transferring ownership to 
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management throughout the organization where they distinguish between top management, middle 

management, and FLMs. Lang et al. (2019) point out that while FLMs are found to be crucial for 

the success of change projects, they are often the management group feeling the lowest sense of 

ownership in change projects.  

  

As illustrated the literature on FLMs role is limited, hence, to gain a better understanding of the 

phenomenon, the more comprehensive literature on middle management in organizational change 

is now assessed.   

2.1.2 Middle management in organizational change 

2.1.2.1 Middle management as a means to an end 

Some of the first to focus on middle managers in organizations were Woolridge and Floyd (1990) 

who conducted a study on the involvement of middle management in strategy making to 

understand its influence on organizational performance in high-velocity industries exemplified by 

banking and manufacturing companies. They focused on different outcomes of middle 

management involvement: Strategic consensus between top management and middle management, 

middle management’s understanding of the strategy, middle management’s commitment to the 

strategy as well as the relationship between these factors and their influence on organizational 

performance. This implies that involvement is only the driver for something else and not the goal 

itself (Woolridge & Floyd, 1990). To test their hypotheses Wooldridge and Floyd (1990) used a 

mix method research design based on interviews with CEOs as well as questionnaires sent to 

middle managers which were followed up by interviews. Their study suggests that consensus does 

not correlate with organizational performance, rather, middle managers favor involvement because 

it enables them to “propose, initiate, and evaluate alternative courses of action.” (Woolridge & 

Floyd, 1990, p. 238), though worth mentioning it is emphasized that involvement itself does not 

create commitment (Woolridge & Floyd, 1990).    

  

The positive influence of engaging middle management in strategic decision making as argued by 

Woolridge and Floyd (1990) is acknowledged by Paavola et al. (2017) who expanded the focus to 

include the middle manager's changing role throughout a digital transformation. In their 

exploratory case study, with a Finish public sector meal production company, three distinct stages 
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namely core digitalization, digital expansion and shake down stage of the modular digital 

transformation were identified (Paavola et al., 2017). The role of the middle managers changed 

according to the three stages and based on the four middle management types identified by Floyd 

& Woolridge (1992), Paavola et al. (2017) argue that middle management goes through three roles 

during the digital transformation. First they act as implementers of the change, to then become a 

champion who try to generate ideas for further expansion of the digital system, and lastly acting 

as shakers and strategists which entails dealing with “operational misfits, errors, users’ 

frustration’’ (Paavola et al., 2017, p. 11). Their research revealed that middle management would 

be equally engaged with operational and strategic activities in the first two roles though in the last 

role they become more strategically oriented as a lack of top management support is experienced 

(Paavola et al., 2017). Moreover, another notable finding is the distribution of middle management 

activities and actions directed towards top management compared to end-users. Top management 

are recipients to 69 percent to 82 percent of all actions and activities carried out by middle 

management whereas activities towards end-users account for less than one third in each stage 

(Paavola et al., 2017).   

2.1.2.2 Middle manager’s role and activities  

Unlike Woolridge and Floyd (1990) and Paavola et al. (2017) who studied the influence of middle 

managers as a means to an end in organizational performance and digital transformations 

respectively, Huy (2002) focuses on middle management’s emotional balancing in organizations 

undergoing radical change. Emotional balancing is “a group-level process involving the 

juxtaposition of emotion-related activities intended to drive change and to induce continuity in a 

group of people” (Huy, 2002, p. 33). Based on a 3-year inductive study, Huy (2002) created a 

model which illustrates how middle managers can exert emotional balancing. There are two types 

of behaviors and activities which middle managers can utilize to balance emotions of employees 

and thereby enable change. The first revolves around enhancing the FLM’s own emotional 

commitment to the change project. The second is attending to recipients’ emotions during change 

(Huy, 2002). For the latter, the middle manager must balance the recipients’ emotions while 

overseeing continuity of the business during the change and implementing the change, hence three 

tasks are to be managed. According to Huy (2002) limited resources and time most often turn 

change into a radical change which is met by anxiety and anger by employees. Though to succeed 
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with the change, middle managers should actively use means of calming to meet the emotional 

stress expressed by employees undergoing a radical change, and hence limit these emotions. While 

the argument supports the finding that limited time and resources is a struggle (Rønningstad, 

2018), the need for acting on employees’ emotions do not align with the distribution of actions 

geared towards employees in a digital transformation (Paavola et al., 2017).   

  

The presented theoretical arguments are thus that a shifting role and activities of middle managers 

throughout the change is acknowledged by literature (Paavola et al., 2017; Huy, 2002), though 

before middle managers can take ownership (Lang et al., 2019) and show commitment 

(Wooldridge & Floyd, 1990) they need to “calm their highly agitated employees before trying to 

elicit enthusiastic support for change” (Huy, 2002, p. 59).   

  

Leaning on social exchange theory, Neves and Cataeno (2006), similar to Huy (2002), address the 

need for middle management to focus on employees’ emotions during change, though their take 

on emotions differs as they emphasize trust building and perceived control as factors for change 

success. Neves and Cataeno (2006) define trust according to Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995): 

“The willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation 

that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to 

monitor or control that other party” (p. 712). Their quantitative approach reveals that there is a 

positive correlation between trust and commitment but only when the perceived control of the 

change is low (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). The argument presented is that the less control of a 

situation an employee feels they have, the more important is the need for trust in one’s supervisor. 

Therefore, when employees feel in control of the change, trust in the supervisor becomes less 

relevant for their commitment to the change (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). Consequently, commitment 

to organizational change is also affected by the trust in one’s supervisor. Therefore, to enhance 

change success, a trusting relationship between the two organizational levels, i.e. middle managers 

and end-users, become highly important as a mean to deal with challenges like emotional distress 

(Huy, 2002) or no perceived control over the change (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). Similarly, this 

notion of perceived control versus trust could also be applicable to the relation between FLMs and 

the PMs. In light of Neves and Cataenos’ (2006) findings, the obstacles related to limited resources 

and freedom and employee resistance as experienced by the FLMs can be considered as a lack of 



19 
 

control over the change in which trust becomes an important variable in achieving change 

success.   

 

Balogun (2003) argues that middle managers have an imperative role in organizational change, 

like Woolridge and Floyd (1990) and Paavola et al. (2017), but she also attempts to understand the 

challenges faced by middle managers in the change process. The research agenda of Balogun 

(2003) distinct itself from Rønningstad (2018) by focusing on middle management, not FLMs. 

Balogun (2003) emphasizes the need for a longitudinal and contextual approach because of the 

complex, but also dynamic, nature of the middle manager’s role. The primary data collection of 

Balogun’s (2003) study was from diaries written by middle managers from a single organization 

based on five standardized questions. Further, unstructured interviews were conducted with all 

middle managers at the beginning of the research and again at the end of the research.   

  

Balogun (2003) finds that middle managers as change intermediaries are engaged in the two types 

of activities which are sensemaking activities as well as coordination and management activities. 

Each type of activity can be directed either towards themselves and their peers or their team and 

department. The two type of activities reflect the challenges which middle managers face as the 

organization changes. The first type of activity revolves around sensemaking, Balogun (2003) 

argues. Sensemaking directed towards themselves and their peers are a response to the personal 

changes middle managers undergo as a result of the organizational changes. It is mainly their own 

role and responsibilities in the new structure that are the source of frustration, which middle 

managers through interaction with top management and peers have to make sense of. Allocation 

of sufficient time and resources as well as top management support allow the middle manager to 

make sense of their role, and thus resistant reactions can be avoided (Balogun, 2003). However, 

an organizational lack of appreciation of sensemaking activities hinders the middle manager in 

succeeding in his or her role (Balogun, 2003). Sensemaking is also used to help employees 

understand the change, why the activity is also orientated towards their employees, also referred 

to as sense-giving (Balogun, 2003). Through the formal and informal communication with 

employees, middle managers become a role model which is imperative for the employees in 

understanding the change. This suggests that it is crucial for middle managers to both engage in 

sensemaking and sense-giving activities. The second type of activity is considered more traditional 
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middle management responsibilities related to coordination and management (Balogun, 2003). 

The middle managers first have to maintain business operations, which is difficult because of 

redundancies, technical issues, and deviations from the project plan described as “firefighting” 

activities (Balogun, 2003, p. 77). Changing the orientation towards the team and department, the 

middle manager has to ensure that necessary changes are implemented which relates both to 

sensemaking, but also has a more practical nature of re-engineering processes and creating new 

ones. As middle managers are only allocated time to conduct coordination and management 

activities, despite the majority of their time being spent on sensemaking activities, it appears that 

the largest challenge, according to Balogun’s findings (2003), is to excel in the two types of 

activities when they have to be directed towards both themselves and their peers, as well as their 

team and department.  

  

Others dealing with interpretation and sensemaking are Herzig et al. (2006) who conducted a 

qualitative interview-based study on middle managers’ uncertainty management during 

organizational change. Noteworthy about the study is that the longitudinal study discusses the 

findings in the light of both the pre-implementation phase and the implementation phase, unlike 

Balogun (2003) who merely recognizes that the role in its nature is dynamic. Uncertainty is 

expressed by employees and middle managers as an ambiguous feeling resulting from an 

unpredictable situation, such as change (Herzig et al., 2006), which reflects the need to address 

emotions as argued by (Huy, 2002). Herzig et al. (2006) find that uncertainty in the pre-

implementation phase is grounded in the strategic concept and the change itself, whereas 

uncertainty during the implementation of the change is rooted in how to implement the change 

most effectively and how to assist employees in the change process. Corresponding to Balogun’s 

(2003) two activity types oriented towards the department, Herzig et al. (2006) acknowledge that 

change activities performed by middle management are twofold, consisting of both attending to 

employees’ reactions and carrying out the practical change.  

  

In addressing support, Herzig et al. (2006) differentiate between instrumental support, 

informational support, and appraisal support. Both instrumental support, i.e. supporting with 

resource, as well as informational support, i.e. communicating purpose and important information, 

were found in all the cases, appraisal support was not identified in the study. The lack of appraisal 
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support is argued to reflect senior management expecting change activities to be embodied in the 

role of middle management (Herzig et al., 2006). Moreover, Herzig et al. (2006) point out that the 

role conflict experienced by middle managers is a result of conflicting messages from senior 

management and employees, and not as much a constraint of resources as suggested by 

Rønningstad (2018), Balogun (2003) and Huy (2002).    

  

Considering that middle managers and FLMs operate under similar circumstances, the literature 

on middle management is found relevant to the extent that it enables an initial understanding of 

the phenomenon. Thus, the research on middle management in organizational change along with 

the scarce literature on FLMs in organizational change serves as the theoretical foundation for this 

study. Rønningstad (2018) portrays a picture of the factors which challenge FLM engagement as 

change agents, though not specifically in digital transformations. From the literature only Paavola 

et al. (2017) and Lang et al. (2019) have addressed a digital context which arguably emphasize the 

need for extending the research within this area. Lastly, the majority of the research has approached 

lower level managers in organizational change through case studies, although it varies whether a 

single case study strategy or a multiple case study strategy has been applied. Yazan (2015) points 

out that case studies are useful if the researcher wants to predict similar results across cases or 

predict contrasting results based on fundamental differences in the cases. As this study concerns 

itself with exploring the phenomenon, a case study strategy has not been adopted. Rather the study 

focuses on understanding the phenomenon regardless of contextual specificities as will be 

elaborated on in the section on methodology. 
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3.0 Theoretical pre-understanding   

The following section synthesizes and clarifies the theoretical foundation which this research is 

made upon, by examining the themes brought forward by prior research within the field. This 

section is carried out to establish a foundation on which the research is commenced though leaving 

the exploratory nature of the study guide the findings. Moreover, while the existing literature 

altogether is used to contextualize the findings of this study, the following highlights the recurring 

themes and thereby underpin what can be considered the existing understanding of the 

phenomenon.   

3.1 A role conflict intensified by limited resources  

What is noteworthy about the literature on lower level managers is that the literature in various 

ways deals with the role of the manager and his or her inherent responsibilities throughout the 

change. More importantly, it appears that while the organizations internally are not completely 

aligned as to what the lower level manager’s role and responsibilities are, the researchers of the 

existing literature share many of the same focal points.   

  

Having assessed the literature dealing with role and responsibilities of lower level managers, it is 

apparent that a consensus that employee caretaking is an important aspect of the FLM’s role is 

apparent (Huy, 2002; Neves & Cataeno, 2006; Balogun, 2003; Herzig et al., 2006). While some 

consider the emotional aspect of caretaking (Huy, 2002), some focus on trust and the notion of 

perceived control (Neves & Cataeno, 2006) and others focus on making sense of the change 

(Balogun, 2003; Herzig et al., 2006). The majority of the research suggests that lower level 

managers are aware that mindful attention to employees is a responsibility and activity which must 

be dealt with. Yet, it seems less acknowledged by top management that this is a responsibility 

taking up a lot of time (Balogun, 2003). In addition to taking care of the employees, the managers 

themselves also need to spend time on understanding and making sense of the change, which 

naturally, but paradoxically, also relates to their role (Balogun, 2003).  Apart from taking care of 

employees and engaging in sensemaking and sense-giving activities, there is a facet of the 

manager’s role that involves maintaining operations and business continuity as well as 
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implementing and establishing changes and new workflows, which one could refer to as the 

technical implementation (Rønningstad, 2018; Balogun, 2003; Huy, 2002).   

  

The role conflict within the FLM appears to have basis in the overload of responsibilities and 

activities which they are to carry out, where some of these are not acknowledged by top 

management. Meanwhile, limited time and resources have been identified as one of the biggest 

obstacles to lower level managers (Rønningstad, 2018; Balogun, 2003; Huy, 2002) ultimately 

intensifying the role conflict as lower level managers cannot manage the tasks of caretaking and 

maintaining focus on business continuity and the implementation to the same extent. This arguably 

leaves lower level managers in a dilemma of prioritizing their main responsibilities and deciding 

on the allocation of resources. The distribution of activities and time among different stakeholders 

during a change indicates that employees are not the highest prioritized since most middle 

management activities are directed towards top management (Paavola et al., 2017), consequently 

challenging the responsibility of lower level managers to take care of their employees during 

change.  In other words, there appears to be a theme which revolves around the additional functions 

which the FLM needs to perform in times of organizational change, which only intensifies the role 

conflict as no additional time and resources are allocated. Furthermore, where FLMs perceive 

effective time management to be related to employee caring, this view is not shared by top 

management. This misalignment further intensifies the role conflict due to the underlying 

conflicting interests of the top and bottom.   

  

It is apparent from the existing literature that support may have a distinct influence on engagement 

(Herzig et al., 2006). This influence both involves support from top management provided towards 

the lower level manager (Herzig et al., 2006), and support in the form of technical assistance during 

the implementation (Rønningstad, 2018; Balogun, 2003). Moreover, where top management 

support may be important to understand FLM engagement, the second form of support is 

performed by lower level managers and is rather perceived as a manifestation of FLM engagement, 

which is strongly linked to taking care of employees during change. As mentioned, Herzig et al. 

(2006) define three types of support which can be exercised in relation to uncertainty: 

Informational, instrumental and appraisal. Although they focus on support from top management 

to middle management, and not further down the line from lower level managers to employees, 
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they may still be relevant conceptually. Distinct to the perceptions on support is that support is 

considered uni-directional where the FLM is the receiver and the higher-level manager is the 

giver.   

3.2 Involvement   

Involvement of lower level managers in change efforts is recognized by the majority of existing 

literature to be an important aspect of the FLM’s engagement in organizational change, regardless 

of whether involvement is of a strategic nature (Herzig et al., 2006; Woolridge & Floyd, 1990; 

Paavola et al., 2017; Rønningstad, 2018) or in terms of ensuring direction and managing end-users 

to adapt to the change (Huy, 2002; Balogun, 2003; Neves & Cataeno, 2006). Considering the 

position of the FLM and the adhering role and responsibilities (Hales, 2007; Townsend & Kellner, 

2015) it is reasonable that involving lower level managers in digital transformations can be 

advantageous as they can help in “generating, executing and enhancing organization benefits” 

(Paavola et al., 2017, p. 12).  

  

Elaborating on involvement, Rønningstad (2018) argues that FLMs need not only to participate in 

these activities, but they need the freedom and autonomy to decide within these activities in order 

to act as change agents. In the same line of argument, involvement should be introduced early in 

the transformation and should be a frequent activity (Rønningstad, 2018) as this will positively 

impact FLM’s conceptual understanding of the change (Herzig et al., 2006). Moreover, Herzig et 

al. (2006) explain how lower level managers who are early involved experience a good 

understanding of the goals, organizational needs, and benefits of the change and they also tend to 

hold greater ownership over the change, suggesting a relation between ownership and 

involvement.   

  

Involvement can also accommodate negative reactions to change (Herzig et al., 2006). Negative 

reactions to the change can have implications for the success of the change as reactions can cause 

stagnation or reluctant behavior (Huy, 2002). Uncertainty can cause such reactions which both 

apply to managers’ uncertainty and employees’ uncertainty, though managers who are involved in 

managing the uncertainty can, if successful, avoid the negative reactions and foster positive 

reactions (Herzig et al., 2006). Early involvement also mediates low uncertainty amongst FLMs, 
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as managers who get involved at an early stage are engaged in the strategy making allowing for a 

better conceptual understanding of the change which results in experiencing less uncertainty 

(Herzig et al., 2006). In relation to involvement, Neves and Cataeno (2006) underline trust as an 

important variable to consider in organizational change, but its relevance is more profound when 

feeling a lack of control over the change. Consequently, this may suggest that involvement can 

diminish the dependency on trust as it may enhance perceived control. Therefore, managers who, 

as a result of early involvement, understand the reasons for change and hence feel less uncertain 

about the change, are not dependent on trusting their supervisor, but they may also be better 

equipped for communicating with employees and help them understand the change (Herzig et al., 

2006).   

  

According to Herzig et al. (2006) most middle managers are first involved once the organizational 

change reaches the implementation phase. The lower level managers who are solely involved in 

implementing the change are more in line with Rønningstad’s (2018) notion of FLMs who execute 

a plan outlined by top management on which they have no influence (Rønningstad, 2018; Paavola 

et al., 2017). The lack of autonomy denoted to implementers place these managers in an ambivalent 

role where they lack the authority, discretion, and power to actually realize the change which they 

have to achieve with the implementation. Concurrently the inability to adapt the change to the local 

needs cause a feeling of frustration expressed by lower level management (Rønningstad, 2018), 

which arguably negatively impact their own sensemaking (Balogun, 2002), uncertainty (Herzig et 

al., 2006), and perceived control (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). The opposite is the case for lower level 

managers who are strategically involved as they are most often also given autonomy, which can 

be interpreted as a symbol of top management support (Herzig et al., 2006).   

  

This points to the fact that involvement, but especially early involvement and autonomy, seems to 

be factors which have direct and indirect effects for FLM engagement. Furthermore, involvement 

has positive implications for the FLM’s own uncertainty and their employees’ uncertainty which 

is considered to limit the resistance experienced in relations to change, an aspect related to lower 

level management engagement which the following theme elaborates on.    
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3.3 Resistance   

A last recurring theme amongst the existing literature on lower level managers in organizational 

change is resistance. Resistance is primarily dealt with as something which is experienced from 

end-users (Rønningstad, 2018), and the focus on engaging lower level managers in organizational 

change has been studied as a means to limit these negative and long-lasting reactions (Huy, 2002). 

Given that lower level management is structurally closer to the employees they are assumed to be 

better positioned to respond to the employees’ negative emotions (Huy, 2002). As presented by 

the literature, lower level management can accommodate negative reactions by helping employees 

balance their emotions towards the change (Huy, 2002) and exert uncertainty management (Herzig 

et al., 2006). Rønningstad (2018) further points out that managers due to their position can 

counteract resistance “through motivation, manipulation, and interactions” or by demonstrating a 

“wholehearted commitment to the change” (Rønningstad, 2018, p. 13). However, Huy (2002) 

argues that emotional commitment will not on its own reduce resistant reaction. If mindful 

attention to employees’ emotions is not addressed, group chaos or inertia causing worse group 

performance are likely to happen (Huy, 2002). Other methods like “establishing a sense of 

urgency, acting as a role model, sharing a vision, providing necessary resources, empowering 

recipients” (Rønningstad, 2018, p. 13) also work as counteractive efforts to reduce change 

resistance.   

