
 

                                  

 

 

Transformative Rare Events
Leveraging Digital Affordance Actualisation
Henningsson, Stefan; Kettinger, William J.; Cheng, Zhang; Vaidyanathan, Nageswaran

Document Version
Accepted author manuscript

Published in:
European Journal of Information Systems

DOI:
10.1080/0960085X.2020.1860656

Publication date:
2021

License
CC BY-NC-ND

Citation for published version (APA):
Henningsson, S., Kettinger, W. J., Cheng, Z., & Vaidyanathan, N. (2021). Transformative Rare Events:
Leveraging Digital Affordance Actualisation. European Journal of Information Systems, 30(2), 137-156.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2020.1860656

Link to publication in CBS Research Portal

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us (research.lib@cbs.dk) providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2020.1860656
https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2020.1860656
https://research.cbs.dk/en/publications/ede909c4-1c5e-4d20-8342-e44e00105377


1 

Transformative rare events: Leveraging digital affordance actualization 

Stefan Henningsson, Copenhagen Business School, Department of Digitalization (sh.digi@cbs.dk),  

William J. Kettinger, Clemson University, Powers College of Business (wkttngr@clemson.edu),  

Chen Zhang, The University of Memphis, Fogelman College of Business and Economics (czhang12@memphis.edu), 

Nageswaran Vaidyanathan, Copenhagen Business School, Department of Digitalization (nv.digi@cbs.dk) 

Abstract 

This paper conceptualizes the COVID-19 pandemic as a “rare event.” Rare events channel 

managerial attention to magnified issues and foster resource mobilization and learning. We draw 

on a case study of a US consumer lender to develop a model explaining how organizations actualize 

digital affordances as part of their rare event response and, in doing so, leverage the transformative 

experience towards establishing a “new normal.” The model and its instantiation contribute 

conceptual understanding and advice for how IS managers may effectively address rare events and, 

in particular, the COVID-19 pandemic, including the aftermath of its lockdown and the transition 

to the new business status quo. The model emphasizes the importance of understanding the 

evolution of digital affordances as possessing teleological paths where affordances are developed 

in steps corresponding to where an organization focuses its managerial attention, with indirect 

consequences of possibilities to attend to other objectives enabled by digital technologies. Overall, 

the model contributes to theory by explaining the role of rare events in the evolution of affordances, 

including some that can be transformative and introducing the rare events literature into the IS 

discipline.  

Keywords: COVID-19; Rare event; Affordance; Attention; Case Study 

1 Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a rare event in terms of scale, ripple effects, and organizational and societal 

disruptions. However, this is not the first time organizations and their respective Information Systems (IS) 

departments have mobilized to meet extraordinary challenges. For example, in 2017, British Airways was 

grounded for several days following a power surge that destroyed most servers in its data center. Resembling 
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the paralysis following the COVID-19 lockdown, natural disasters such as volcano eruptions, earthquakes, 

flooding, and wildfires had dramatic local impacts in affected areas (Danner-Schröder, 2020; Hedman & 

Henningsson, 2016). While these natural disasters do not bear the global consequence of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the premise of this article is that knowledge about how organizations address rare events provides 

guidance on how IS managers form a response to the COVID-19 pandemic and propose actions on how IS 

organizations can leverage the response to re-establish the business post-event.   

We regard the COVID-19 pandemic as a rare event since organizations directly experiencing the situation 

have no parallel experience in close experiential proximity (c.f. Lampel et al., 2009). Previous research has 

documented that rare events play an important role in organizational development because of their capacity 

to channel managerial attention in a way that fosters resource mobilization and learning (Beck & Plowman, 

2009; Christianson et al., 2009). Critically, this developmental role of a rare event is conditional on the 

management’s approach to the event, not as an abnormality that should be endured, but as an opportunity to 

transform the organization towards new normality (Christianson et al., 2009; Lampel et al., 2009; Roux-

Dufort, 2007) – new normality where “[t]he coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has changed our world 

forever.” (Ågerfalk et al., 2020, p. 203). 