 

Because of the existing literature’s focus on lower level managers as instruments to achieve 

organizational performance or change success, little attention to the resistance expressed by lower 

level managers is given. Nevertheless, Herzig et. al (2006) focus not only on end-user uncertainty 

but also on middle manager uncertainty. Likewise, Huy (2002) also points to the fact that middle 

managers must attend to their own emotions which can be accommodated by sensemaking as 

proposed by Balogun (2003). Relating these to Rønningstad’s (2018) notion of individual 

resistance and change fatigue, one may infer that middle managers could exert both individual 

resistance and experience change fatigue if they feel that “higher level management, ‘them’ 

exercises control over the local level ‘us’” (Rønningstad, 2018, p. 11).  Building on the assumption 

that lower level managers as well can act reluctantly, sense-giving activities such as formal and 

information communication becomes a channel for lower level managers to share their negative 
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interpretation with employees. It is plausible to think that this will have negative implications for 

the change success as employees extract cues from the conversations and from the attitude of their 

manager (Balogun, 2003).   

  

However, possessing a role close to the employees makes lower level management a strong force 

for helping employees to make sense of the change. While committed managers are likely to enact 

according to the management’s vision and thereby communicate the management intent to end-

users, the misaligned and frustrated manager is likely to transfer negative interpretations of the 

change towards employees. 

  

To sum up, the theoretical context regarding FLM engagement in digital transformations revolves 

around the role and responsibilities of the FLM and support, the degree of involvement, and finally 

resistance.  

  

While understanding engagement of FLMs in itself can contribute with relevant and important 

knowledge, understanding how it relates to FLMs taking ownership may arguably enable a more 

manageable approach to make FLMs take ownership. Thus, to help illuminate this the following 

section addresses existing theory on psychological ownership guided by the work of Pierce et al. 

(2001), Avey et al. (2009) Liu, Wang, Hui and Lee (2011).  

3.2 Ownership 

Since ownership is an imperative aspect for the research and consequently plays an important part 

in the theoretical foundation for the study, the concept is further elaborated on.  

  

The notion of ownership is a long-studied phenomenon, though only recently the idea of 

psychological ownership has been studied in relation to change management. Where ownership is 

often associated with the possession of objects, ownership can also be related to the immaterial 

things such as a strategic initiative (Pierce et al., 2001; Avey et al., 2009) and organizational 

change, e.g. digital transformations (Lang et al., 2019).   
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The feeling of ownership over a certain target accommodates the three human motive of being 

efficacious, upholding a sense of self-identity and belongingness (Pierce et al., 2001). The first 

motive, efficacy, relates to people’s needs for feeling successful with a certain action or task. Thus, 

taking ownership allows the individual to control and alter their target of possession into something 

more desirable, thus fulfilling the need for feeling efficacious (Pierce et al., 2001; Avey et al., 

2009). Upholding a positive self-perception is ensured through actions of defining and reproducing 

one’s self-identity, which can be accommodated through ownership as it works as a means to 

express and reaffirm one’s identity (Pierce et al., 2001). Lastly belongingness refers to the feeling 

of belonging to a certain space, group or an organization. This is achieved when the individual 

takes ownership over a team, physical spot or division (Avey et al., 2009; Pierce et al., 2001). The 

individual will hold a strong sense of ownership when all three motives are satisfied, however, it 

is not a requirement that all motives must be met in order to take ownership (Pierce et al., 2001). 

  

The three human motives are present in an organizational context and the organization also 

provides conditions making it possible for the employee to take ownership over certain practices, 

work units or values and thereby accommodate their human motives (Pierce et al., 2001). Digital 

transformations are arguably part of the organizational context suggesting that FLMs can 

accommodate their human motives by taking possession of a digital 

transformation.  Consequently, the need for humans to feel efficacious can be satisfied in digital 

transformations if FLMs take control over the change and relating initiatives and alter them 

positively.  

  

For someone to be able to take ownership they should also be assigned the accountability inherent 

to ownership which implies rights to decide and have a voice and responsibilities towards the target 

of ownership (Avey et al., 2009). Certain conditions can promote the extent to which ownership 

develops which is summarized as “experiences of control, extensive knowledge of the 

organization, and the opportunity of self-investment in the organization promote the feelings of 

ownership” (Liu et al., 2011, p. 871). Liu et al. (2011) further add two additional mediators for 

ownership to take place namely individual participative decision making and self-managing teams, 

which both entail that control and authority are delegated to the individual. Moreover, Pierce et al. 
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(2001) emphasize that knowledge about the target of ownership should be easily accessible to the 

owner. 

  

Pierce et al. (2001) elaborate on some of the drivers and conditions for ownership to evolve, but 

also examine what happens when a target of existing ownership is changed. Based on the work of 

Dirk (1996), Pierce et al. (2001) argue that there is a distinct difference in an individual's reactions 

based on whether change is self-initiated or if change is imposed on the target of ownership. Self-

initiated change to the target of ownership is argued to reinforce the three human motives as firstly 

initiating the change creates a feeling of being in control, i.e. prove oneself efficacious. Second, 

the change is evolutionary implying that the individual tries to ensure a consistent positive self-

image, and lastly the change is additive as it reinforces one’s need for feeling competent and in 

control. This suggests that change may have positive effects on one’s ownership, however, Pierce 

et al. (2001) argues that this is only the case when the change is self-initiated, as imposed change 

is experienced completely differently. When one perceives their target of ownership to be exposed 

to imposed change, the change is experienced as revolutionary and subtractive hence it eliminates 

the core of what one feels a sense of belongingness to and thereby threatens the individual’s self-

image of being in control and competent (Pierce et al., 2001). Consequently, this leaves the 

individual with a feeling of frustration or stress and may cause the individual to deviate from the 

organizational attitude (Pierce et al., 2001). Avey et al. (2009) expand on how infringing a felt 

ownership will be met by protective actions in which the individual will communicate their 

territoriality, which in the case of digital transformation may have negative consequences for the 

transformation success. 

  

Whereas imposed change provokes resistant reactions, disruptions to ownership are in fact not the 

only reason why individuals will act protectively towards their ownership as they may act 

pathologically as an attempt to ensure that no one intervene with their target of ownership (Pierce 

et al., 2001). This is explained to be present among managers who may turn down initiatives which 

would empower their employees or neglect any idea that would diminish the manager’s power and 

control of their target of possession (Pierce et al., 2001). So, where FLM ownership is argued to 

be critical to digital transformations (Lang et al., 2019) the work on psychological ownership 

arguably illuminates some of the challenges related hereto. Ownership therefore appears to occur 
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when it can work as a means to fulfill human motives. However, these human motives are being 

disrupted when ownership is exposed to imposed change thus causing change resistance, though 

the human motives are reinforced when changes to the ownership are self-initiated.  

  

Having elaborated on the notion of ownership, it is perceived as a foundation for this study to 

illuminate why FLM ownership is not taken by FLMs to the extent that seems effective (Lang et 

al., 2019). This, together with the factors affecting FLM engagement, has been studied and is 

elaborated in the methodological reflections of this paper.  

4.0 Methodology  

This section presents the methodology underpinning this study. This firstly includes an elaboration 

on hermeneutic phenomenology, the underlying philosophy of science of this study. Secondly, the 

section explains the research strategy of the study and how it changed from focusing on one case 

company to focusing on the phenomenon in multiple situations. Next, the choice of a cross-

sectional time horizon is elaborated on. After that, the choice of qualitative data collection methods 

as a means to answer the exploratory research question are considered which further encompasses 

a description of and reflections on the process relating to the interview guide and sampling strategy. 

Moreover, the thematic analysis as the choice of analysis strategy is elaborated on, and lastly the 

section ends with critical reflections on the research quality assessed through trustworthiness, 

credibility and rigor.  

 

Philosophy of science Hermeneutic phenomenology 

Research strategy Assessing the phenomenon in multiple situations 

Time horizon Cross-sectional 

Data collection methods Qualitative; Semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

Sampling strategy and techniques Purposive sampling, volunteer sampling, snowballing 

Analysis strategy Thematic analysis 

Research quality criteria Trustworthiness through credibility and rigor 

Table 2: Overview of methodology 

The aim of this study has been to understand how FLMs and PMs of an organization experience 

engagement of FLMs in digital transformation and how engagement relates to ownership. Previous 

research has tried to examine certain hypotheses or conceptual themes relating to FLMs 
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(Rønningstad, 2018) where others lean more towards an explanatory nature (Paavola et al., 2017; 

Neves & Cataeno, 2006; Huy, 2002). Because few have carried out research based on how the 

organizational members themselves describe and experience engagement of lower level managers 

in organizational change it suggests that the nature of the phenomenon is rather unknown. The lack 

of how the phenomenon relates to the concept of ownership during change is likewise unexplored 

making the second half of the research question equally relevant. Consequently, the qualitative 

research design of this study enables the researchers to unveil the experiences with FLM 

engagement which, with the use literature on psychological ownership (Pierce et al., 2001; Avey 

et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2011), give context to the second part of the research question revolving 

around how FLM engagement relates to FLMs taking ownership (Lang et al., 2019).   

  

The knowledge which the researchers had prior to the interviews helped clarify the research topic 

and also enabled the formulation of relevant questions to explore the phenomenon. According to 

Brinkman & Kvale (2015) this is beneficial as this will help establish a strong foundation for which 

new knowledge to the academic discussion can be added. Furthermore, it is inherent in the 

exploratory study that researchers discover new dimensions of the phenomenon (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2015). Consequently, to accommodate the explorative nature of the research an inductive 

approach to knowledge development was chosen as it allowed for a more emergent approach to 

illuminate the research gap.   

  

To guide the research and operationalize the research question, three research objectives were 

formulated:    

1. Explore and understand project managers’ experiences of and attitudes towards 

engaging first-line managers in digital transformations.  

2. Explore and understand first-line managers’ experiences with being engaged in digital 

transformations.  

3. Determine factors influencing firsts-line manager engagement and understand how 

first-line manager engagement relates to ownership.  
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The research is guided by certain beliefs and assumptions on what kind of knowledge that the 

research can contribute with and how the research topic ought to be addressed which can be 

encompassed by the philosophical stance of this study.   

4.1 Philosophy of science   

This study has been inspired by hermeneutical phenomenology, a specific type of phenomenology, 

which focuses on interpreting the lived experiences of individuals by interpreting the findings 

associated with the phenomenon of interest (Sloan & Bowe, 2014; Laverty, 2003). This is reflected 

in the study’s approach to investigating how FLMs and PMs experience FLM engagement during 

digital transformations. To get to an understanding of the phenomenon the study analyzed the 

meanings which individuals associate with the phenomenon by examining the text, i.e. the verbal 

communication as presented in the interviews.   

 

Hermeneutical phenomenology disregards an objective reality but instead perceives knowledge as 

the best possible understanding which has been produced until now (Laverty, 2003). This 

understanding is produced through an interpretative process which moves towards a fusion of 

horizons between the text and the interpreter (Gadamer, 1975). To reach the fusion of horizons, 

the researchers created “structures of experience”, i.e. attributing meaning by coding the individual 

transcripts and consequently thematized them (Sloan & Bowe, 2014 p. 1298). These structures of 

experience were re-written iteratively which constituted one aspect of a hermeneutic circle. 

Another aspect of the hermeneutic circle revolves around how every interview constantly moved 

the researchers’ understanding of the phenomenon, not only with each interview but even down to 

single questions. Lastly, to enhance the pre-understanding of engagement of FLMs in digital 

transformations, the researchers initially examined relevant literature making them more capable 

of exploring the phenomenon. Consequently, the hermeneutical circle has been the foundation for 

the researchers’ understanding of the phenomenon.   

  

The researchers have used existing literature to understand the phenomenon even further by 

contextualizing it in the interpretation process, however, not to be confused with forcing the 

literature’s meaning upon the text, but instead by allowing it to illuminate it (Lindseth & Norberg, 

2004). In doing so, the text also illuminates the existing literature on lower level managers’ 
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engagement and ownership and thereby contributes to a broader understanding of the phenomenon 

as well as ownership.  

  

As a consequence of the researchers’ understanding of knowledge, they have been reflective about 

their own behavior since they acknowledge that they as researchers have an effect on the text and 

thereby what it presents as opposed to seeing the phenomenon as uncontaminated (Lindseth & 

Norberg, 2004). However, this study perceives FLM engagement as having inherent factors which 

characterizes the phenomenon which in turn can be illuminated and thereby understood. Thus, this 

study does not aim to only bring forward interpretations as would be the case of traditional 

hermeneutics (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004).   

  

Altogether, as a consequence of being inspired by hermeneutic phenomenology this study explores 

the factors affecting FLM engagement in digital transformation by assessing the experiences of 

FLMs and PMs related to engaging FLMs in digital transformations, and by further interpreting 

these experiences based on the theoretical pre-understanding of the researchers in relation to both 

engagement and ownership.  

4.2 Research strategy   

The following present the strategy applied to answer the research question which involves the 

methods selected for data collections and the approach to data analysis. In line with the exploratory 

approach and the philosophical standpoint the decision to focus on relevant interviewees who 

could contribute with rich descriptions of their experiences with FLM engagement is elaborated 

on. Conforming to this, the cross-sectional time horizon and the choice of using in-depth semi-

structured interviews are argued. To increase the transparency into the approach of collecting and 

generating data researcher considerations are reflected upon in terms of both the interviewing 

process and sampling strategy. Finally, the data analysis approach is elaborated on and 

exemplified.   
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4.2.1 From case reliant to interviewee reliant strategy  

To clarify how the researchers continuously have revised the research strategy and design of the 

study, the transition from focusing on a single case to focusing on relevant heterogeneous 

interviewees is elaborated on.   

  

Initially, the research focused on a single case study where the research focused on multiple units 

within the same organization and as such was an embedded case study (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2016). However, the case company with which the researchers collaborated with 

decided to terminate the cooperation agreement just before the data collection was initiated. An 

alternative research strategy had to be adopted, and one which could accommodate the immediate 

constraints of time and resources which the researchers faced as a consequence of the termination 

of the cooperation agreement.  

  

Following this, the researchers had the possibilities to enter a new single case study or reevaluate 

their approach. Where the benefits of a single case study resides in the case specificities, it was 

considered to be less important to the exploration of the phenomenon, as the researchers realized 

that bringing in a more diversified picture could be a more useful contribution for initiating an 

academic discussion on FLM engagement in digital transformations.   

  

Besides the relevancy for the research question as described above, the benefits of focusing on 

interviewees from multiple digital transformations was that they could contribute with rich and 

unique descriptions and at the same time allow for much greater flexibility in terms of project 

timeline since there was no dependency on getting data from a single company or individual. Thus, 

it made the study much less vulnerable to cancellations and delays which ensured that neither data 

collection nor data analysis were hastily conducted, which may have been the case if the 

researchers had insisted on applying a single case study. Moreover, when collaborating intensely 

with one company it was apparent that the contact person and other stakeholders involved expected 

something in return. Albeit these expectations may just have been managerial recommendations, 

the researchers were, as a consequence of relying on a single case arguably faced with an ethical 

dilemma since the one individual who could enable access to data expected the study to have a 

certain focus and outcome (Saunders et al., 2016).   
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Consequently, the study goes beyond focusing on a single digital transformation as bringing in 

multiple FLMs and PMs from different situations allows for a more nuanced picture of what affects 

FLM engagement, which contradicts the approach of existing literature on lower level 

management engagement where the case study is the most applied strategy 

4.2.2 Time horizon  

This study focused on a phenomenon in the context of digital transformations why one could argue 

that it warrants a longitudinal study in which FLMs’ role as change agents in digital 

transformations and the experiences related thereto may be subject to change over time. However, 

there were two reasons why the study adopted a cross-sectional time horizon.   

  

The primary reason was that the research question does not explicitly deal with the phenomenon 

experienced over time or how the engagement or ownership of FLMs change according to the 

development of the transformation. However, there have been studies indicating that this would 

have been a relevant aspect to include because the role of lower level managers may change over 

time in transformation projects (Paavola et al., 2017). Consequently, this study aimed to clarify 

the research question in a given point in time why a cross-sectional time horizon was adopted. 

Supporting this choice, the research project was subject to time constraints as the frame of the 

research project is defined by it being a master thesis. A longitudinal study would have been 

practically difficult given the fact that many digital transformations stretch over years. 

Nevertheless, the cross-sectional time horizon was relevant and in coherence with the choice of 

research question which focuses on discovering insights exploratively and understanding the 

phenomenon. In regard to coherence, a qualitative approach to data collection was applied as 

elaborated on below.  

4.2.3 Qualitative approach to data collection  

This section elaborates on the type of interview conducted, how the interview guide was created, 

the sampling strategy and selection criteria as well as the actual undertaking of the interviews. The 

purpose of this section is to give the reader an understanding of the context in which the study was 
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undertaken, the considerations and choices made by the researchers in that context and how it 

affected the study and consequently the understanding of the phenomenon.  

  

A qualitative method for data collection was found most appropriate in answering the research 

question by means of in-depth interviews. The methodological approach reflects the philosophy 

of the study, as it allowed for the collection of comprehensive descriptions of the experiences of 

FLMs and PMs, which were used to explore and get a deeper understanding of the factors which 

affect FLM engagement in digital transformation.   

  

Adhering to the approach, in-depth interviews supported by a semi-structured interview guide have 

been conducted with both FLMs engaged in digital transformations as well as PMs for digital 

transformations. The interviews were held in a semi-structured format which helped commence 

the interview around themes evident from the literature and relevant to the phenomenon. Given 

the openness of the semi-structured interview, it sustained the explorative approach in which new 

topics or problems emerged from the accounts of the individual’s experiences as the conversation 

unfolded itself. The interview format allowed the researchers to participate in the conversation on 

how the interviewee experienced the phenomenon.  

  

This study believes that engaging in the conversation would broaden the conversation and thereby 

accepts the fact that the research is value-bound as the questions asked will always reflect the 

intention of the researchers (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007). Therefore, interpretation is considered an 

essential part of understanding the experiences of the interviewees, and interviewer participation 

is assumed to reveal a more deep and comprehensive description of the experiences as the 

researcher can ask for clarifications (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). As a consequence, knowledge is 

perceived to be co-developed between the researcher and the interviewee (Van Manen, 1997). 

Using a semi-structured interview allowed the study to have an open approach to knowledge 

development but still ensured that the interview was directed towards the phenomenon.  

4.2.4 Primary data collection    

The primary data obtained and analyzed is derived from nine interviews with respectively four 

FLMs, five PMs from the organizations Novo Nordisk and Chr. Hansen as well as the public case 
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of Aula in Danish primary schools. The formal positions of all interviewees are displayed in table 

2, which also present the role of the individual in regard to the digital transformation and this study. 

However, one interview was conducted with the former Head of ERP at Maersk Oil which was 

precluded from the study as the interviewee was found irrelevant to the study due to his 

organizational detachment from the phenomenon.   

  

  Title  Case  Study reference  Interview transcript 
as enclosure  

Interviewee 
1  

Senior Sourcing 
Operations manager  

Chr. Hansen – 
eProcurement system  

Project leader  Appendix H  

Interviewee 
2  

Global eProcurement 
Manager  

Chr. Hansen - 
eProcurement system  

Project manager  Appendix G  

Interviewee 
3  

Category Manager  Chr. Hansen - 
eProcurement system  

First-line 
manager  

Appendix E  

Interviewee 
4  

Facility Manager  Chr. Hansen - 
eProcurement system  

First-line 
manager  

Appendix D  

Interviewee 
5  

Study Administrative 
Coordinator  

Aula – communication 
platform  

Project manager  Appendix K 

Interviewee 
6  

Headmaster  Aula – communication 
platform  

First-line 
manager  

Appendix J  

Interviewee 
7  

Project Leader  Novo Nordisk – time 
tracking system  

Project leader  Appendix F  

Interviewee 
8  

Project Manager  Novo Nordisk – time 
tracking system  

Project manager  Appendix I  

Interviewee 
9  

Team Leader  Novo Nordisk – time 
tracking system  

First-line 
manager  

Appendix C  

Interviewee 
10   

Head of ERP  Maersk Oil – maintenance 
system  

CCO  N/A  

Table 3: Overview of interviewees 

In order to enter the interview with case familiarity and thereby concentrate the interview on the 

purpose of the study different means for gaining knowledge on the specific digital transformation 

were applied. It was easy to find publicly accessible information on the Aula implementation due 

to its public nature. Furthermore, from the initial research strategy the researchers were well 

equipped to relate to the digital transformation at Chr. Hansen. No public information was 

available for Novo Nordisk why an open-ended questionnaire around the digital implementation 

was sent prior to the interview to both the interviewees where only the project leader replied 

(appendix L). The familiarization did not only ensure direction of the interview, but it is according 
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to Saunders et al. (2016) also a way to increase the trustworthiness of the researchers towards the 

interviewees as it reflects engagement and curiosity.  

4.2.5 Interview guide   

A semi structured interview guide supported the researchers in exploring the phenomenon. To 

assess the factors affecting FLM engagement, two semi-structured interview guides were 

developed: One for project team members who delegated work to lower level managers (appendix 

A) and one for FLMs (appendix B).  

 

In line with hermeneutic phenomenology the researchers aimed to ensure transparency of the 

preconceived ideas that the they went into the interviews with (Crowther, Ironside, Spence & 

Smythe, 2016). The themes guiding the semi-structured interviews took departure in existing lower 

level management literature. This implies that the researchers had knowledge going into the 

interviews and hence had a pre-understanding of the phenomenon prior to the data collection 

attained through a thorough review of existing literature to become familiar with the phenomenon. 

The themes developed from the literature review thus worked as a means to direct the conversation 

towards FLM engagement i.e. the interest of this study.   

  

The existing literature was found through the search databases available to the researchers. These 

included the Copenhagen Business School literature search base Libsearch and public available 

databases such as ResearchGate, Springer and Google Scholar. While the researchers applied 

different techniques for specifying search topics, they were aware of the number of citations each 

paper would have and to which other research papers they referred. Some research papers like 

Balogun (2003) were therefore identified by looking through the citation of other papers. 

Furthermore, the researchers are aware that some researchers like Woolridge and Floyd (1990) and 

Balogun (2003) have published multiple papers on the same topic, though for this study the most 

relevant papers have been chosen.   

  

In addition to the themes, a comprehensive brainstorm of different possible questions was made. 

These questions related both to the findings in the literature, but also the gaps in literature as well 

as the information provided by the PM at Chr. Hansen as part of the initial scoping of the research. 
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Hereafter, the researchers clustered the different questions into themes which according to Justesen 

and Mik-Meyer (2010) enabled the researchers to compile similar questions into fewer but more 

elaborate questions. The researchers were exposed to new insights during the interviews which not 

only constituted the interpretative aspect of the study, but also led to redefining the interview 

guides such as including a paragraph specific to the technicalities of the system.   

  

Moreover, the researchers were enriched with new and interesting perspectives for each interview 

implying that the researchers’ entered the following interviews with a new pre-understanding of 

the phenomenon which was used to extend the conversations with later interviewees. This 

approach illuminates how the researchers incorporated the hermeneutic circle in their approach to 

interviewing.    

  

In the end, the research had defined six topics to guide the interviews. The topics revolved around 

“background information”, “roles and responsibilities”, “engagement”, “support”, “ownership and 

commitment”, and “technology”. To address the specificity of respectively the FLM and the PMs 

and project leaders, table 4 illustrates how the topics where rephrased to fit the type of interviewee 

and assist the researchers during the interviews.  

 

PM interview topics  FLM interview topics 

Background information Background information 

Utilization of lower level managers in project 

team 

Responsibility during the project  

Engaging lower level managers  Management support 

Reactions to responsibilities  FLM and their own support  

Management support  Ownership and commitment 

Technology Technology 

Table 4: Interview topics 

For each topic, two to three questions were included and as well as sub questions serving as 

inspiration, which can be seen in appendix A for PMs and appendix B for FLMs. There were no 

questions directed towards confirming or rejecting certain factors related to engaging FLMs in 
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digital transformation. Rather the questions were open-ended and allowed the interviewee to 

reflect on the theme and his or her experiences hereto, if any. In order to ensure that this intent was 

fulfilled, a pilot interview with the PM at Chr. Hansen was carried out.  

  

The pilot interview allowed the researchers to try out their interviewing technique and interview 

guides and hence become more competent in conducting interviews. Furthermore, the pilot 

interview provided a situation for evaluating the quality and comprehensibility of the questions, 

and in general identify improvement areas that would lead to more relevant answers. Given the re-

scoping of the study, the researchers had familiarized themselves with the digital transformation 

at Chr. Hansen through several meetings with the PM and felt comfortable in requesting feedback 

as well as experimenting with more sensitive questions.   

4.2.6 Interview approach 

Prior to the interview the researchers assigned roles between them. One would be the main 

interviewer in charge of the interview dialogue, whereas the other was making sure the dialogue 

touched upon all topics but also followed any new and interesting aspects which came up. The 

division was made because the researchers lacked experience with interviewing and since it 

required a lot of effort to engage in the dialogue while picking up on interesting reflections or 

aspects. The researchers took turns and tried both roles.   

  

The opening of every interview would include a display of gratitude for participation, a brief 

description of the study and an assurance of anonymity and further rights in relation to being able 

to stop at any time and recall of consent. Lastly, it was underlined that only the researchers and 

their supervisor, mentor and external examiner would have access to the data. Following this, the 

interviewers requested to record the interview which was done to enable the researchers to pay 

close attention to the dialogue instead of having to make extensive notes (Saunders et al., 2016). 

By the end of the interview it was clearly stated by the interviewers when the audio recording was 

turned off, enabling the interviewee to add any final remarks or to request clarifications. In most 

cases the following conversation stressed certain points or emotions which the interviewee had 

already touched upon.   
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To ease the conversation, the interviews started off with opening questions which were deemed 

non-threatening and was chosen to establish a friendly environment and set a good direction for 

the interview (Saunders et al., 2016). Moreover, because of COVID-19 only the pilot interview 

was conducted face-to-face, which meant that all other interviews were held via Skype, Zoom or 

Microsoft Teams, which arguably made it less personal and more difficult for the researchers to 

interpret body language and general atmosphere. In addition, the interviews started off with 

technical difficulties a few times, taking up time and creating a sense of time pressure amongst 

both researchers.    

4.2.7 Sampling strategy and technique   

The sampling strategy applied in the research was a non-probability strategy, which implies that 

the sample selected for the research was not random but affected by a subjective selection. While 

randomness is preferable when the aim is to collect a sample representable of the target population 

without bias (Saunders et al., 2016), this is less relevant to this research as the aim is to find those 

who are best suitable in providing knowledge on the research question. This aim ultimately 

requires a more subjective selection of both digital transformations and participants thus adopting 

a purposive sampling strategy. While it has been stated that the research focus on relevant 

interviewees to examine the research question, Laverty (2003) further adds that to attain rich and 

unique stories of their individual experiences, the participants in a hermeneutic phenomenological 

study should be heterogeneous. This corresponds to the study’s reevaluation of research strategy 

hence not only selecting participants from an individual case, but rather seeking participants from 

three different companies. Consequently, FLMs currently engaged in a digital transformation were 

invited to participate in the study, as they are relevant for the phenomenon being investigated in 

this research. Also, the experiences of PMs were also found relevant since they hold the formal 

power and often decide which employees that are to be involved, and to what degree and how they 

should be involved.  

  

Drawing on the work on the evolution of FLMs’ role (Townsend & Kellner, 2015; Hales 2005; 

2007) a set of sampling criteria for FLMs was developed: “managers with no managers below 

them” and “managers closest to the end-user”. In addition, different examples of manager titles 
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were given in the mail request for interviewees, these examples included “department manager”, 

“team leader”, “supervisor”, “first-line manager” and “front-line manager”. 

  

Certain criteria for PM interviewees to participate were also formulated: “managers responsible 

for digital transformations” and “managers delegating responsibility during digital 

transformations”. PMs could have a closer or weaker relationship to the FLMs since they appeared 

in a more temporary relationship with the FLMs, however, for all of the digital transformations 

the PMs did have regular contact with the FLMs over a longer period ranging from 1-3 years. The 

head of ERP was excluded from the study, as he did not fulfill the criteria of a PM but rather 

engaged on a more strategic level why he was deemed irrelevant.  

  

Initially an ecosystem was drawn to identify relevant interviewees which could be accessed 

through the researchers’ network. From here it was possible to identify interviewees through 

current jobs, colleagues’ acquaintances, personal relations, their relations, LinkedIn, and other 

network ties. The influence that the personal relationship had on people’s willingness to engage in 

the research cannot be ignored and the researchers are aware of the bias this may cause. However, 

it is worth emphasizing that no personal relations were participating, but only the acquaintances 

of the researchers’ relations.   

  

The researchers found it easier to get in touch with PMs engaged in digital transformation than 

FLMs. Initiating contact to FLMs involved more problems as neither the network of the 

researchers nor the organizations’ employee catalogues could help establish the first contact. To 

accommodate the problem volunteer sampling was applied using the snowball technique which is 

a technique to expand the sample by asking one interviewee to recommend another (Saunders et 

al. 2016). The snowball technique was applied by concluding every interview with PMs with a 

request to interview a FLM on the same project. In all cases FLMs were referrals from the PM or 

project leader. This of course imposed a bias on the study, as the reasons for the PM or project 

leader to choose one FLM from another were not transparent. Eventually this could cause 

unintended homogeneous interviewees such as if PMs only selected those with whom they have a 

good relation, although this was not found to be the case.  
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Because trustworthiness (Cope, 2014) is a central concern to the research, it was the intent to strive 

for a sample size based on the notion of data saturation, in which another interview would be 

conducted until findings were replicated and no new information appeared (Saunders et al., 2016). 

However, the sample size was limited by the resources available to the researchers and the time 

constraints which the study was subject to. Nevertheless, it is argued that the quality of the analysis 

and the sampling is of higher importance than the number of interviews (Saunders et. al, 2016). 

  

Although the researchers have defined their understanding of what constitutes a FLM, different 

organizational structures employ the term FLM in different ways. Thus, it became evident that the 

definition of FLM was not widely adopted or equally understood throughout the case 

organizations. FLM was to some organizations understood as the manager in charge of the 

production line, in other organizations it was associated with department managers, middle 

managers or nothing at all, hence the initial clarification.    

  

The data collection methods applied in this study have been elaborated on in order to create 

transparency about the choices that have been made. Furthermore, the exhaustive description 

allows future researchers to evaluate the trustworthiness of the study and its approach to explore 

the phenomenon. To summarize the points made, it has been argued that a purposeful sampling of 

suitable interviewees was deemed essential in order to gain rich and unique experiences. In order 

for the researchers to get to the richness of the experiences semi-structured interviews following a 

semi-structured interview guide were conducted which due to its dynamic nature enabled the 

researchers to accommodate and follow new insights within the individual interview and among 

them. The data collection has resulted in rich interviews which work as the primary foundation for 

the data analysis, which implies the structured process of attributing meaning to the text through 

iterative circles of interpretations.  

4.2.8 Data analysis  

The following section describes the data analysis procedure and approach applied in this study. 

Reflections on the interactive nature of the data analysis process are made in which data was 

analyzed during the data collection as well as the data preparation procedure. These were initials 

steps prior to the thematic analysis, which was the selected analysis strategy for this study. 
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Following hermeneutic phenomenological, phenomena are never fully concealed and multiple 

meanings adheres to one phenomenon (Crowther et al., 2016). It should therefore be acknowledged 

that the knowledge produced from the analysis represents one interpretation of the phenomenon, 

though if the same study is undertaken by other researchers the interpretation may have been 

presented differently.   

4.2.8.1 Analysis during collection   

The thematic analysis was not conducted until all interviews were held and data was transcribed 

and cleaned to enable a systematic and exhaustive analysis. Nevertheless, the researchers 

recognize the fact that in qualitative research data collection and data analysis are an iterative 

process in particular when the study commences inductively and exploratively (Saunders et al., 

2016). The iterative nature relates to the hermeneutic aspect of hermeneutic phenomenology which 

addresses the fact that ongoing interpretation takes place (van Manen, 1997). What is meant here, 

is that once the data collection has commenced, the researchers automatically started to see patterns 

and themes which guided the direction of the interviews and data collection.   

  

Another way the researchers analyzed the data during the data collection was through interim 

summaries which were constructed in the dialogue with interviewees at the end of the interviews, 

illustrating how meaning of the experiences were co-constructed by the interviewers and the 

interviewee as inherent to hermeneutic phenomenology (Langridge, 2007). Often, the interviewees 

would ask what conclusions the study could draw so far, while no conclusions could be drawn so 

early in the process, the researchers replied that some patterns and themes were emerging in the 

interviews and also what the nature of these patterns and themes were. Although these were not 

written down and turned into explicit propositions, the two researchers unintentionally initiated a 

search for themes prior to the more systematic thematic analysis, though the details were few and 

unstructured and the patterns and themes were formulated slightly differently every time an 

interviewee asked. This made the researcher reflect upon their interpretations of the phenomenon 

being experienced and hence was a step in the hermeneutic circle of moving from a previous 

understanding to a new (Van Maanen, 1997).   
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4.2.8.2 Data preparation  

The data preparation consisted of the transcription of the interviews (appendix C-K). All the 

interviews were transcribed making up the text which is the basis for presenting the experiences 

with the phenomenon. The researchers transcribed in a verbatim manner in which spoken word 

and filler word as well as laughter and silence was transcribed. However, the transcript did not 

include every single filler or background noise but merely compiled consecutives noises and fillers 

into one written representation. Verbatim was deemed useful to reduce loss of information which 

is experienced when translating verbal language into written language (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015). 

 

Additionally, due to the fact that the majority of the interviews were conducted via video 

conferencing, the sound quality was at times poor. In a few cases the researchers were unable to 

hear the exact word uttered by the interviewee why squared brackets were used to show the sound 

of the utterance. For the transcription process Word and oTranscribe were used. Once the data was 

transcribed the data was cleaned in terms of removing spelling mistakes and other typing errors. 

 

Moreover, to maintain confidentiality the transcriptions were conducted in separate files which 

were named not in the order of which the interviews were conducted but instead randomly. In the 

files the names were switched out with the first letter of the interviewees’ names. The data 

preparation process began within a few days after the interviews were held, which helped the 

researchers to become familiarized with the data.   

4.2.8.3 Thematic analysis   

Thematic analysis is a stand-alone method for analyzing qualitative data which allowed the 

researchers to explore and understand the phenomenon without pre-defined concepts. The reason 

for selecting this method is that it aims to clarify a coherent understanding of the data, reflected in 

the themes, and how the different themes relate to each other (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This 

approach is referred to by hermeneutic phenomenology as to creating simplified and 

straightforward understandings (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007) or structures of experiences (van Manen, 

1997).   
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The purpose of thematic analysis is not to create a theory grounded in the data, but rather to 

identify, organize and gain insights into patterns of meanings, i.e. themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Understanding this in relation to the research question of this study, it implies that the researchers 

with a thematic analysis aimed at making sense of the collected experiences from the interviewees 

across the multiple situations. In other words, it allowed the researchers to focus on assessing 

relevant themes to broaden the conversation on what affects FLM engagement in digital 

transformation and to further understand how this relates to FLMs taking ownership in digital 

transformation.   

 

The first phase of thematic analysis is concerned with familiarization, which the researchers 

obtained through transcribing and cleaning the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following, the 

subsequent phases of the thematic analysis could commence: ii) Coding, iii) searching for themes, 

iv) reviewing themes, v) defining and naming themes and finally vi) writing up (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). These are illustrated table 5 together with an initial step consisting of pre interpretation and 

data preparation.   

 

Stage Task completed 

1. Immersion and data preparation o First interpretation during interview 

o Verbatim transcription  

o Anonymizing transcripts 

o Data cleaning  

2. Coding  o Open coding: in vivo and descriptive  

o Comparing coding style  

3. Searching for themes o Categorizing codes under headlines 

o Clustering headlines  

4. Reviewing themes o Identifying the theme  

o Initial naming of themes 

o Reviewing codes in themes  

5. Defining and naming themes o Final themes were defined and described  

6. Writing up o Contextualizing to existing theory 

Table 5: Data analysis steps  
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Picture 1: Initial categorization of identified themes 

In order to stay true to the interviewees’ voice, but also to allow the interpretation of the meaning 

to evolve, open coding was applied in terms of both in vivo and interviewer defined descriptions 

(Saunders et al., 2016) as illustrated in the code summary extract found in appendix M. The coding 

approach implied that labels emanating from the words of interviewees and the interviewers were 

assigned to the transcript paragraphs. To ensure a rigor method, the researchers initially coded the 

beginning of the same interview and consequently discussed their approach to ensure alignment in 

how coding was carried out.    

 

Extract Code name In-text translation 

18:20 I: Det går sådan set så 
som så, det går okay nok. Sagt 
på en anden måde, jeg har 
ikke fået nogle reprimanders 
oppe fra. (smil)  

FLM as ambassador\FLM 
practice\FLM - The minimal 
effort 
 

“It’s going so and so, well, 
it’s going okay. Said in 
another way, I haven’t 
received any reprimands 
from above” 

Table 6: Example of coding and in-text translation of extract 

Once the coding was finalized, the researchers collected all the codes in order to identify coherent 

and meaningful patterns in the data related to the research question. This was done by comparing 

all the codes and in an analytical manner and categorizing them under certain headlines. These 

categorizations were then further grouped into clusters which seemed to represent a more 

overarching theme as illustrated in picture 1.  
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Whereas the entire text was coded, only the extracts characterizing the phenomenon and the 

adhering themes were used for the further analysis. In line with the underlying philosophy of the 

study, certain extracts were assigned multiple codes as they were relevant to present multiple facets 

of the phenomenon (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). It is therefore apparent in the analysis that certain 

extracts appear twice. Altogether it was an interactive and iterative process which was rather time-

consuming as the themes constantly changed depending on which code that was added or retracted 

from the theme.  

 

While the iterative nature of the process is in line with Braun and Clarke (2006), who argue that 

themes are not hidden in the data but develop as the researchers add meaning to the text, the 

rhizomatic nature of the factors affecting the phenomenon became clear in this process. Having 

identified a number of themes, each representing certain factors affecting the phenomenon (see 

picture 2), the researchers reviewed them by ensuring consistency in their logic in relation to the 

extracts from the data as well as the data in its entirety which resulted in some codes being 

redistributed.  

 

 

Picture 2: First draft of final themes   

When the themes were finalized, i.e. they made sense in relation to both the coded data extracts 

but also the full data set, they were firstly named and secondly defined as presented in the findings. 

The themes were given descriptive names indicating what the theme revolved around.   
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Following the detailed description of the themes as presented in the analysis, the sixth phase of the 

thematic analysis, i.e. writing up, commenced, in which the researchers were able to create a 

coherent and persuasive picture of the data, hence moving from the individual part to a more 

integrated whole as inherent to the hermeneutic circle. Further, this was contextualized to the 

existing literature, as described in the theoretical section, for which the contextualization had a 

reciprocal purpose in which “the literature illuminates the interview text and interview text 

illuminate the chosen literature” (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 151).   

  

The methodological choices made throughout this study determine the knowledge which this 

research is able to produce. Although the reasoning and reflections of these choices have been 

elaborated on, further reflections on their impact on the trustworthiness of the study is found 

necessary (Cope, 2014).  

4.3 Trustworthiness  

According to Ajjawi and Higgs (2007) it is essential to select quality criteria which are consistent 

with the philosophical assumptions underpinning the study. Therefore, as a consequence of the 

interpretive and qualitative nature of this study trustworthiness, encompassing both credibility and 

rigor have been chosen as suitable quality criteria (Cope, 2014). As the aim of the study has been 

to generate an understanding of the phenomenon and understand how it relates to ownership 

through interpretation, credibility refers to whether these findings represent a reliable 

representation of the participants’ experiences and to what extent trustworthiness in the study and 

findings have been established (Golafshani, 2003). Rigor has been considered, not as a means to 

enable a reproduction of the study with similar findings, but rather to ensure trustworthiness by 

maintaining structure and consistency throughout the study (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007) and thereby 

enable the reader to understand how the researchers have arrived at the given interpretation. Lastly, 

it has not been the aim of this study to generate knowledge with a high degree of transferability 

(Cope, 2014), but merely open the black box of the phenomenon which could serve as a foundation 

for further research. Consequently, generalizations have neither been an objective, nor have they 

been achieved.   
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Where the interpretation and attribution of meaning to texts are inherent to hermeneutic 

phenomenology, it has been the aim of the researchers to make the interpretation as transparent as 

possible in order to establish trustworthy findings by making reflexivity an inherent part of the 

study. It is for this reason that the researchers have dedicated a section to clarify their pre-

understanding of the phenomenon prior to the data collection, also to be considered one of the 

initial steps in the hermeneutic circle. Creating transparency further revolved around making the 

process and methods of data collection clear, why these have been elaborated on in detail as well. 