Here, we extend the notion of rare events as focusing attention on specific issues salient for the event response 

in the domain of sociotechnical IS. Explicitly, we draw on affordance theory (Gibson, 1986) and a case study 

of OneMain Financial, a US consumer lender, to develop a model addressing (a) how the organization draws 

on pre-existing affordances and develops new affordances that are actualized in response to the rare event 

and (b) how the affordance actualization has broader implications on the affordance evolution beyond the 

immediate rare event response. The case covers the pre-event conditions, the actualization of existing 

affordances, and the development of new affordances to address a complete shutdown of OneMain Financial’s 

(henceforth: OneMain) back-offices and a partial shutdown of its customer-facing branches. In this response, 

OneMain developed six distinct digital affordances: (1) “Last mile” telecommuting device readiness, (2) 

Telecommuting skill readiness, (3) Organization-wide remote work, (4) Virtualized branch services, (5) 

Integrated branch-central operating model, (6) Strategic IT engagement. We see the response as a transitory 

event to a new normal for the company. The developed model is delimited to digital affordances, denoting 

affordances formed concerning digital technologies' material action potential. It provides both explanatory 

powers of digital affordance evolution in the rare event context and prescriptive advice on making the 

affordance actualization part of a transformational experience rather than the enduring of an anomaly.  

For the COVID-19 pandemic, our paper contributes conceptual understanding and actionable advice for IS 

management. The OneMain instantiation consists of a consultable record (Walsham, 1995) of affordances 

marshalled to respond to an event, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, and actions that can be taken to make it 
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a transformative experience. In the context of COVID-19, we recognize non-linear evolutionary paths where 

OneMain built affordances capturing managerial attention at one time and subsequently leveraged what has 

been developed to pursue different immediate and longer-term organizational goals consequent to the rare 

event. More broadly, we further the theory of digital affordances by explaining how they evolve with rare 

events, and we introduce the rare events theoretical literature to the IS field. 

2 Rare events 

Viewing a rare event as departing from the usual, routine-like experiences of an organization, we define rare 

events as events "that occur outside the everyday experience of an organization and, as such, are frequently 

portrayed as unique, unprecedented, or even uncategorizable" (Christianson et al., 2009, p. 846). The rare 

events studied in prior research include sudden incidents that the organization needs to react to, such as a 

museum roof collapse (Christianson et al., 2009), or technical failure (Starbuck, 2009) and others where the 

event itself unfolds over time, such as a corporate acquisition (Zollo, 2009). During these events, 

organizations focus managerial attention on the salient issues at hand, leading to resource mobilization and 

potential learning to enact the rare event response (Figure 1).   

 

Figure 1. The impact of rare events on resource mobilization and learning 

Attention in the context of a rare event follows a top-down view of organizational behavior where a scarce 

critical resource in any organization is managerial attention (Ocasio, 1997, 2011). What managers give 

attention to will determine how resources are allocated and what activities are undertaken within the 

organization. Because “[w]hat issues and answers decision-makers focus on, and what they do, depends on 

the context or situation they find themselves in” (Ocasio, 1997, p. 188), rare events critically influence the 

channeling of resources and activities in affected organizations. Rare events cause significant interruptions to 

organizations’ routine activities (Christianson et al., 2009), putting conventional wisdom into question and 

unfreezing the status quo as resources are mobilized to attend to the challenge (Lagadec, 1993).  
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Heightened attention to issues related to the rare event can lead to two distinct learning outcomes. One is the 

possibility of improving the organizational capacity to deal with the specific problem at hand (Zollo, 2009). 

The other is the organization's opportunity to learn more about its strengths and weaknesses, capabilities, and 

relationship to its environment (Christianson et al., 2009). 