Also, transcripts clarify how the researchers have influenced the research. These also show that 

while leading questions were attempted to be avoided, this was not managed entirely. Although 

the researchers acknowledge that they together with the interviewee create meaning, asking 

leading questions may decrease the credibility of the study if it results in an inaccurate presentation 

of the interviewee’s experience of the phenomenon (Cope, 2014). However, acknowledging that 

leading questions have been asked allowed the researchers to be transparent around it, and 

thereby illustrate to the reader how they helped shape the text (Kvale, 1994). Moreover, the 

transcripts also show how the researchers were careful in drawing any conclusions from what was 

being said, which is illustrated by their attempt to clarify points addressed by the interviewee 

during the interview. In the thematic data analysis, the researchers have described and documented 

the process to establish transparency. Moreover, vast amounts of raw data were included in the 

elaboration of the themes to enable the readers of the study to follow the line of interpretation, and 

to further ensure that these interpretations were in line with the interviewees’ experiences. A part 

of this entailed giving the interviewees a voice by incorporating their own words in the 

interpretations, e.g. “creating meaning” (appendix J, l. 150) and “ambassador” (appendix G, l. 453) 

are expressions used by interviewees. In regard to translating extracts, the researchers validated 

the translation with the original transcripts as well as with the other researcher. This was done as 

it was found that the two researchers had translated one extract slightly different from each other. 

Lastly, to establish trustworthiness in the study, the researchers have in detail outlined the 

methodology and their reflections upon their choices as well as the entire process.  

  

To ensure rigor in the research design a consistent approach to the chosen methods have been 

strived for. Thus, data collection was carried out over a short period of time, a pilot interview 

including feedback was carried out and coding was discussed to ensure conformance in 
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style.  However, the researchers acknowledge that the reflexivity is not complete in that many 

reflections were not noted down but merely discussed between the two researchers. Instead the 

researchers should have made notes and memos during interviews as well as after discussions and 

interim summaries with interviewees as these could provide useful insight into how meanings were 

already being generated at the early stage of the research. Thus, this may diminish the 

trustworthiness of the findings as it makes it increasingly difficult to trace some elements of the 

interpretation process.   

 

Moreover, the credibility of this study could have been improved by prolonging the involvement 

of interviewees in which the researchers could have presented the findings of the study to validate 

these. Also, by the use of multiple sources of data, e.g. through triangulation, the study could have 

been able to illuminate the phenomenon from multiple perspectives and thereby enhancing the 

understanding and the trustworthiness of the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000).   

 

Altogether, the researchers argue that they have established a trustworthy and credible 

understanding of the phenomenon at this point in time and in the given context. To let the reader 

judge for themselves the following presents the findings of the study which include 

comprehensive, but translated, extracts from the transcripts. These are gathered according to the 

theme that they illuminate as a result of the data analysis of the study.  Lastly, although 

transferability has not been an objective of this study, the researchers have in detail described the 

situations in which the phenomenon occurs so that the readers can judge for themselves whether 

the findings of this study in any way can be applied or serve as inspiration for practical 

implications.   
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5.0 Findings 

The following section presents the findings of the data collection. This initially includes a 

description of the situations which serves as a context for the data collection and the study of FLM 

engagement in digital transformations.  

5.1 Digital transformation: Descriptions of situations 

The phenomenon is studied in three situations in three different organizations which are chosen as 

they fit the definition of digital transformations. The first situation is at Chr. Hansen A/S and their 

implementation of an eProcurement system. The second situation is at Novo Nordisk A/S and 

revolves around the implementation of a time tracking system. The third situation is an instance 

of a public implementation of a communication platform across all primary schools in Denmark.  

5.1.1 Chr. Hansen A/S: eProcurement system implementation  

With headquarters in Denmark, Chr. Hansen A/S is a bioscience company employing 

approximately 3,500 people across 30 countries, where 1,800 are located in Denmark. Since the 

eProcurement system at Chr. Hansen A/S reached end-of-life, i.e. it was no longer supported by 

the vendor, the company decided to replace the system. To do so the organization first performed 

a workflow assessment and decided to expand the scope of the system from supporting only the 

procure-to-order processes to encompass the more complex procure-to-pay which also includes 

the financial department. Since Chr. Hansen A/S has a decentralized procurement function, 

everyone in the company is in theory considered end-users and have to comply with the new 

purchase process. This entails that each department needs to change how they interact with vendors 

as they now have to use a standardized e-catalogue where all vendors have placed their products.  

  

With the new system certain measures have been introduced. Except for the finance department 

who primarily verifies purchase orders from the rest of the organization, the remaining of the 

organization is now measured more rigorously on purchase order compliance in terms of the 

relative number of orders placed in the system compared to a department’s total orders. While 

driven by technological changes, the decision to expand the scope of the system was made by the 
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Senior Sourcing Operations Manager as well as a steering committee consisting of the CFO, two 

VPs and the Sourcing Director. Lastly, the implementation is done on a global scale, but the case 

study is limited to the Danish implementation. At the point in time when data was collected the 

implementation had been ongoing for two years, hence the system is implemented and more 

departments are using it, however not to the extent which is aimed for. Furthermore, in an initial 

conversation with the change manager at Chr. Hansen it was stated that the Danish implementation 

underperformed compared to the implementation in other national offices indicating a low 

compliance rate.  

5.1.2 Novo Nordisk A/S: Time tracking system implementation  

The second case company, Novo Nordisk A/S, is a Danish global healthcare company specialized 

in diabetes treatment and treatments of other chronic diseases such as obesity. It employs more 

than 40.000 on a global scale, where 16.360 are in Denmark and is considered one of Denmark’s 

largest companies. For the past two years a time tracking system has been implemented at Novo 

Nordisk’s Product Supply, the global manufacturing unit in Denmark. The Product Supply in 

Denmark consists of eight sub departments where this case is based on data from the two 

departments CMC (Chemistry, Manufacturing & Control) and Biopharma. In total the 

implementation impacts the way that 1200 external and internal craftsmen, dealing with 

maintenance and repairing at Novo Nordisk A/S, register their working hours.  

  

The time tracking system provides a standardized solution to all eight departments, for some 

departments this is a replacement for old methods of time tracking and for others this is an entire 

new practice. With the new system, old time tracking methods like time registration through email, 

predefined contracts stating a total number of hours and price and manual check-in and check out 

are replaced by a digital check-in and out system which can be accessed by iPad. Not only are 

craftsmen required to change their behavior, but Novo Nordisk employees and especially team 

leads, need to approve the hours spent in a new web portal. Other employees ordering craftsmen 

will furthermore have to adjust to new ways of invoicing craftsmen hence, they are responsible for 

communicating the new practices to the craftsmen.   
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Large economic benefits can be reaped from the solution, as it ensures that Novo Nordisk only 

pays for the worked hours rather than per project, which will eventually cut costs since craftsmen 

had previously on average only worked 60 percent of the time allocated to their task hence Novo 

Nordisk overpaid by 40 percent (appendix I, ll. 288-299). Changing to the system will across 

Product Supply save them for approximately 1.000.000 DKK spent on craftsmen. When 

approaching the digital transformation, the two independent projects, i.e. CMC and Biopharma 

were at different stages of the digital transformation. Where CMS had had a relaunch as a result 

of a new project owner, the Biopharma was considering a relaunch as approximately three 

individuals were using the system out of 150 (appendix I, ll. 31-37).   

5.1.3 Danish primary schools: Communication platform (Aula) implementation  

The last and final case deals with the system implementation of a new digital communication 

platform ‘Aula’ in all Danish primary schools and day care institutions. The implementation is a 

joint initiative between the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Social Affairs, the 

Administration of IT and Learning and the IT provider KOMBIT and Local Government Denmark 

(KL) in an effort to extend the already existing initiative ‘BPI’ - a new user portal. The intention 

is to create a three-dimensional user portal for which all communication, learning and cooperation 

among stakeholders are connected and mutually complementary (appendix K, ll. 223-231).  

  

The implementation of Aula was initially intended to start early November 2018 and run until 

November 2019, however, the implementation is still ongoing at the time this study was made 

(Implementeringsplan, 2020). The day care institutions are still in the pre-implementation phase 

and since the scope of this research is on ongoing implementations, only implementations of Aula 

in the educational unit will be addressed.   

  

Within the schools, Aula is to replace the old ‘Skoleintra’, a communication platform for students, 

teachers and parents, and should thus ease the communication between the different parties. With 

an increased attention towards overload of information and secure handling of personal data, Aula 

is programmed to make it easier for the individual to focus information to the right recipient. 

Lastly, all documents and information related to the specific user should be accessible through 

Aula in a structured fashion (Implementeringsplan, 2020). 
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Aula is a standardized system which however has been tested by pilot schools and reconfigured to 

meet the needs of the users. The provider KOMBIT has organized weekly feedback and training 

sessions where the users could comment on the user-interface and the functionalities of the system. 

Despite the system being implemented it is still not complete as new features are being developed 

to meet the demands of the schools. At the point in time where the interviews were held, Aula has 

technically been implemented at the schools, however some implementations were more 

successful than others.  

5.2 Thematic analysis 

The following section presents the findings from the data collection. In the thematic analysis 

process six themes have been identified which all represent factors related to engaging FLMs in 

digital transformations from the perspectives of both FLMs and PMs. The themes are aggregations 

of the total of 377 open codes of the nine interviews (appendix M). The factors associated with 

engaging FLMs in digital transformation are synthetized to the following themes: i) IT systems 

and complexity, ii) stakeholder interests, iii) FLM buy-in, iv) autonomy and freedom to choose, 

v) accountability as a manager, and lastly vi) bilateral support. These factors are defined as 

presented in table 7.  

The first theme presented, IT systems and complexity, revolves around organizational challenges 

revealed from introducing a new system where the FLM plays an important role in defining how 

these challenges are perceived and tackled. Next, the FLM should be considered a stakeholder in 

the digital transformation as the FLMs have personal interests and possess much power to 

influence the change. This aspect is dealt with in the second theme stakeholder interests. The third 

theme revolves around FLM buy-in which concerns the FLMs’ incentives to support the change 

and how these are subject to a cost-benefit assessment performed by the FLM and their employees. 

The fourth theme, titled autonomy and freedom to choose, focuses on another imperative theme 

which is the autonomy and empowerment of the FLMs in the digital transformation. 

Empowerment is perceived to be a tradeoff between creating conditions for engagement and 

enabling the FLM to actively resist the change. In the fifth theme, FLMs are considered managers 

with accountability to support the digital transformation. The theme presents different approaches 
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for how the FLM lives up to this responsibility, where some are considered ambassadors of the 

change and others represent a less engaged manager. This becomes evident as PMs try to create 

ambassadors by imposing a KPI on the FLMs. The last theme, bilateral support, deals with the 

importance of the project team supporting FLMs in the digital transformation process, but it also 

shows how FLMs must take an active part in enabling the project team to assist them.  

To understand how these themes have been developed the following presents the experiences of 

the interviewees with FLM engagement. Although the themes are dealt with in separate sections 

they are interrelated and interdependent. Consequently, the presentation of findings concludes with 

a section which interweaves the six themes, presenting a more holistic view on the factors of 

engaging FLMs in digital transformations.  

5.2.1 IT systems and complexity 

The first theme which is identified in the collected data revolves around IT challenges which are 

neither technical nor deal with IT as such. While it is acknowledged by the interviewees that there 

are several inevitable technical challenges related to implementing a new IT system, there is a 

more subtle challenge indicating that digital transformations reveal organizational challenges 

which already exist. However, these challenges are not apparent to anyone in the organization until 

the digital transformation is initiated. Some of the obstacles brought forward by the system relate 

to being perceived as an excuse. The notion of emergent change defines change as constant 

(Weick, 2000) suggesting that there is no final stage for when processes, roles and responsibilities 

are defined in a digital transformation but rather this is in a constant flux of employees, and not 

managers, experimenting and improvising.  

As a consequence of implementing a new eProcurement system in In Chr. Hansen a conflict of 

delegating responsibility for the usage of the IT system and the adhering processes was 

experienced. When talking about whether the FLMs understood their responsibility in relation to 

the system usage the project leader in Chr. Hansen said, “they did not at all. Then they were 

measured on it, but then they pointed fingers at everyone else. And this surprised me a lot because 

we had had an eProcurement system for years” (appendix H, ll. 158-159). Further, she elaborated 

that the managers explained this by pointing to the fact that, “this was a new system, so now there 

might be some new rules applying” (appendix H, l. 161). It may be a challenge if the project team 
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has one understanding of who is responsible, and the people whom you are trying to engage has a 

different view as this misalignment may lead to misunderstandings. The conflict is noteworthy 

considering that individuals will hold themselves and others accountable when they feel a sense of 

ownership (Pierce et al., 2001). However, as seen, the new imposed system did not evoke that 

feeling which suggests that the FLMs may not perceive the new system as theirs. Instead, one can 

argue that the reactions of the FLMs can be explained by the fact that their ownership of their 

current practices are being threatened by the new system, explaining the confronting attitude 

(Pierce et al., 2001). Nonetheless it is pointed out by the manager they had a similar eProcurement 

system before (appendix H, ll. 13-15), so it may as well be that FLMs are acting pathologically 

just to keep their control of the target intact (Pierce et al., 2001). Important to emphasize, the 

question of responsibility can be seen as an underlying tension existing prior to the system 

implementation, although first becoming evident upon the digital transformation as exemplified 

with the statement of the FLM in Chr. Hansen,  “I think there has just been a few more things in 

the department which needed to be addressed before we could make things work, than first 

anticipated” (appendix D, ll. 171-172). According to Weick (2000) the constant need to address 

upcoming things is inherent to the nature of change as being emergent which arguably also implies 

emergent responsibilities.   

In the case of Chr. Hansen and the eProcurement implementation, it became clear that their 

eProcurement system encapsulated more than 40.000 products without having a search filter that 

functioned. While this had always been the case, the new system revealed the fact which turned 

into an issue for a FLM who was now held responsible for something which had never been his 

responsibility, “it had never been my responsibility to know some 40.000 products, which I don’t 

deal with on a daily basis. Suddenly it (lack of overview, red.) was just very obvious as all the 

products were dumped in the system, in which you couldn’t search. The problem has always 

existed, it just suddenly became very apparent and as my name appeared in the system everyone 

naturally wrote to me” (appendix E, ll. 278-282). The situation evidently frustrated the FLM who 

was now held accountable for something which he felt no responsibility towards. So, while FLMs 

are to be responsible towards the technical implementation (Rønningstad, 2018; Balogun, 2003) 

and people management (Hales, 2005), the FLM also has to deal with emergent responsibilities 

derived from digital transformation (Weick, 2000).  
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Another example of the challenge in the identified theme is found in the Aula case where an FLM 

elaborates on how the system implementation has made General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) issues more apparent, “it has actualized it more, no doubt about it, but we have always 

had to deal with personal and sensitive information as educational employees […] and the way 

you choose to share it, you really need to keep your tongue straight, and rather consult your closest 

leader one time too many than the other way around” (appendix J, ll. 306-313). Two things are 

noteworthy about this example. Firstly, it is stressed how organizational best practices in regard to 

handling personal data are missing. Secondly, the FLM becomes responsible for supporting his 

employees in this practice. Regardless of the fact that they have always handled personal data, the 

need for organizational compliance has been intensified by the system implementation, where he, 

like other managers, must adopt a supporting role towards employees. The supporting role adopted 

in a demanding situation, can be regarded as an attempt by the FLM to calm agitated employees 

(Huy, 2002) or reduce uncertainty (Herzig et al., 2006). However, reducing managers’ own 

uncertainty is inherent for them to support employees in the first place (Herzig et al., 2006).  

Moreover, it is also notable that the PM in the Aula case did in fact address this issue of securing 

files, as she explains, “and then we dived into securing files and found out what made sense [...] 

because they were challenged in this working procedure dealing with securing files,” (appendix 

K, ll. 499-503). Addressing the issue resulted in developing a recommendation for the FLMs which 

they could choose to follow if needed. In line with the argument of Pierce et al. (2001) it is 

important for the individual to be informed in order to take ownership. Moreover, it points to the 

fact that the system implementation brings about an issue of a specific process or area which needs 

to be dealt with, which initially was unexpected by the project team, which one may understand 

as emergent changes (Weick, 2000). 

Another aspect of this theme deals with how a project leader experiences that employees use 

technical challenges as excuses for not conforming to the new ways of working. The project leader 

from Chr. Hansen stressed that an FLM had claimed that, “my people are not used to using IT 

systems” (appendix H, ll. 459-460) as an excuse for not adopting the new ways of working, and 

the PM further made it clear that this was not uncommon to hear (appendix H, l. 477). However, 

when discussing this topic with an FLM from the same company she said, “For them (employees, 

red.) it is not using the system itself, it is because they perceive it as double work, ”(appendix D, 

https://studentcbs-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stan15ab_student_cbs_dk/Documents/Master-Thesis/Analysis/IT%20systems%20opens%20up%20for%20organizational%20complexity.docx#_msocom_10
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ll. 271-272) which is backed up by the FLM in the Novo Nordisk case who explains something 

similar, “It is not the IT system itself, it is rather that you need to understand why you have to 

spent time on it,” (appendix C, ll. 236-237). He further adds that, ”craftsmen don’t usually sit in 

front of a PC on a daily basis, right, […] some of them are dyslexic. You can’t expect them to be 

interested in a new system, right” (appendix C, ll. 226-229). Whereas the attitude of the FLM can 

be perceived as resistant (Rønningstad, 2018) to the changes, it can also be explained as an 

expression of his current felt ownership over his team and their existing work practices being 

challenged by the digital transformation, following the consequences of imposed change as argued 

by Pierce et al. (2001). The resistance towards the new intervention can also be perceived as the 

FLM acting pathologically, as the system may empower his employees, consequently diminishing 

his control (Pierce et al., 2001).  

To summarize this theme, the project leader in Chr. Hansen said it well, “if I take 10 steps back, 

10 percent of this has to do with IT and the other 90 percent has to do with processes, behavior, 

roles, responsibilities, and cleaning, and structure” (appendix H, ll. 456-457). Thus, when engaging 

FLMs in digital transformations, the project team should be aware that the IT system can serve as 

a catalyst for conflicts, revealing existing organizational challenges or be used as an excuse for 

other potential underlying issues.  

5.2.2 Stakeholder interests   

This section elaborates on the FLM as a stakeholder impacted by the digital transformation. The 

interests of the FLM are key to consider in order to ensure their support of the change as FLMs 

are largely used in implementing changes and training new practices as emphasized by Hales 

(2005). Personal values are expressed by FLMs as conflicting with some of the aspects related to 

the digital transformation, and contrary others find their personal values to be in line with the 

change. Amongst these interests, or human motives as Pierce et al. (2001) denote it, are personal 

values of the FLM and a need of the FLM to protect the interest of the end-users and thereby act 

as gatekeepers who end up showing a more negative attitude towards the change.   

 

A FLM expressed how the digital transformation, imposing a transaction fee on vendors, clashed 

with his personal values of acting in an ethical manner (appendix E, l. 247-248) which he 

https://studentcbs-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stan15ab_student_cbs_dk/Documents/Master-Thesis/Analysis/IT%20systems%20opens%20up%20for%20organizational%20complexity.docx#_msocom_13
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explained, “yes, but I think that this giant company is sitting there hiving off the best bits and just 

ruining small and medium sized businesses’ opportunities for earning a bit” (FLM, Chr. Hansen) 

(appendix E, ll. 182-183). The unethical behavior that he perceived Chr. Hansen to engage in, 

seems to affect his attitude and commitment to the digital transformation for which he denoted his 

own values to be more accurate in his communication with vendors, “I have been totally honest 

towards my stakeholders and said that I am totally aware that this is some real crap, at least for 

some of them”, (appendix E, ll. 175-176). In his communication to his vendors his disapproval of 

the new situation was reflected, to which he added, “I mean, I am not going to stand there and 

pretend that I think this is an amazing system, because I don’t think so” (appendix E, ll. 177). 

While he acknowledged to be a foot soldier and thus cannot refuse to use the system, he was not 

withholding his negative attitude towards the project (appendix E, ll. 206-207). The reaction and 

communication reflect that the values of the FLM was arguably not in line with the organizational 

objectives, which may be explained by the fact that change is being imposed on the FLM (Pierce 

et al., 2001). In the case of Chr. Hansen, the FLM’s need to prove himself ethical towards 

stakeholders was thus being challenged by the format of the new system. This suggests that 

addressing the human motives (Pierce et al., 2001) or personal values of the FLM indicate how 

FLM engagement relates to ownership. 

 

In the case of Aula, the FLM explained how he has a personal desire to show himself competent 

in his role despite limited time, ”as a new headmaster it could be a good story to bring about that 

we are on the ball, [...]. Time is a currency, which we all have too little of, but it is something about 

prioritizing it, and I put an honor into that thought, also because there was also this drive which 

said okay now we are moving together and then we all get on the system and all have to use it, so 

why not just start learning how to use it” (appendix J, ll. 16-17 + 52-54). Designating the 

implementation his priority was a result of his personal motivation. It was therefore apparent to 

him that he had something to gain from proving himself in relation to the implementation, whether 

it was creating the good story as the new FLM or finding it honorable to be a first mover, it reflects 

that personal values can act as a contributing factor to be an engaged stakeholder. Considering the 

situation in relation to ownership, the experience of the FLM reflects how taking ownership over 

the digital transformation helps him in proving himself efficacious as a new headmaster and 

contributes to him upholding a positive self-identity (Pierce et al., 2001).  
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The two examples illustrate how personal interest and values drive the attitude of FLMs as a 

stakeholder and influence the engagement of the FLMs and arguably also their ownership.  

The PMs experienced the downside of conflicting personal interests when employees ended up 

using the commands of the FLM as a shield to protect their own interests, such as the PM at Novo 

Nordisk explained it, “even if you tell them your vice president told you to do this, it will be like 

yeah, but my boss is telling me to do something else. So that is not you know, it doesn't follow up 

as you would expect this chain of command” (appendix I, ll. 110-112). The experience shows how 

end-users deny the orders of higher-level management which is considered legitimate as they 

follow the orders of the FLM, i.e. their manager. The extracted cues which employees infer from 

the communication and actions of the behavior of the FLM (Balogun, 2003) can thereby be 

perceived harmful to the change.  

Adding on to the experience of the PM in Novo Nordisk, the FLM at Novo Nordisk felt a need to 

show empathy with his employees and their struggles relating to the change, “craftsmen don’t 

usually sit in front of a PC on a daily basis, right, […] some of them are dyslexic. You can’t expect 

them to be interested in a new system, right” (appendix C, ll. 226-229). In his statement he argued 

that due to his employees being craftsmen and dyslectic they were not interested in the system, 

while this might be true to the employees, it is an argument he felt necessary and legitimate to 

address in relation to adapting the new system.  His empathy towards his employees was further 

expressed in his concerns about their new role as policemen, “those employees who have to act 

like policemen, they might not all feel equally well about that, [...] so it is handling these kinds of 

things that can be a bit uncomfortable for some, right” (appendix C, ll. 292-296). While the need 

to show empathy and protect employees against threats can be perceived in the light of the FLM 

feeling a sense of ownership towards the team  (Pierce et al., 2001), Huy (2002) points out that it 

is a fundamental task of management to attend to the emotions of employees, which may be a 

different explanation for the FLM’s expression. Furthermore, acting as a gatekeeper can 

potentially be an attempt to ensure continuity, which is one of two important tasks of management 

when undergoing change (Huy, 2002; Herzig et al., 2006). This particular aspect relates to personal 

interests and shows how FLMs weigh the efforts required by themselves and their employees to 

change behavior, and how this relates with their need to protect their employees from non-
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beneficial changes and excessive amounts of additional work. It is noteworthy how top 

management do not consider caretaking related activities such as sense-giving to be important 

(Balogun, 2003), wherein reality it is arguably a personal interest to look out for one’s employees. 

To further understand this behavior, Pierce et al. (2001) suggest that individuals feel a need to 

protect whatever they perceive as being in their possession, hence also a workforce. 

5.2.3 FLM buy-in  

When attempting to engage FLMs in digital transformations, it is found a challenge to achieve 

lasting buy-in. Based on the perceptions of PMs and FLMs as presented below, FLM buy-in is 

found to be related to how FLMs perceive the overall purpose and underlying drivers for the digital 

transformation along with the business case. Furthermore, it is seen how FLMs acknowledge that 

they understood the overall purpose of the digital transformations. However, despite understanding 

the reason behind the project along with all its potential benefits, the FLMs do not instantaneously 

implement the system in their department. This tendency is argued to relate to the individual cost-

benefit analysis performed by the FLM who evaluates and challenges the overarching purpose of 

the digital transformation, which could also be considered individual sensemaking (Balogun, 

2003). Another aspect of the theme deals with what can be considered initial buy-in and sustained 

buy-in, and whether the initial buy-in is built on honest and transparent expectations or if the buy-

in will disappear when the FLM and their employees face the realities and demand of the digital 

transformation.  

All of the FLMs in the cases seemed to be informed of the overall purpose of the digital 

transformations, although the manner in which it was communicated differed as to be presented. 

In Chr. Hansen the project team sent out emails about the change to which, “… 95 percent didn’t 

respond, and the 5 percent who did, responded with push-back” (Project leader, Chr. Hansen) 

(appendix H, l. 332). In the Novo Nordisk case, the initial implementation communicated the 

purpose in a similar fashion, however, in the re-implementation the project team showed up 

physically and communicated it, “me and the business partner went around to all the teams and 

informed them that we were re-implementing the time tracking system. We had updated system 

materials and video and also made it in Danish this time. After we had some meetings with them” 

(Project leader, Novo Nordisk) (appendix F, ll. 111-114). The approach of the PMs indicates that 
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they may have aimed at reducing the uncertainty of the FLMs by establishing and communicating 

a reason for the change (Herzig et al., 2006; Balogun, 2003). 

The communication of the purpose is in line with the experience of the FLMs, such as when the 

Aula FLM was asked about how he perceived the initial communication of the purpose he 

expressed that most people were tired of the old system, and most people understood why the Aula 

project was initiated (appendix J, l. 159). The FLM experienced what he called a “need” for a new 

system (appendix J, l. 161). Also, when asking the FLM in Novo Nordisk about the purpose and 

business case he stated, “yes, yes, I can see the business case” (appendix C, l. 131) indicated that 

he had understood it. Lastly, the FLM in Chr. Hansen also acknowledged that she had understood 

the reasons for implementing the system when asked directly (appendix D, l. 112-115). Whether 

FLM buy-in was obtained in all three cases can be debated, but the FLMs appear to be informed 

about the purpose and acknowledge that they understood the arguments behind the business cases. 

Consequently, one may say they had received informational support as argued by Herzig et al. 

(2006).  

It is notable that the communication around the purpose was perceived as an initial step, what 

Kotter (1995) denotes the fourth step in planned change management, as reflected in the PM’s 

explanation at Chr. Hansen, “how you use it, and communicate why we use it, which is something 

one often does in the beginning of a project, because then you go in and build up around the entire 

purpose revolving around the change, and when that is done you can proceed to the next step” 

(appendix G, ll. 200-202). This is in line with how it was done in the Novo Nordisk case where 

purpose communication was an initial step in the implementation, and only returned to when the 

time tracking system was re-implemented (appendix F, ll. 134-139). Thus, it appears that FLM 

buy-in is only attempted to be obtained in the beginning of the digital transformations, which 

reflects a more linear planned approach to change management as reflected in Kotter’s (1995) and 

Conger’s (2000) approach.  

 

Having considered how the project team initially attempted to gain FLM buy-in there is an aspect 

of this theme which revolves around the robustness of the buy-in attained. Robustness refers to 

whether the initial buy-in, if obtained, can endure the perceived effort which is faced by the FLMs 

and their employees. The first aspect of this issue is apparent in the communication around the 
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purpose and business case in the Novo Nordisk case, “So, there are two key value drivers for these 

initiatives. One is increasing transparency for invoice control and two creating savings, the cost 

avoidance” (PM, Novo Nordisk) (appendix I, ll. 288-289). There seems to be a myopic focus on 

benefits which reflects a consistent focus on organizational performance (Woolridge & Floyd, 

1990). The second aspect of the issue is concerned with the fact that there is seemingly little or no 

focus on the expected efforts imposed on the FLM as the communication concerned with the cost 

was not perceived to be entirely correct and transparent, when reflected upon by the project leader 

in Novo Nordisk, “(we red.) made it sound like it was super easy, two clicks and that was it. In 

reality it wasn’t so at all” (appendix F, ll. 308-311). Similarly, in the Aula case technical challenges 

caused resistance early in the digital transformation as presented by the PM, “it is changed now, 

but there are a lot of these things that initially caused a lot of resistance because people experienced 

them as challenging” (appendix K, ll. 276-278). The lack of transparency and clarity caused initial 

challenges to the FLMs as they were arguably not certain about the change and the effort required 

(Herzig et al., 2006). Moreover, the lack of certainty and clarity may give rise to a deeper 

understanding of why individual resistance and change fatigue occur (Rønningstad, 2018).  

 

Acknowledging the issue of cost-benefit, the PM at Chr. Hansen emphasized that, “even though it 

is 80 percent of my job, it is only 5 percent of theirs, they need to know that the eProcurement 

system exists and will only use it if it’s easy” (appendix G, ll. 215-216). The cost-benefit evaluation 

was also reflected upon at Novo Nordisk as FLMs initially bought into the business case, however, 

after the initial implementation FLMs started to doubt the value, the PM stressed, “they realized 

the workload that was required to do that. They experienced like, it's an intense workload to do 

new things and in new ways [...]. So, they were like ‘ah do we really need to continue doing these’ 

and then it [new ways of working, red.] just fades away” (appendix I, ll. 121-123). So, while it 

may be acknowledged that a system implementation rarely is without complications, little attention 

seems to be given to the complications that FLMs will experience throughout the process in the 

initial communication on purpose and the business case. Building on the experience of the Novo 

Nordisk PM, FLM buy-in starts to fade when the FLMs experience that the benefits are not easily 

attained and hence begin to doubt the overall purpose as expressed by the Novo Nordisk FLM, “I 

have my doubts as to whether this project actually pays off for our department […] I haven’t seen 

a calculation for how much we have saved, only how much we have registered” (appendix C, ll. 
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125-127). When discussing the topic further he desired an evaluation proving the benefits, “I 

believe that there is going to be an evaluation of some kind, right […] it would be good to have to 

make it more operational, right” (appendix C, ll. 279-281). This points to the fact that the digital 

transformation and the initial purpose is weighed against the actual outcome perceived by the FLM 

and their employees’ efforts. This can be considered a sensemaking process which the individual 

goes through during change (Balogun, 2003), and which potentially can result in resistance if not 

accommodated (Rønningstad, 2018). 

 

It seems that the lack of confidence in the purpose and the benefits of the digital transformation 

results in crumbling buy-in which is reflected upon by the PM at Novo Nordisk who stated, “every 

time that we run a pilot, everybody's super engaged, because we share the business case and our 

savings, and you can do so many things. But the moment that the pilot is finished after they have 

experienced the initiative, they know that there is some benefit there but they don't feel particularly 

benefit [...] and it just fades away, and nobody wants to use it afterwards” (appendix I, ll. 86 - 91). 

The benefits to be reaped are not considered worth the effort, why compliance to new ways of 

working fades away (appendix I, l. 123). While this challenge is most evident in the Novo Nordisk 

case, the notion of cost-benefit is also present in Chr. Hansen, where the FLM only engages in the 

project because she believes it brings value, “If I wasn’t responsible for a different department as 

well where I saw it worked already, I would never have caught this ball and said ‘okay, let’s try 

and do this’ because I can see it brings some value” (appendix D, ll. 210-212). Whereas the FLM 

at Chr. Hansen recognizes the value that the system can bring to her department, she is aware that 

her employees do not share the same perspective why she tries to appeal to their solidarity and to 

the fact that they are part of a greater ecosystem, ”we have to show them that it is not only about 

them, there is this entire process, and what you do is a part of that [...] and it affects the work of 

these and these people. And by continuing to do what you normally do has an effect, and you 

basically ask other people to work double” (appendix D, ll. 105-108). The attempt to support 

employees in understanding the necessity of the change can be understood through Balogun’s 

(2003) notion of sense-giving activities directed towards employees or issue-selling as termed in 

Rønningstad (2018). In relation to this, it is noteworthy how, unlike the other cases, the FLM in 

the Aula case points out that there was a perceived need among his employees for a system 

replacement, “and second, the majority of people were also fatigued by the old Skoleintra which 
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was perceived as heavy” (appendix J, l. 158). Following, he was asked whether he experienced 

that as a perceived need to which he replied, “Yes, exactly” (appendix J, ll. 163-165). Thus, unlike 

at Chr. Hansen and Novo Nordisk the digital transformation was readily translatable to micro-level 

purposes or issue-selling (Rønningstad, 2018).  

 

FLM buy-in appears to be an important factor for FLM engagement. However, one can argue that 

it cannot be reduced to the incentives associated with a business case and organizational benefits. 

Instead it is expressed how there must be long lasting effects that are relatable to the everyday 

work of the FLM and their employees, hence translatable to micro-level purpose.   

5.2.4 Autonomy and freedom to choose   

The fourth theme deals with the autonomy FLMs are given in respect to the digital transformations. 

The autonomy is reflected in the FLMs’ freedom to choose how the system is implemented, the 

extent to which it is implemented as well as a general freedom to impact the overall change. The 

theme reflects different findings than those of Rønningstad (2018) who emphasizes autonomy as 

key to change success but argues that FLMs most often lack this autonomy. In this study it is seen 

how giving FLMs freedom to choose introduces a tradeoff between empowering FLMs, which 

may be an attempt to stir engagement and ownership, and leaving the FLM with a perception of 

having the final voice to decide on the implementation. Also, this perceived freedom leaves the 

FLM with much responsibility, which not all may have the resources or competences to succeed 

with. This suggests that where delegating autonomy is perceived as management support (Herzig 

et al., 2006) management support is also imperative when employees are empowered.  

 

Contrary to the findings of Rønningstad (2018) FLMs perceived themselves to hold autonomy to 

influence the execution and definition of the scope of the digital transformation such as stressed 

by the FLM in Chr. Hansen, “I have chosen to say that the way this implementation was initiated, 

we roll it back and start it in a different way, which I believe is more successful in the long term” 

(appendix D, ll. 154-155). She arguably felt it as her right to dictate the implementation and she 

further added, “So for me, I can choose how much energy I want to channel into getting the system 

used” (appendix D, ll. 57-58). The FLM may feel a sense of ownership towards the digital 

transformation but may in fact also just prove herself efficacious by exerting her power to decide 



67 
 

how to alter her department (Pierce et al., 2001). Similarly, when the FLM in the Aula case was 

asked whether the implementation approach was determined by any individuals or governing 

bodies he replied, “no, not at all. I’ve done that myself” (appendix J, l. 222). In line with this, the 

FLM in the Novo Nordisk case said the following on compliance to new practices, “I think it’s up 

to the team to make sure that the system is being used” (appendix C, l. 180). The statements of the 

three FLMs suggest that the individual can decide on how the implementation ought to be carried 

out as a consequence of their freedom. The autonomy experienced seems to reflect an attitude in 

which the FLMs believe they can control the change, reflecting a perceived control over the change 

which is positively related to change success (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). The perceived autonomy 

further suggests that the FLM seem to have certain rights to decide, which is inherent to ownership 

(Pierce et al., 2001).  

 

When discussing this topic with the PM in the Aula case, it was explained that not all departments 

were equally suitable to tackle this freedom and succeed, “it is just done in very different ways 

[…] I’ve heard of some schools where the responsibility basically where given to the IT 

responsible who wasn’t allocated time to do it which made it really vulnerable […] also where 

they have chosen a setup where very few had to solve a huge task. So, there is a tremendous 

difference in the strategy and ways chosen to engage with Aula” (appendix K, ll. 336-340). To 

accommodate this challenge the project team took a more supporting role focusing on coordination 

rather than control as the PM explained, “yeah, so, it’s really more coordination and not control, 

right, keeping track of things” (appendix K, ll. 81-82). While coordination provided some 

structure, it was the experience of the PM of Aula that some departments found it helpful with 

some directions to follow rather than complete freedom, “so, it’s a big task which is added on top 

of what they normally do, and it’s a pretty big task, right, and nothing has been removed from 

them, so I believe that it has been good for them to get some directions once in a while” (appendix 

K, ll. 205-208). The scarce amount of time and resources was in Aula seen as a hindrance for the 

FLMs to carry out the delegated responsibility associated with being empowered, why some FLMs 

needed guidance and support to succeed with the responsibility. While Rønningstad (2018), Huy 

(2002) and Balogun (2003) argue that FLMs lack time and resources, it seems that empowering 

FLMs only enhances this issue.  
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Based on the experiences presented, it seems that autonomy can enable FLMs to adjust the 

implementation and the adhering practices. However, taking into account the statement of the Aula 

PM, concerning the individual’s ability to tackle freedom, offering FLMs coordinating and guiding 

support may be important. Further, the PM’s attempt to guide and support FLMs can be considered 

a way to deal with their lack of perceived control (Neves & Cataeno, 2006).  

 

Another aspect of this theme revolves around the standardization imposed when implementing IT 

systems. The PM at Chr. Hansen acknowledged that when she presented a system that is 

standardizing work procedures, she challenged the freedom of the FLMs in the long run, “when I 

come with a standardized system and some policies and tell them to sit in front of their computer 

and not spend time drinking coffee with the suppliers, then I challenge that freedom – I take away 

his or her freedom” (appendix G, ll. 546-548). And at the same time, while the PM allowed for a 

large degree of freedom during the implementation process, she still referred to the transformation 

success in terms of compliance and pointed out that there was a right way for how to carry out 

processes laid out by the transformation, “and follow the compliance and internal policies […] so, 

to do everything correctly and to follow the intended structure and the compliance part of procuring 

in the correct way” (appendix G, ll. 499+42-44). Thus, it seems that there exists a desired end-

stage for the digital transformation (Kotter, 1995) which the project team wanted the FLMs to 

conform to regardless of perceived autonomy.   

 

While becoming compliant was in fact a requirement set out by the organization which all 

departments had to conform to at some point, the FLM at Chr. Hansen seemed to experience the 

freedom in more complete terms, as reflected in her statement, “in Chr. Hansen there is no one 

who says, well, you have to do this, so I have, as a department manager, chosen that I think it 

makes sense to work with this (the system red.) […] If I say this is what we do, then this is what 

we do'' (appendix D, ll. 192-193 + 145). This proposes that the freedom experienced as complete 

by the FLM, was in fact not total according to the PM suggesting that there was a discrepancy 

between the PM’s and the FLM’s perception of freedom in relation to the digital transformation. 

The FLM seemed to be aware that management wanted her department to use the system in a 

certain way, why she stated that she would rather postpone the adoption of the new system as 

“once you have started using the system, you cannot stop using it, because then they (management 



69 
 

red.) know that you can use the system” (appendix D, ll. 46-47). Since the FLM recognized that 

the project team wanted her to act in a certain way, which would limit the department's freedom 

to operate in the future, she utilized her autonomy to decide the extent to which the system was in 

fact implemented (appendix D, ll. 90-92). The behavior illustrates how one feels a sense of 

ownership of a given practice and therefore tries to prevent imposed changes whether for 

pathological reasons or in terms of upholding a consistent self-image (Avey et al., 2009; Pierce et 

al., 2001).  

 

Having elaborated on the theme freedom to choose, it can be summarized to encompass that 

autonomy and empowerment can act as contributors to FLM engagement and change success, 

however, leaving the entire responsibility to the FLM can have a negative impact on the change. 

Thus, when engaging FLMs in digital transformation managers must regard FLMs capabilities and 

provide them with the necessary guidance and directions. Furthermore, it appears that there is a 

discrepancy in how the freedom to choose is experienced, where the PM limits this freedom to 

deciding on initiatives of how to implement the system in accordance with the desired end-stage, 

the FLM experience it as choosing whether to implement or not. The dynamics explained also 

seem to reflect aspects of ownership as autonomy on one hand acts as a synonym for rights to 

decide, which however is used to both protect existing ownership and to take on ownership.  

5.2.5 Accountability as a manager  

In the interviews different perceptions of accountability have been unveiled. This section presents 

how the engagement works on a spectrum illustrated by how accountability and actions differ 

across FLMs. Some act like ambassadors of the change reflected in their proactive support to 

employees and high level of employee involvement, whereas others are less dedicated to the 

change. When the level of engagement of the FLMs does not align with the desired level of 

engagement of the PMs, methods to induce engagement such as imposing a KPI are used.   

 

In the interview with the PM at Chr. Hansen, a distinction of types of engagements among FLMs 

was made, as she explained how a FLMs can act as an “ambassador” (appendix G, l. 453) when 

he or she, ”approves the system and the use of it, and follows the compliance and internal policies 

that are given” (appendix G, ll. 499-500). The ambassador will also ensure the compliance of their 
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employees as the PM added, “then we are a long way. Because they will also be more prone to 

take the time out and ensure that their employees also learn how to use the system and will use it” 

(appendix G. ll. 500-501). Hence, an ambassador will not only be compliant but also prioritize and 

ensure end-user uptake entailing that they feel responsible and are willing to make allocate the 

time and resources necessary. This reflects the second half of accountability of ownership namely 

to act responsible despite sacrifices (Avey et al., 2009) where the other half was to have certain 

rights to decide as explained above.  

  

A KPI seems to be applied to emphasize accountability, but also to enhance engagement. In the 

case of Novo Nordisk a KPI was imposed on FLMs, but which according to one FLM was only an 

incentive to the extent that he reached the KPI, “so we do it as good as we can, and we haven’t 

received any notice on that we are doing a bad job, and therefore, it will just continue as it does. 

So, I haven’t had a big incentive to do too much” (appendix C, ll. 199-201). His motivation as 

FLM to succeed with the change only relied on the incentive provided by management, despite the 

fact that his team was not progressing extremely well as he explained laughing, “It’s going so and 

so, well, it’s going okay. Said in another way, I haven’t received any reprimands from above” 

(appendix C, ll. 194-195). The maximum effort which the FLM was willing to put into the 

transformation was bound to the KPI and the incentives given by management, and thus, nothing 

additional seemed to drive him to take the change further. In Chr. Hansen a similar situation was 

identified, when asked what it meant to the FLM to be referred to as an ambassador, he only 

associated the title with a forced upon KPI, “I am ambassador because I have a KPI […] The 

primary reason for me being an ambassador that is because it has been decided from above that 

this (change, red.) is something we got to go through'' (appendix E, ll. 125-126). His perception of 

him being an ambassador was solely reliant on the KPI and did not make him feel more engaged, 

as he described that his behavior had not changed ”significantly” (appendix E, l. 370). The 

situations described deal with engagement being imposed by management, which could arguably 

also be perceived as imposing change on the FLM’s ownership towards his values, practices or 

team which causes resistance (Pierce et al., 2001). However, whether the reactions of the FLMs 

can be considered resistance as argued by Pierce et al. (2001) can be discussed, at least the FLMs 

seem somewhat passive which suggest that their engagement does not align with the attitude of an 

ambassador.  
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Where it has been clarified that the FLM is a stakeholder, the FLMs also perceived themselves as 

an organizational member with a formal role. The FLM in Chr. Hansen recognized it as her role 

as a manager to implement the system, as she emphasized, “I have to ensure that, ehm, my 

department supports this new system, which has been chosen, ehm, and that I try to succeed with 

this as well as I can” (appendix D, ll. 17-18). Even though she acknowledged it as her 

responsibility, she emphasized that she was in a position where she could agree to the new system 

or not, as she explained, ”so for me, I can choose how much energy I want to channel into getting 

the system used and it is me who sat ‘now this is what we are going to do'” (appendix D, ll. 57-

58). Despite her acknowledgement of her role and the associated responsibilities, she choose to 

only partly implement the system in her department as she explained, “So now I have decided to 

say, okay let us split it up and say where is it possible to use it [system red.] as it is of today. And 

then we start off by saying that everything which comes in and was used in the old system, there 

we can use the system. And then say all which does not follow that, there we proceed with the old 

ways of working” (appendix D, ll. 90-92). A dilemma of prioritizing between fulfilling one’s role 

in implementing the change while also deciding on the effort seems to be prevalent, which is 

recognized as a balance of inducing continuity and driving change (Huy, 2002). Where the Chr. 

Hansen PM would like ambassadors, it is stressed that delegating change responsibilities to FLMs 

comes with a cost (Rønningstad, 2018). Referring to the cost-benefit, the FLM arguably weighted 

her options and managed the situation to the extent that it did not create uncertainty (Neves & 

Cataeno, 2006) and emotional distress (Huy, 2002). However, whether the autonomy, enabling her 

to choose her effort and energy, was supporting her engagement in the change, cannot be stated 

but adds an interesting aspect to the existing discussion on engagement.   

  

The two scenarios presented illustrate a dilemma of when FLMs are more likely to act in favor of 

the change. While imposing a KPI arguably ensured some engagement it simultaneously represents 

some of the issues related to imposing engagement. Similar autonomy seemed to enable the FLM 

to diverge from the formal responsibility of ensuring the change implementation. This suggests 

that neither control nor autonomy work as a recipe for engagement. However, the case of Aula 

presents a third type of engagement and attitude suggesting that complying to one’s formal role 

can be a strong motivation. Like in Chr. Hansen, the FLM at Aula perceived it as his responsibility 
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as a manager to succeed with the implementation, ”yes, it is to a high extent part of my 

responsibility as manager” (appendix J, l. 36). Not only did he recognize it as his formal 

responsibility but elaborated on how he acted out his responsibility as he said, “it is me who lays 

out the requirements and says that this is what we are going to do. That is what a leader ought to 

do. And I also explain it, because if there is something which motivates and drives professionals, 

then it is that we create meaning” (appendix J, ll. 148-150). Where the FLM steered the direction 

he also recognized it as his responsibility to spent time on motivating his employees by explaining 

the purpose of the change. In fact, his attitude reflected what the Chr. Hansen manager termed an 

ambassador. Further, his statement suggests that he felt a sense of ownership of the change as he 

felt accountable (Avey et al., 2009) and responsible (Pierce et al., 2001) towards the change. 

  

The following presents the FLMs’ experience of responsibility and desire to drive the change 

forward, and how this manifests itself in the FLMs involving their employees in the process and 

offer them support, which arguably resembles employee caretaking (Rønningstad, 2018; Huy, 

2002). 

 

Two types of collaboration between the FLM and employees have been identified, one referred to 

as employee involvement and the other as employee delegation. The Aula FLM believed in 

inviting the employees to assist in the change process as they could contribute with a different 

perspective, as he reasoned, “who (stakeholders red.) suddenly has a completely different 

perspective than the one you have in your own little duck pond” (appendix J, ll. 42-43). This he 

further denoted an implication for how they succeeded with the implementation, “that introduces 

some new requirements for how we in a decent way cooperate in order to reach the goal in the best 

way” (appendix J, ll. 44-45). Where involvement brought in different perspectives from his own, 

which he seemed to ascribes a positive value, it is also important that involvement was ongoing, 

as he explained, ”like, just because there is something which is complete nonsense to me, 

incomprehensible, then it is does not imply that is so for everyone else, and therefore, we have had 

ongoing dialogues with parents, employees, developers, [...] and we actually still have these” 

(appendix J, ll. 224-227). Ongoing involvement will according to the FLM allow for different 

perspectives and meaning condensations to be made and heard which eventually culminate into 

the best way of reaching the goal. Where his perspective of the effects may be different, the 
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literature agrees to early involvement as important (Neves & Cataeno, 2006; Rønningstad, 2018). 

Involvement is often perceived as a means to an end (Wooldridge & Floyd, 1990), however, the 

FLM perceived involvement as a means to create new understandings from those in your own duck 

pond, both for himself and his employees. This perspective is more compatible with the idea that 

involvement supports end-user adoption, which is considered in literature to be related to 

involvement of managers rather than involvement of end-users (Huy, 2002; Rønningstad, 2018; 

Balogun, 2003; Neves & Cataeno, 2006).  

  

A different approach to handling employees and responsibility was elaborated on by the project 

leader at Novo Nordisk who explained how FLMs are assigning responsibility to employees while 

ignoring their own responsibility as she pointed out in her description, ”they are not going to 

participate themselves in the meetings about the system, they are not replying, they do not respond 

to emails, so they have just let their employees rule the game and thereby waved of  the 

responsibility and handed it over to the employees'' (appendix F, ll. 375-378). This attitude was 

according to her not representable of an ambassador and she would rather see “that it was also the 

FLMs who took the responsibility to make this (digital transformation, red.) succeed” (appendix 

F, ll. 378-379). When asking a FLM in the same organization on how he offered employees 

support, he responded that he had notified his employees that they could come to him if feeling 

incompetent (appendix C, ll. 104-105), though before coming to him, he emphasized how they are 

told to act responsibly, “well as said, then we do say that they should act as if it was their own 

company, so you ought to act in the same way as you would do at home” (appendix C, ll. 297-

300). By asking employees to behave as if it were their own company, he arguably handed over 

responsibility to them. To this, he further added that he had had zero complaints or requests for 

support about this particular issue (appendix C, ll. 306-307). This he justified by pointing out that 

the employees had a good relation to the vendors, “it is my impression that my people have a good 

relation and contact to the externals. You collaborate with them for a longer period, so that also 

builds trust” (appendix C, ll. 308-309). Based on his intuition and the fact that he has not received 

any request for help the FLM drew the conclusion that his employees were doing fine without his 

help (appendix C, ll. 302-304). Whether attentiveness to employees' emotions are in fact not 

needed may be difficult to say, but at least it appears not to be a concern of the FLM.  
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A similar type of behavior was experienced by the PM in the Aula case who explained how some 

FLMs handed over the responsibility to their employees, “sure, the manager is responsible because 

of his or her position, but when you call the manager then they will be all like ‘uh, that’s not me, 

it’s much better if you call there and there, who is in charge’ and when you do so you are met with 

flickering eyes” (appendix K, ll. 361-364). A question on responsibility seemed to emanate from 

the conflicting interest, where PMs wanted FLMs to take more responsibility and FLMs tried to 

hand this over. The attitude of the FLM rather indicates indifference to the imposed change which 

extends on the type of reactions associated with imposed change to be more than resistance as 

argued by Pierce et al. (2001). 

  

One of the primary struggles faced by FLMs who want to take on the responsibility ensure success 

of the change as well as offering support to their employees is time and resources (Balogun, 2003; 

Rønningstad, 2018; Huy, 2002). However, the extent to which time and resources hindered the 

FLMs in the findings of this study were varying. On one hand, the FLM at Chr. Hansen expressed 

that she found the biggest challenge in relation to the change to be time and further elaborated on 

the issue by saying, “I believe the biggest problem to be that it requires some more day to day time 

with the workers, something which I don’t have time for” (appendix D, ll. 172-173). While she 

may be the manager closest to the end-users, she believed she had too little face to face time with 

her team due to other responsibilities and time pressure. For the FLM to help her employees 

understand the purpose, or contribute in sense-giving (Balogun, 2003), she needed more time, 

which is a commonly stated limitation (Balogun, 2003). At the same time, in the Aula case, the 

issue of time was experienced in terms of FLM unavailability, as pointed out in the PM’s 

unsuccessful attempts to support FLMs, “it’s just that, when people express a negative attitude, 

it’s really – you can really feel that they are not available” (appendix K, ll. 137-141). On the other 

hand, where time was perceived as a constraint by some, the FLM in the Aula case had a different 

view on the topic, “no, you never think you have enough (time red.). Time is a currency, which 

we all have too little of, but it is something about prioritizing it” (appendix J, ll. 52-53). This 

suggests that while time may be a challenge, the issue also revolves about prioritizing the digital 

transformation.  
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The adherence to the formal role and responsibilities differed across the FLMs which entails that 

their level of engagement also differed. The way of accommodating one’s role was illustrated by 

how the FLM involved and supported their employees, where two approaches have been identified. 

The engaged FLM acting as an ambassador will involve their employees and take a proactive 

approach to supporting them during the digital transformation as illustrated by the Aula FLM. 

Contrary, the FLM at Novo Nordisk, who limited his efforts to only reaching the KPI, will leave 

the employees with more responsibility in terms of changing their behavior and reaching out for 

support. Altogether, the extent to which the FLMs feel accountable for the digital transformation 

as well as the degree to which they prioritize their time and their actions towards their employees 

all indicate their engagement in the change. At the same time, it is seen how a KPI may not induce 

highly engaged FLMs, but it may suffice in the sense that the FLM acknowledges it as a part of 

their formal responsibility.   

5.2.6 Bilateral support  

The last theme continues to revolve around support, although it revolves around support provided 

by the project team to the FLMs. The interviews revealed that the engagement of FLMs and the 

degree to which they advocated the digital transformation is associated with the project team’s 

support to the FLMs throughout the implementation process, aligning with the argument that 

management support is essential to succeed in the role as a change agent (Balogun, 2003; Herzig 

et al., 2006; Rønningstad, 2018). While it is easy to blindly appoint the full responsibility to the 

PM and his or her team, this theme also considers collaboration to be an important part of the 

conditions for FLM engagement and the amount of support FLMs receive. Consequently, the 

theme also addresses the responsibility of FLMs in participating in developing the right conditions 

for support. Lastly, in line with Neves & Cataeno (2006), a trusting relationship is perceived 

essential to support.  

 

The interviews suggest that support received from the project team was attributed much value. To 

illustrate this point, the FLM in the Aula case was asked about his perception on support and 

collaboration with the project team as well its impact on the end-user’s perception on the entire 

project, to which he replied, “in my opinion, without being too dramatic, I think it has been 

completely paramount” (appendix J, ll. 81-82). Although he was asked about how management 



76 
 

support influenced his employees’ perception and not his own engagement, it was apparent that 

the support and collaboration are ascribed value. Management support can be perceived as an 

underlying contribution to the FLM in his or her attempt to foster positive emotions among 

employees (Huy, 2003) and reduce their uncertainty (Herzig et al., 2006), thus succeeding with 

their responsibility in people management (Hales, 2005).  

 

Similarly in the Novo Nordisk case, the FLM expressed his appreciation for the project leader’s 

encouraging work as he stated, “she’ll be highlighting and communicating the good stories […] 

she puts a lot of work into motivating people and praising them if they’ve been good and so on” 

(appendix c, ll. 181-184). Although the FLM did not directly express the value it brought about, 

he still acknowledged the project leader’s effort to assist him and his team.  

 

The project teams expressed an awareness of their responsibility in relation to supporting the end-

users and the FLMs as the project leader said, “and my role is also to talk to managers locally and 

make them understand that there now is an employee dedicated to support them” (Project leader, 

Chr. Hansen) (appendix H, ll. 102-104). In the same line of thought, the PM at Aula stated, ”right, 

as a Learning Consultant I’ve been responsible for supporting the implementation at 10 schools.” 

(appendix K, ll. 38-39). The attention to supporting and guiding was also recognized in Novo 

Nordisk where the project leader elaborated, “and basically, I have just said that they should 

forward what I send to them to their employees, […] so when they get the report there is a weekly 

tip, like things which makes it easier to use the system, or a good advice or something etc.” 

(appendix F, ll.217-219 ). Hence, while it appears that FLMs valued and acknowledged the support 

provided by the project team, it is also a responsibility which the project team took seriously. In 

other words, there is an aspect of FLM engagement relating to support, and the project teams are 

aware of their responsibility and their role to play in this dynamic.  

 

Whereas the PM related their role to supporting FLMs, they also expressed that their ability to 

provide support relied on the information and input received from FLMs as seen when the project 

leader at Aula stated, “we held these marketplaces where people could come […] and write on 

notes what their problems were and then get support exactly where it was needed” (appendix K, 

ll. 172-175) and likewise, the project leader at Novo Nordisk added, “it’s very different what the 
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weekly tip is, it is usually what I get a lot of inquiries about” (appendix F, ll. 232-233). This 

indicates that while the project leaders were aware of their responsibility in regard to support, the 

quality of this support was influenced by the contribution of the FLMs and the employees. 

However, PMs stated that they did not always receive this input from FLMs. The PM at Chr. 

Hansen expressed frustration when the FLMs did not seek out the help or supplied information 

necessary for providing support and explained, “and instead of coming to us, because they know 

where to go as they’ve been part of the focus group, they don’t take that responsibility and seek 

out the help which they know is available. Instead they built up all these negative things on top of 

each other” (appendix G, ll. 315-317). Thus, if the FLMs did not request help, both parties got 

frustrated with each other building up negativity. This introduces an aspect of support considering 

instrumental and informational support as a unilateral approach to be insufficient, whereas support 

should be a mutual effort. An interpretation of the lack of FLM requesting support is concerned 

with the fact that if the FLMs do not feel a sense of ownership towards the digital transformation 

they will not seek information about it and not act responsible, hence seek support (Pierce et al., 

2001). In line with this, the FLM in Novo Nordisk, who when inquired about this topic, stressed 

that he had not informed the project team about a specific issue he was facing and added, “but I 

believe the project team knows that this is difficult […] but no, I don’t believe it has been formally 

pointed out as such” (appendix C, ll. 164-166). This suggests that FLMs expect the project team 

to be aware of the issues they are facing, also illustrating the need for considering the role and 

responsibilities of FLM in organization as stressed by Townsend and Kellner (2015) and Hales 

(2005; 2007).  

 

In addition, the PM at Chr. Hansen acknowledged that they perhaps could have done more to 

inform people about where to go for help as she said, “a lot of people know that, but we could 

probably have done a little more to brand it, like put up a campaign or something about who to go 

to when you have issues with C-shop” (appendix G, ll. 365-366). This issue was also reflected 

when the FLM got frustrated as he unwillingly became responsible for 40.000 products and not 

knowing where to go to get help as he explained, “and when people then start texting ‘we cannot 

find our products, where do I find them, how do we do’ then I kind of hit a wall right, because I 

cannot go to Sourcing or Operations, because they know shit about it either” (appendix E, ll. 140-

142). So, while there may be different reasons for not informing the project team about their 
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challenges, it may be an obstacle if the FLMs do not know where to get help. The uncertainty 

implied (Herzig et al., 2006) together with the need for support arguably reflect that FLMs do not 

perceive themselves to be in control of the change (Neves & Cataeno, 2006) potentially producing 

adverse reactions towards the change.  

 

So, there is a dynamic in which the FLMs engagement is affected by the support he or she receives 

from the project team, though the project team’s ability to provide that support is limited to their 

knowledge on the FLM’s needs, which in turn require FLMs to inform the project team about their 

challenges. Consequently, support as a factor is not only unsolicited help from the project team 

but is a more complex concept in which FLMs hold some element of responsibility to feed the 

project team with information. 

 

A last aspect of this theme, which is also considered a condition for support, is trust (Neves & 

Cataeno, 2006). While the project teams spent a lot of time trying to establish dialogues, two-way 

communication and collecting information, it was explained by the PM at Chr. Hansen that it was 

more important to ensure a trusting relationship, “another keyword is trust, or relation, you could 

also call it, which is my foremost responsibility in everything I do” (appendix G, ll. 291-292). She 

then further added, “sure, we need to be proactive and ask them how things are going, but when 

they dare come to us out of their own free will and ask these questions, then the curve starts to 

bend and we get closer to what I call an integration” (appendix G, ll. 568-569). This confidence in 

seeking help, which gave rise to mutual benefits, was rather similar to what the PM in the Novo 

Nordisk case described, “I often sit in the different buildings, so a lot of people know who I am, 

know me well, so they often go directly to me instead of their boss” (appendix F, ll. 198-200). The 

assumption that trust is valuable as indicated by the PMs relate to the positive impact that trust in 

one’s supervisor or closest manager has on achieving change success (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). 

In relation to this, the project leader at Chr. Hansen also believed that a trusting environment 

enabled the project team to, “take on a more proactive role instead of a reactive role” (appendix 

H, l. 233-234), which implied helping solving problems instead of identifying problems. Thus, a 

trusting relationship both creates the conditions for which the FLM dare to request help but also 

make it easier for PMs to proactively help FLMs.  
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Support is across the three cases perceived to be an important factor for FLM engagement and 

their positive attitude thereby supporting the findings of Rønningstad (2018), Herzig et al. (2006) 

and Balogun (2003). However, support is a complex concept which consequently makes it difficult 

for PMs to succeed with, as it requires inputs from FLMs. To get those valuable inputs it is 

necessary that FLMs are available to engage in a dialogue with the PMs, but a trusting relationship 

also must be in place. Despite the attempts to make FLMs seek support, it should be considered 

that their indifference may simply be a reflection of them not perceiving it to be part of their 

responsibility as they do not perceive the digital transformations as something in their possession 

(Pierce et al., 2001). This suggests that there is a need to define the roles and responsibilities of 

FLMs in organizations (Townsend & Kellner, 2015), and in particular in relation to digital 

transformations. In line with Neves & Cataeno (2006) creating a trusting relationship seems to 

positively impact these dynamics as it creates the conditions in which the FLM dares to seek help 

and ensure that the project team can proactively solve problems related to the digital 

transformation.  

 

Factors affecting 
FLM engagement  

Definition  

IT systems and 
complexity 

Sudden challenges are caused by the system implementation which the 
FLM must deal with. These revolves around roles, responsibilities and 
processes and appear to stem from discrepancies in understandings 
which are innate to the organization prior to the digital transformation.   

Stakeholder 
interests 

FLMs are to be perceived as stakeholders in the digital transformation 
with personal interests and values that guide their assessment of the 
digital transformation  

FLM buy-in The FLM’s incentive to support the change at the present time and in 
the long run is determined by a cost-benefit evaluation of the purpose of 
digital transformation  
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Autonomy and 
freedom to 
choose 

Assigned autonomy and perceived freedom enables the FLMs to decide 
on matters in the digital transformation. The autonomy can be used to 
act in accordance with the objectives of the digital transformation but 
also oppose elements of it.  

Accountability as a 
manager  

The extent to which it is perceived the FLM’s formal responsibility to 
ensure the success of the digital transformation and how this perception 
is reflected in their behavior towards employees. 

Bilateral support Support is an interactive process between the PM and the FLM where 
the FLM gives input to the support which is needed by the PMs to 
deliver high quality support. Therefore, support is a bidirectional 
concept to which trust is essential. 

Table 7: Definitions of factors affecting FLM engagement 

  

5.2.7 Interweaving the themes 

The six themes enable an understanding of FLM engagement in digital transformations by 

individually shedding light on different aspects and thereby enable one to identify what factors 

affect the phenomenon. Understanding the rhizomatic nature of the phenomenon in which the six 

themes collectively illuminate the phenomenon and wherein the factors influence each other is 

perceived necessary to understand when dealing with engagement of FLMs in digital 

transformations.  

FLMs are not merely organizational actors but they also hold personal interests which may conflict 

with the digital transformation. This indicates that there may exist a role conflict which revolves 

around FLMs organizational role as a manager and the personal interest that the individual has. 

Whereas personal interest seems determining for the FLM behavior, the felt responsibilities that 

are associated with the function of the manager must be accommodated despite the personal 

interests. Furthermore, the personal interests are inherent to the FLM’s buy-in which entails that 

buy-in cannot be addressed solely in terms of organizational benefits but must also accommodate 

the personal values of the FLM, which include the need to protect the employees for which they 

are responsible. This is especially the case in situations where the FLM is involved in participative 
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decision-making and explicitly empowered with autonomy as this gives the FLM a mandate to 

oppose the digital transformation if they see fit. At the same time, if FLMs are given autonomy 

they are also made accountable which not all can succeed with why PM support becomes essential. 

This further complicates the phenomenon as support is more complex than a unidirectional concept 

where support is entirely the responsibility of the PM. The quality of support is therefore dependent 

on a trusting relationship which makes FLM engagement vulnerable. This is especially relevant 

since there may be discrepancies between the FLMs and PMs regarding how much autonomy 

FLMs are given or what their formal role and responsibilities are in relation to the digital 

transformation, which can create conflicts that can eradicate trust. Finally, these conflicts seem to 

be especially present when dealing with system implementations as these may produce emergent 

changes which create further conflicts. 

Consequently, FLM engagement appears to be either going well as all the factors come together, 

as in the Aula situation, or it goes less well, and the factors negatively affect one another giving 

rise to conflict which consequently impedes the digital transformation. What is noteworthy about 

this self-reinforcing spiral is that autonomy, which was pointed out by Rønningstad (2018) to be 

missing, serves as a key for FLMs to oppose the change or adopt it. However, whether the FLM 

oppose the change or adopt it is influenced by the extent to which the FLM experience a role 

conflict, which may be difficult for the project leader to affect or even know about. To give further 

context to the issue stated, the following present a more comprehensive discussion on the 

phenomenon. 

6.0 Discussion 

The experiences with FLM engagement as presented suggest that certain factors are influencing 

FLM engagement defined by the totality of the six themes defined. Parts of these experiences can 

be understood from the findings of existing middle management literature, but the analysis also 

showed how certain things seemed to contradict or at least bring in different nuances which will 

be elaborated on in this section. Moreover, it is worth noticing that the concept of psychological 

ownership also considered relevant for understanding the experiences why the section also 

discusses how engagement relates to ownership. A last discussion revolves around whether 
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ownership should be considered a goal in itself (Lang et al., 2019) as the findings seemingly 

indicate that ownership cannot be reduced to a sole benefit but is more complex than that.  

6.1 Understanding FLM engagement  

Although it is apparent that FLMs are distinct from middle managers, they also share many of the 

same characteristics why comparing engagement as understood from middle management 

literature to FLM engagement may as well illustrate how they are different. In doing so, the 

discussion highlights how this study contributes to understanding FLM engagement further.  

Caretaking in the shape of sense-giving (Balogun, 2003), uncertainty management (Herzig et al., 

2006) and emotional balancing (Huy, 2002) were emphasized in the existing literature on middle 

management. In line with this, caretaking is also an important aspect for FLM engagement in 

digital transformation although it appears that the primary concern of the FLMs is protecting the 

employees from non-beneficial changes, rather than going straight to sense-giving activities. 

Nevertheless, translating a micro-level purpose is considered important if the FLM believes the 

change is beneficial for their employees. In fact, caretaking seems to be more incarnated in the 

FLM role than the middle manager role since the unequal distribution of middle management 

activities among top management and end-users, which Paavola et al. (2017) suggest, does not 

seem to apply to the behavior of FLMs as they tend to focus mostly on their employees. 

Whilst support in existing literature is perceived as something rather simple, controllable, and 

unilateral, this study finds that it cannot be reduced to instrumental, informational and appraisal 

support (Herzig et al., 2006). Although these categories may suffice in describing what types of 

support exist, they prove inadequate in understanding the dynamics of support as a bilateral 

concept in which the receiver has an imperative responsibility in enabling that support. 

Consequently, this makes the notion of support more dependent on trust which may be particularly 

critical and challenging when support is to be provided by a temporary and less familiar figure 

such as the PM.  

The understanding of engagement which this study relies on encompasses involvement, which is 

emphasized in the middle management literature to be important (Herzig et al., 2006; Woolridge 

& Floyd, 1990; Paavola et al., 2017; Huy, 2002; Balogun, 2003; Neves & Cataeno, 2006), and is 
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therefore considered a prerequisite for engagement. Expanding on the connotation of involvement, 

the findings of this study suggest that involvement is also to be considered as revolving around 

experiences of empowerment, autonomy and influence. Based on this assumption one may infer 

that autonomy increases both the required competences of the FLMs to succeed with the change, 

the need for support, and it may also serve as a source of conflict due to the difficulty of articulating 

the scale and scope of autonomy. Hence involvement arguably becomes more demanding when 

affiliated with autonomy.  

The middle management literature is considered relevant for understanding FLM engagement, 

however, not sufficient since certain aspects differ among the FLM and the middle manager. One 

particular aspect which distinct the FLM from the middle manager is concerned with what is 

deemed the essence of the role conflict.  

6.2 Understanding the role conflict  

As part of the FLM engagement discussion, Rønningstad (2018) argues that the FLM is faced with 

a dilemma residing in a role conflict which is also emphasized by Huy (2002), although he does 

not term it a role conflict per se. This conflict is related to the fact that the FLM both has to excel 

in operational management as well as people management constrained by time and resources 

which implies that the role conflict is concerned with a dilemma of prioritizing one management 

function over another (Rønningstad, 2018; Balogun, 2003; Huy, 2002).    

The findings of this study suggest a different view on what is the core of the role conflict namely 

that instead of being challenged with managing two functions it is to satisfy two roles where one 

is personal and the other is organizational. In other words, the FLM has two roles, one being a 

stakeholder who has their own interests and values to accommodate and another as a manager who 

feels responsible for supporting and carrying out organizational initiatives. Both aspects were 

stressed as important to the FLMs, and where it is arguably more preferable that the FLM acts 

according to their formal role from an engagement perspective, it is found that personal interest 

carries much weight in determining one’s engagement.  

The case of Aula illustrates what engagement looks like when there is alignment between one's 

perceived responsibility and personal interests. This also suggests that time and resources are 
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perceived less of a constraint since it allows the FLM to focus on something which has an intrinsic 

value to them. Contrary, the cases of Novo Nordisk and Chr. Hansen suggests that when FLMs are 

in the midst of the role conflict they ascribe time and resources as heavily impeding constraints. 

Hence, where time and resources are considered an issue, the findings suggest that the influence 

of limited time and resources are greater when an inconsistency between formal role and personal 

interest exists, thus proposing a different view than the existing literature (Rønningstad, 2018; 

Balogun, 2003; Huy, 2002).  

In ascribing one role more value than the other, personal interest seems to be outweighing the 

functional role. However, it does not imply that FLMs selects one role and neglects the other, 

instead they let their personal interests guide their engagement to the extent that it does not 

counteract their formal responsibility related to the digital transformation, as this is still important 

to them. In fact, one could argue that accommodating one’s functional responsibilities can be a 

personal interest as well such as in the Aula case, although it does not have to. However, in 

situations where this is not the case, i.e. when the FLMs’ personal interests do not align with their 

functional responsibility, it appears that they only accommodate their functional responsibility to 

the extent that it does not contradict with their personal interest. Consequently, this study finds 

that engagement is affected by a personal role conflict which amongst other things may manifests 

itself in the frustration of being limited by time and resources, but in reality, has to do with personal 

interests. 

Woolridge and Floyd (1990) point out that involvement is important, not because it single 

handedly creates commitment but because it enables middle managers to give inputs and make 

decisions about the change based on insights. However, when PMs involve FLMs but fail to 

understand the FLM’s personal interest as a foundation for their decision making or fail to create 

the conditions for the personal interest to be expressed, the involvement is likely to be met with 

frustration as illustrated in the case of Novo Nordisk and Chr. Hansen. Consequently, one could 

claim that before FLMs are willing and able to give constructive inputs in line with the 

organizational objectives, it is a prerequisite that the personal interests are in line with the formal 

role.  
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Altogether, it is evident that middle management literature cannot be transferred directly to FLMs 

suggesting the need for a more extensive research than this study can provide to fully understand 

the nuances of engaging FLMs in digital transformations. One of these nuances is related to the 

question on whether engagement can be imposed, which seems to be achievable according to 

literature that describes different aspects to be considered in order to turn the middle manager into 

a source of change success (Wooldridge & Floyd, 1990).  

6.3 Inducing engagement  

There seems to be a question as to whether PMs can actually induce engagement as the personal 

interests of FLMs seem to be key for their engagement. The question revolves around whether the 

PM can affect the personal interest of the FLMs and thereby circumvent the role conflict which 

works as a barrier to engagement. The PM has several tools in which they can try to induce 

engagement. Early involvement, empowerment through autonomy, management support, 

communication, and creating a trusting relationship are some of the initiatives initiated by the PMs 

to turn FLMs into engaged ambassadors, which also follow the recommendations of current 

literature (Rønningstad, 2018; Neves & Cataeno, 2006, Huy, 2002; Herzig et al., 2006). This 

implies that PMs are in a position to induce engagement which consequently turn engagement into 

something that is controllable and more related to the PM’s competences in managing 

stakeholders. 

However, the role-conflict as discussed challenges this understanding since some personal 

interests, e.g. the perception of what is ethically right and wrong, may be difficult to alter. Contrary, 

in cases where the personal interest relates to organizational matters, the PM is arguably in a better 

position to accommodate this interest. This could for instance be personal interests which causes 

uncertainty within the organization (Herzig et al., 2006) or personal interests which have to do 

with perception of control (Neves & Cataeno, 2006). Consequently, if the PM can attain an 

understanding of the FLM’s personal interests he or she may be able to assess whether this personal 

interest is something which can be accommodated while at the same time succeeding with the 

digital transformation. One could argue that this approach requires both a trusting relationship and 

a dedication from the PM to engage in personal sensemaking activities with all FLMs (Balogun, 

2003). If not, a plausible alternative to deal with this issue would be to create an interest that may 
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be more pressing than whatever personal interests the FLM already has. The use of a KPI as found 

in this study arguably substituted a personal interest, as nonconformance to the KPI supposedly 

could have more severe consequences for the FLM. However, the findings indicate that this does 

not result in high engagement as associated with being an ambassador for the digital transformation 

but merely low engagement in which the FLM only accommodates the KPI. Understanding such 

behavior as engagement may also be debatable as Farndale (2005) states that engagement is not 

only attentiveness towards one’s role performance in a job, but also one’s attitude towards one’s 

activities. Thus, to turn FLMs into engaged stakeholders it requires that the FLM has a personal 

interest aligning with their formal role in the digital transformation for which creating a worse 

alternative by forcing upon a personal interest is only effective in terms of reaching a compliance 

rate and not for creating engagement. Therefore, FLM engagement as presented is arguably 

complex and difficult to fully control. Although the PM has several tools which can be used to 

induce engagement, there appears to exist elements which cannot be directly influenced although 

they can be considered and attempted to be integrated.   

The complexity associated with FLM engagement has been elaborated on and as presented 

revolves around a role conflict which appears to be central to the phenomenon, although different 

from the one in existing literature. Further, FLM engagement can be induced to an extent where it 

does not conflict with personal interests. However, PMs must be aware that the scope and amount 

of delegated accountability and autonomy must be clarified to the FLM and further ensure to 

provide the right conditions for support. The complexity of the phenomenon suggests that 

engagement is not solely a question of management capabilities. The findings also underline the 

need for more research to understand FLMs in organizational change altogether as they are 

different from the middle manager. To further increase the complexity, but also the relevance of 

this study, FLM engagement is examined in its relation to ownership, as it is clear from the analysis 

that aspects relating to FLM engagement is also related to FLM ownership.  

6.4 Engagement, an antecedent for ownership  

The aim of the study is also to understand how FLM engagement and FLM ownership relate to 

one another and therefore not to say whether engagement causes ownership. In fact, ownership is 

just as likely to be the reason for FLMs to be actively engaged in a digital transformation.  



87 
 

From the Aula case it is seen how the FLM’s behavior arguably reflects ownership in that he takes 

control of the digital transformation and runs it as it was his own (Lang et al., 2019). This is seen 

in the way he exercises his rights to influence the project by involving employees and engage in 

participative decision making together with the employees. Likewise, he states that he believes 

that the digital transformation is his responsibility why he must sacrifice other organizational 

initiatives, which is in line with how Pierce et al. (2001) perceive ownership. At the same time, it 

was found that most of the factors affecting engagement seemed to positively influence the 

engagement of the FLM: He believes that there is an organizational need for the digital 

transformation, but also appears to have a personal interest in succeeding, he is empowered, he is 

assisted with support from the project team and he involves the PM in his challenges indicating 

that they have a trusting relation. This suggests that when the factors affect FLM engagement 

positively, ownership is assumed by the FLM. Contrary to this, it is seen how the factors affecting 

FLM engagement are not all constructively working together in either Chr. Hansen or Novo 

Nordisk where the FLMs arguably take less ownership of the digital transformation, if any 

ownership is assumed at all. This also corroborates with the fact that when FLMs are less engaged 

they appear to behave in a manner which does not reflect ownership as understood by Pierce et al. 

(2001) or Lang et al. (2019).  

In understanding how FLM engagement relates to ownership, it is important to note the similarity 

between what Pierce et al. (2001) term human motives and what this study considers as personal 

interest. However, they are not directly the same as the ladder is not defined to be compiled of 

only three motives, and arguably is a broader term as it for instance also includes business ethics, 

as seen in Chr. Hansen. To illustrate how the two terms are similar, one could argue that engaging 

oneself in a digital transformation which opposes one’s ethical standpoint may conflict with one’s 

self-image. Consequently, the notion of personal interest and human motives are similar, although 

one is considered a factor for engagement and the other a human motive which can be fulfilled by 

ownership. 

The fact that FLM engagement and ownership is strongly linked through the intrinsic aspects of 

the FLM may be important knowledge for the project leader who is about to embark on a digital 

transformation. Based on the arguments of Lang et al. (2019), the project leader is arguably 

incentivized to incite FLMs to take ownership to increase the likelihood of the transformation 
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going well. Therefore, in order to incite ownership, the PM can actively try to influence the 

engagement of the FLM by involving them early in the project to ensure a conceptual 

understanding, clarify their role and responsibility in relation to the digital transformation, 

communicate the purpose in a transparent manner including the expected effort required by FLMs 

and employees, ensure feedback mechanisms are established and finally empower them to  make 

decisions. In other words, the project leader has numerous handles to pull, but if the digital 

transformation conflicts with the personal interests of the FLM, it arguably reduces the FLMs’ 

level of engagement which in turn may reduce the likelihood of the FLM taking ownership. 

Likewise, if taking ownership of the change can enable the FLM to accommodate the three human 

motives (Pierce et al., 2001), ownership can be hindered if the project leader does not engage the 

FLM in a way where they gain responsibilities and rights to decide.  

With this in mind, one could argue that while some of the factors which affect FLM engagement, 

as found in this study, can in fact be managed by the project team to create the conditions for 

ownership, ownership as such cannot be imposed directly. Consequently, engagement can be 

perceived as an antecedent for ownership, although ownership is not a direct consequence of 

engagement. Moreover, where it has been established that personal interests from a managerial 

perspective can be difficult to accommodate, it appears that autonomy and accountability are 

elements which can be addressed by the project leader to both foster and hinder ownership.  

The project management team is arguably faced with a dilemma as to whether FLM ownership is 

more favorable to the success of the digital transformation or not. On one hand it is seen how high 

engagement and ownership are positively reflected in the FLMs’ behavior as among other things 

they act responsibly by proactively passing critical information upwards enabling support and 

engaging in sense-giving activities downwards as they communicate a micro-level purpose. This 

points to the fact that a highly engaged FLM who assumes ownership is a contribution to the digital 

transformation. However, ownership requires that the individual both feels responsible while also 

exerts rights to decide and impacts the target of ownership, i.e. the digital transformation (Pierce 

et al., 2001). This points to the fact that the project leader has to involve the FLM in participative 

decision-making (Liu et al., 2011) to establish the right conditions for ownership, knowing that 

there is a risk that the FLM’s personal interests may not align with the digital transformation. In 

such a scenario, the project leader has given the FLM legitimacy to oppose the change, making it 

https://studentcbs-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stan15ab_student_cbs_dk/Documents/Master-Thesis/00.%20Final%20thesis%20prep/Discussion%204.0%20final.docx#_msocom_29
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increasingly difficult to succeed with the change. To clarify, the dilemma revolves around whether 

the project leader shall empower the FLM to establish a necessary condition for ownership, 

knowing that there is a risk that they may channel that power into opposing the change. 

In relation to this dilemma, one could anticipate that in situations such as in Chr. Hansen and Novo 

Nordisk, where there appears to be a more fixed implementation scope than the case of Aula, a 

correct way of using the system, and an outright compliance rate, the project leader may benefit 

more from withholding the FLM autonomy. Since the input from the FLM will reflect his or her 

personal interests, the project leader is likely to end up diverging from the planned digital 

transformation in accommodating the FLMs input or they will have to disregard the input from the 

FLM which could lead to aversion. One could even extend this argument to embrace basically any 

digital transformation which seeks to standardize processes across an organization since a 

standardization by definition leaves little room for flexibility. This entails that one must accept 

that FLM ownership may be difficult to obtain if autonomy is not extended.  

In addition, perceived control as argued by Neves and Cataeno (2006) can lead to engagement. 

Similarly, Pierce et al. (2001) argue that efficacy in relation to ownership is about feeling in control 

to alter the target of ownership. One could argue that when being empowered it increases one’s 

perceived control and can thus satisfy the need for feeling efficacious which implies autonomy 

becomes relevant for the FLM for other reasons than just decision rights. Therefore, if the project 

leader initially invites the FLM to participate in decision-making, only to disregard their input at 

a later point, it may eradicate the opportunity for the FLM to fulfil the human motive essential for 

ownership (Pierce et al., 2001). Furthermore, it may also affect the trusting relation between the 

project team and the FLM. In turn, this may impact the other factors of engagement, as clarified 

above, and thereby reduce the chances of a successful digital transformation. Contrary, if the 

project leader’s notion of the digital transformation is more flexible and he or she therefore desires 

the input from FLMs, it is a different matter as this will allow the FLMs to influence the digital 

transformation according to their personal interests.  

While this point to the fact inducing ownership is not without complications, the following sections 

elaborates on the fact that having FLMs taking ownership may not be completely beneficial. 
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6.5 Side effects of ownership 

It is evident that ownership can be very beneficial to a digital transformation (Lang et al., 2019; 

Pierce et al., 2001). However, two things may suggest that ownership is not unconditionally 

beneficial. First, Pierce et al. (2001) argue that ownership may result in dysfunctional behavior, 

which they refer to as pathological effects. Second, once ownership is established, any future 

attempts to alter the target of ownership is argued to be met with resistance (Pierce et al., 2001). 

The pathological effects which are a result of ownership are in some instances found to lead to 

dysfunctional behavior. For instance, an employee who feels ownership may refrain from sharing 

the target of ownership (Pierce et al., 2001). Consequently, if a FLM feels a pathological sense of 

ownership towards the digital transformation, or even just parts of it, one may find that it can 

increase difficulties in teamwork and cooperation with the PMs. The protective actions such as the 

gatekeeper syndrome and the resistance to involve and proactively giving employees support in 

relation to the digital transformation can be considered pathological expressions where the FLM 

does not want to give up control hence the protective attitude.  

A different explanation revolves around how the target of ownership may be exposed to changes 

in the future. Pierce et al. (2001) find that imposed changes towards something which an employee 

feels a sense of ownership over is likely to be met with resistance. The reason is that the human 

motives may be threatened since the individual holds little control of the imposed change resulting 

in the feeling of efficacy to be diminished when one’s work is unwillingly altered. Furthermore, 

the FLMs reflect their identity into their ownership which as a consequence of the digital 

transformation is being disturbed, which challenges their need for upholding their self-identity. As 

a consequence, if the FLMs do take ownership, there is a chance that it may result in resistance if 

the organization in the future intends to alter any aspects of what the FLM has assumed ownership 

over.  

Considering that changes happen frequently and rapidly as organizations operate in a volatile, 

uncertain, complex and ambiguous world (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014), it seems that ownership 

from the perspective of future changes may be a disadvantage to the organization. In situations 

where the implementation scope is fixed and engagement is applied instrumentally, it is assumed 

that ownership is not desirable as there is a risk that it will make organizational development more 



91 
 

difficult in the future. In other words, why empower FLMs in the digital transformation and risk 

that they oppose the change, only to find that if they do not, there is a risk that they will oppose 

any future changes to the outcome of the change? 

Altogether, this raises the question as to what extent a project leader should strive for FLMs to 

take ownership as it entails a risk for both the current digital transformation if pathological 

ownership is assumed and future transformations projects since the FLM will resist imposed 

changes. This may point to the fact that some digital transformations will benefit more from less 

engaged FLMs who do not take ownership but simply act in accordance to the guidelines brought 

forward, such as by introducing a KPI. However, this understanding assumes a planned approach 

to digital transformations (Kotter, 1995). 

While pathological effects and the possibility of future resistance towards any initiatives are likely 

to be side effects of ownership, this understanding may also extend one’s understanding of FLM 

resistance towards current digital transformations.  

6.6 Ownership resistance  

The assumption of FLMs opposing change in the future as a consequence of feeling ownership 

towards the digital transformation and its output seemingly extends the understanding of resistance 

(Rønningstad, 2018). As formerly stated FLMs are managers of functional units carrying out 

operational supervision and engaging in people management activities (Hales, 2007). The 

specialized role that entails close contact with employees can be perceived as a target of ownership 

indicating that the FLM can satisfy both efficacy, identity and belongingness by taking ownership 

over their functional unit (Pierce et al., 2001). As such, it is plausible that disturbances to the team 

from an imposed change will result in the FLM resisting the digital transformation because the 

changes are not self-initiated. The assumption is relevant for understanding FLM engagement and 

ownership for two reasons.  

First, when digitizing organizations it is often an attempt to limit manual work and improve current 

operations and processes (Foerster-Metz et al., 2018). This implies that especially operational units 

of the organizations are subject to digitalization and hence the target of change. This is worth 

considering since it implies that especially the work units that are managed by FLMs and which 
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the FLMs have a sense of ownership towards are subject to change. This calls for more attention 

towards FLMs in the academic discussion on ownership, as FLMs’ ownership is arguably more 

disrupted than any others in the organization in times of digital transformations.  

Second, the important role that the FLM has for the success of the digital transformations is further 

reinforced by the fact that employees extract cues from their closest manager in their sensemaking 

of the digital transformation (Balogun, 2003). If FLMs feel that their ownership is being disrupted 

and hence oppose the change, their attitude may spread to their employees. So, where the FLM is 

expected to deal with both individual resistance and change fatigue from their employees by 

“demonstrating a wholehearted commitment to the change” (Rønningstad, 2018, p. 13), they are 

most likely not going to fulfill this responsibility when they feel that their ownership is being 

disrupted by the change. So instead of taking on the ownership over the change they oppose both 

the changes, but they arguably also resist the underlying ownership which the PMs wish them to 

take.  

Where this proposes one view on how imposed changes are experienced and managed by FLMs, 

a different perspective is presented in which imposed change does not necessarily coincide with 

resistance. Imposed change is argued by Pierce et al. (2001) to lead to resistance, which is also 

reflected by the findings of this study, yet the role conflict may indicate that imposed change is 

not per se met by resistance. This assumption relies on the notion that one’s attitude towards a 

digital transformation consists not only of one’s personal interests but also one’s responsibilities 

as a manager. The functional role of the FLM is considered to include implementation of 

organizational changes in the FLMs’ departments which the FLM arguably holds ownership 

towards. When their department is exposed to the digital transformation it is seemingly their 

responsibility as a manager to ensure that changes are accommodated in the unit, otherwise they 

would counteract their self-identity as a manager. Efficacy is about proving oneself competent in 

altering the target of ownership into something better, which is arguably the case when FLMs 

selectively choose elements from the imposed change to integrate into their ownership. Hence it 

can be argued that personal interests are compatible with human motives, entailing that by allowing 

the digital transformation to affect one’s work unit, the FLM may be able to define him or herself 

in relations to their positive self-image as a manager and prove himself efficacious in altering their 

department of work practices.  
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Based on this assumption it can be argued that it would entail that FLMs would implement all 

changes to their work unit, despite the digital transformation being imposed, which is not found to 

be the case. One plausible explanation may be found in the underlying assumptions of ownership, 

as there may be a limit as to how much the imposed change can alter the target of ownership before 

it is no longer relatable to the FLM’s self-identity, and the feeling of possession is assumed to 

disappear. This explains why the digital transformation is only integrated to the extent that the 

FLM still perceives the work unit to be something he or she can relate to their self-identify. Based 

on this argument the choice of the FLM at Chr. Hansen to only partly adopt the system makes 

sense, as it was perceived part of her role and ownership to alter and adjust in accordance with the 

organizational objectives, but she only did so to the extent that she could still relate to her target 

of ownership. The point made challenges the generalizability that imposed change always causes 

resistance as argued by Pierce et al. (2001). Instead, the findings suggest that imposed change is 

only disrupting the FLM’s ownership when implementing organizational changes is not considered 

part of their self-image.  

Considering this argument in relation to the discussion on whether autonomy for the sake of 

ownership is a worthwhile pursuit, it appears that FLMs may not use their autonomy to oppose 

changes entirely since it is part of their self-image to implement changes. Thus, adopting this view, 

the risk related to giving FLMs autonomy as a means to induce ownership may not be as severe as 

initially proposed. 

Although ownership may not be as risk-bearing as initially thought, there is still a chance that the 

FLM will oppose certain aspects of the digital transformation, a risk of pathological effects and 

ownership resistance in the future. Consequently, one could raise the question why ownership? 

6.7 Why ownership: Planned or emergent digital 

transformations 

Within the former discussion it was stressed that digital transformations often cause disruptions to 

the FLM’s work units and that these changes are imposed. Where it is suggested that the FLM can 

accommodate aspects of the imposed change it is presumably not as beneficial as was the change 

self-initiated. The dilemma of imposed change versus self-initiated change arguably share some 

similarities to whether change is perceived as planned or emergent. 
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Digital transformation as explained, often has a certain goal and is often initiated as an attempt to 

standardize certain processes that are rather defined by the system itself entailing a planned 

approach to change (Foerster-Metz et al., 2018). So, while the above notion of ownership 

resistance assumes that changes are imposed, the following shows how one could also argue that 

even though the larger transformation is imposed, it is made up of many minor emergent changes 

which the FLMs may initiate themselves. 

On one hand, the findings of this study suggest that digital transformations are perceived as 

planned and linear with a desired end-stage (Kotter, 1995). This argument is based on the fact that 

the PMs in Chr. Hansen and Novo Nordisk discuss the project in terms of compliance, correct 

usage as well as pointing out that there are some activities which belong to certain parts of the 

implementation process, e.g. communication around the purpose is something you do in the 

beginning. On the other hand, when considering the Aula implementation, the strategic decision 

to implement a new communication platform was dictated from the top. However, the decision to 

reconsider how personal information was to be managed and integrated into the communication 

platform was initiated by the FLMs. This points to the fact that while the implementation of a new 

system may be a strategic decision imposed from above, the change itself may be emergent as well 

(Weick, 2000) in that it reveals organizational complexity revolving around roles, responsibilities, 

and processes being misaligned and subject for discrepancies and discussions. Thus, imposed 

digital transformation may from the outside be easy to perceive as linear and planned and therefore 

leaving little room for adaptability, but in fact one can also perceive digital transformations to be 

resulting in many small emergent changes which makes it possible for the FLM to take ownership 

of the change as it is self-initiated and not imposed (Pierce et al., 2001).  

Although this study is not focused on clarifying FLM engagement from either a linear change 

perspective or an emergent change perspective, it is brought up because the discussion on what 

FLM engagement is and how it relates to ownership points to the fact that one’s understanding 

hereof may be determined by which end of the change continuum you find yourself. This can 

consequently be extended to this discussion on whether ownership in digital transformations are 

relevant after all.  
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Lang et al. (2019) argue that ownership will increase the likelihood of success, which is also 

supported by the findings of this study. At the same time, Pierce et al. (2001) state that ownership 

can fulfil human motives which arguably gives the organization an employee who is satisfied in 

their position and feels that they belong. This points to the fact that project leaders can engage 

FLMs with an instrumental focus to succeed with the digital transformation or because they have 

a desire to fulfil the intrinsic needs of their employees. While they are not mutually exclusive, it 

points to the fact that there are two primary drivers for engaging FLMs in an attempt to evoke 

ownership. At the same time, if one perceives change as planned and linear, it can be argued that 

ownership is less relevant for a digital transformation because it requires autonomy which may 

lead to some of the more negative side effects of ownership. Contrary, if one perceives change as 

emergent and accepts that there will be unknown obstacles that will shape the digital 

transformation and consequently the end-stage, then it allows for changes to be self-initiated and 

healthy to one’s ownership (Pierce et al., 2001). Thus, one can argue that if change is perceived as 

emergent, ownership is relevant not only as an instrument but more importantly because of its 

intrinsic value to employees. 

Therefore, if genuine ownership is desired, it should arguably be genuine in the sense that the 

project leader wants the input from the FLM and intends to adopt these inputs into the digital 

transformation. On the other hand, if ownership is not the desired goal, a KPI may suffice in 

engaging FLMs to a certain extent, although the FLMs in this study do not express that the KPI 

contributes with an intrinsic value, nor will it make them ambassadors for the digital 

transformation. As such, perceiving ownership as desirable depends on whether the PM 

understands and approaches digital transformations with a planned approach or instead perceives 

it as more emergent. 

Altogether, it seems relevant to consider ownership when discussing FLM engagement as the two 

are arguably related as personal interest can be translated into human motives of ownership, and 

autonomy is arguably a prerequisite for rights and responsibilities to develop as inherent to 

ownership. Moreover, the arguments and propositions made indicate that there is more to FLM 

ownership than solely perceiving it as beneficial (Lang et al., 2019). In fact, when desiring FLMs 

to act as owners of the digital transformation, the PM should consider the side effects such as 

pathological effects and resistance to ownership as the FLM may reject new ownership and protect 

https://studentcbs-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stan15ab_student_cbs_dk/Documents/Master-Thesis/00.%20Final%20thesis%20prep/Discussion%204.0%20final.docx#_msocom_50
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existing. This further implies that in the light of the constant undertaking of digital transformations 

(Matt, Hess & Benlian, 2015) it is plausible that in the scenario where the FLM takes ownership 

of the initial digital transformation this ownership will be challenged in the future by new changes, 

alas causing future resistance. Management should therefore consider the nature of the digital 

transformations which tend to be considered standardized and fixed in terms of outcome and from 

there reevaluate if ownership is actually favorable to the organization.  

 

 

Figure 1: Overview of findings 

The findings of this study lead to an understanding of the phenomenon and how it relates to 

ownership as illustrated in figure 1. FLM engagement in digital transformations is arguably a 

complex phenomenon which works on a spectrum and is best understood by looking at how the 

multiple factors interweave, and how these collectively affect FLM engagement embedded in a 

FLM role conflict. Where FLM engagement can positively contribute to the change success its 

impact is considered more influential when it works as an antecedent for FLM ownership, which 

is possible when two conditions are met. First, personal interests must be understood and 

accommodated as these are argued to encompass the human motives, which are inherent to 
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ownership. Second, genuine autonomy in regard to the digital transformation must be in place as 

this allows the FLM to take responsibility and exercise their rights necessary for ownership. Where 

ownership can have positive impacts for the change success and hence reduce the number of failed 

transformations it is not only positive for the change success, as argued by Lang et al. (2019).  

Negative side effects of ownership exist which revolve around pathological effects of ownership 

and ownership resistance in the future. This is especially relevant for digital transformations, which 

are often perceived to standardize processes leaving little flexibility to the individual resulting in 

resistance towards change as a consequence of the imposed nature of digital transformations. 

Consequently, perceiving change as either planned or emergent may have an impact on whether 

one sees ownership as desirable or not.  

6.8 Limitations  

In asserting the conclusions of the findings and the points made in the discussion there are certain 

limitations which should be addressed and considered for future research. This section aims at 

highlighting these limitations by evaluating the examination approach of ownership applied in the 

study, the applicability of literature on middle management and lastly concludes with reflections 

the data applied for exploring the phenomenon.  

This study answers the second part of the research question by interpreting the experiences related 

to engagement with use of literature on psychological ownership. However, to increase credibility 

(Cope, 2014) and stay more truthful to the underlying philosophy, ownership could arguably have 

been brought up more explicitly in the interviews. In doing so, the researchers would have been in 

a stronger position to interpret explicit statements on ownership rather than discussing ownership 

through statements on engagement. This would have allowed the research to add more nuances to 

the understanding of how engagement and ownership relates to one another. To enable this and 

expand the understanding of ownership, future research should consider a more comprehensive 

foundation on ownership and the complexities associated hereto, which could be obtained by 

expanding the review of existing literature.  

Moreover, in relation to understanding engagement it should be noted that the theoretical 

foundation of this study relies primarily on literature which perceives the lower level manager as 
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a contribution to organizational change as the research actively opposes a negative view on lower 

level managers in change. Consequently, one may argue that the researchers’ pre-understanding 

lacks a critical view on lower level managers in organizational change. However, this study has 

used the interviewees’ experiences as the main sources of information and has at the same time 

critically reflected on the usefulness of existing theory why it is arguably not a severe issue.   

In regard to literature, one may state that the lack of research on FLMs in organizational change 

impacts the trustworthiness of the study since the pre-understanding of the researchers is based on 

a different organizational role than this study examines. Not only have the differences of middle 

managers and FLMs been identified and acknowledged, but this has also served as a reason for 

conducting the study in the first place, and arguably continues to serve as justification for further 

research on FLMs in organizational change. In line with this, only two of the research papers 

focused on digital transformations pointing to the fact that the theoretical foundation lacks 

specificity important to this study.  

The longitudinal approach found amongst existing literature (Pierce et al., 2001; Balogun, 2003; 

Herzig et al., 2006; Paavola et al., 2017) has not been adopted in this study for reasons already 

elaborated on. Thus, because of this, the study is not able to fathom the evolutionary aspect of the 

phenomenon as highlighted by Paavola et al. (2017). As a consequence, the study cannot examine 

how engagement of the FLMs evolves over time and hence has not been able to consider the notion 

of implementers, champions and shakers introduced. Adopting a longitudinal approach would 

allow future research to examine the relation between FLM engagement and ownership over time. 

Another aspect relating to the limitations of this study concerns some of the decisions that the 

researchers have made in terms of sample size and the applicability of the sample. The researchers 

aimed for reaching a fusion of horizons, however, this may in fact be difficult when dealing with 

a heterogeneous group of situations and interviewees. The credibility of the study could arguably 

have been increased by adding additional sources of data or by conducting further interviews with 

more FLMs and PMs (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In relation to data sources, it is also a 

consideration that the digital transformations that define the situations in which the phenomenon 

occur are different in terms of the level of flexibility and customization. Thus, future research 
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should consider using multiple data sources or potentially triangulation and may narrow down 

specific types of digital transformations.  

Similar to this, there is also a question on how similar the FLMs are across the different digital 

transformations. Although it may enable enriching experiences to have unique and diversified 

interviewees, the issue posed here relates more to the fact that it can be questioned if all the FLM 

interviewees are to be considered FLMs. As Townsend and Kellner (2015) argue the unit of 

analysis should be clearly defined, where this has been attempted there may be some distinct 

differences to whether one is the headmaster of a school of 500 students or a team lead of 15 

category managers. Consequently, further research could also narrow down the type of FLMs 

which is in focus.  

8.0 Conclusion 

The findings of this study are argued to enable a better understanding of FLMs in digital 

transformations and as such may serve as insights for how to accommodate the large proportion 

of failing digital transformations. Because FLMs have gained increased responsibility and 

influence in organizations (Hales, 2007), and since they manage units which are often exposed to 

digital transformations as an attempt to optimize processes through technology, their engagement 

is considered key to succeed in digital transformation (Lang et al., 2019). Therefore, this study is 

considered important as it is concerned with understanding what factors affect FLM engagement 

in digital transformations and how this relates to FLMs taking ownership, which is deemed critical 

to change success (Lang et al., 2019). With the use of rich and unique descriptions of the 

experiences with FLM engagement of the FLM themselves and the PMs of the digital 

transformations, the study has with a hermeneutical phenomenological philosophy been able to 

shed light on the issue and research gap.  

Six main factors appear to influence FLM engagement, which revolve around IT systems and 

complexity, personal interests and values, FLM-buy in, autonomy and freedom to choose, 

accountability as a manager, and finally the support provided by the project team. More 

importantly, while these may constitute the characteristics of phenomenon, they are to be 

understood holistically. As such, FLM engagement in digital transformation is centered around a 
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role conflict which places the FLM in a situation where he or she has to prioritize between formal 

responsibilities and personal interests, which in turn is affected by or affects other factors. 

Consequently, fully controlling FLM engagement may be difficult but inciting certain interests 

may be possible.  

FLM engagement in digital transformations is related to ownership through intrinsic aspects of 

ownership as the personal interests of the FLM encompass the human motives which are inherent 

to ownership. Also, autonomy is a condition for rights and responsibilities which is a prerequisite 

for being able to take ownership. Thus, if personal interests and autonomy can be accommodated 

in the digital transformation, the FLM is able to take ownership. However, it is seen that ownership 

can result in pathological side effects and resistance to future organizational changes why 

ownership may not be attractive for digital transformations which are decided from above and do 

not allow for much flexibility. At the same time resistance is likely to be a consequence of FLM's 

existing ownership being threatened by the imposed change. Contrary, if the digital transformation 

is more adaptable and flexible it may be easier for FLMs to see the change as self-initiated which 

will decrease the likelihood of resistance and constitute a better foundation for ownership. 

Considering this, a question is raised as to when managers should even desire that FLMs take 

ownership in digital transformations, especially if the digital transformation has a fixed scope and 

defined end-stage as it appears that instrumental engagement and ownership may cause backlash. 

Consequently, the study suggests that this question shall be answered by considering whether 

change is approached in a planned manner or allowed to be more emergent.   
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