Two conditions impact the extent of learning from responding to a rare event. First, the potential impact of 

the event on the organization influences the willingness to translate actual and possible consequences of rare 

events into change. When rare events have a significant impact on the organization, it is motivated to mobilize 

resources and make necessary adjustments. Second, the rare event's potential relevance will exert a strong 

influence on the magnitude and scope of subsequent learning. Organizations that see a rare event as relevant 

tend to engage with the event not only based on the probability that it will occur again but more broadly as 

foreboding a move towards a new normal. This helps management experience a single event "richly" (March 

et al., 1991), regardless of the estimated frequency of the event, and fosters a momentum to break inertia and 

enable experimentation with options that would not be considered in normal times (Du et al., 2019). To fully 

understand this experimentation, Zollo (2009) argues the importance of engaging in deliberate evaluation 

activities to give sense (Weick, 1995) to the messy process of attending to a rare event with many confounding 

variables at play at the same time. 

3 Affordance theory 

Within IS, affordance theory (Gibson, 1986) is a conceptual framework to study how actors (individuals, 

groups, and organizations) appropriate and use various types of digital technologies (Bygstad et al., 2016; 

Leonardi, 2011, 2013; Markus & Silver, 2008; Seidel et al., 2013; Strong et al., 2014; Volkoff & Strong, 

2013; Zammuto et al., 2007). Markus and Silver (2008) define affordances as "the possibilities for goal-

oriented action afforded to specified user groups by technical objects" (p. 622). Affordance exists as a 

relationship between an actor and an artifact. It is relative to the actor's action capabilities and reflects possible 

actions (henceforth action possibilities) on the artifact itself (Majchrzak & Markus, 2012; Volkoff & Strong, 

2013). While affordance can exist between a goal-oriented actor and any kind of object, our interest in this 

paper is delimited to affordances based on digital artifacts, referred to as digital affordances. Because of 

actors' different abilities to use a digital artifact and different goals to achieve, they can have various 

affordance relations with the artifact (Volkoff & Strong, 2013). The digital artifact can also hold the material 

action potential for several different affordances. Digital technologies have inherent functional flexibility 

(Leonardi, 2011) in that some affordances may have been anticipated in the design of the technology while 

others may go beyond the original design intention (Volkoff & Strong, 2013). Specific digital affordances 

always exist in relation to a goal that the actor wants to achieve. In this paper, consistent with Strong et al. 
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(2014), we consider goals relative to affordances as the immediate concrete outcomes of the task being 

executed during the affordance actualization process.  

In line with the epistemological rooting of affordance theory in critical realism, affordance refers to the 

potential use instead of actual use (Volkoff & Strong, 2013). Researchers in IS have increasingly investigated 

the actualization of affordances and the processes preceding this decision. Notable works in this vein include 

Leonardi (2011) that draws on the imbrication metaphor (Ciborra, 2006; Taylor, 2007) to explain how actors 

assess and adapt their work routines and technologies at hand to form affordances needed to attend to their 

goals. Volkoff and Strong (2013) extend Bashkar (1998) to promote an affordance as “an ongoing strand of 

action potential” (p. 824). Taking a similar view of affordances as evolving along a continuum before having 

an actual impact on a goal, Thapa and Sein (2018) develop the notion of affordance trajectory to explain how 

affordances are perceived and actualized by goal-oriented actors. Finally, Du et al. (2019) develop a process 

model of affordance actualization that recognizes the need for an experimental, iterative approach to 

actualization when affordance involves emergent digital technologies, such as blockchains.  

Figure 2 summarizes the emergent conceptual understanding of how affordances progress through different 

states before impacting an immediate goal. The starting point is a potential affordance, where an actor 

possesses the action capabilities to use a digital artifact’s non-deterministic causal potential to a specific goal 

(Bernhard et al., 2013). The construction of affordance potential in the digital artifact and the promotion of 

the actor’s capability to use the artifact serve as critical preconditions for behavior change, but they are not 

sufficient to realize such change (Seidel et al., 2013). This potential can exist irrespective of the actor’s 

awareness of it. Therefore, affordances have to be discovered or perceived based on the availability of 

information (Thapa & Sein, 2018) before they can be actualized (Du et al., 2019; Strong et al., 2014). 

Perceiving an affordance, however, does not necessarily mean that the actor must realize the offered action 

possibility (Stoffregen, 2000). Actualization, the process of turning perceived potential into action, involves 

effort and possibly experimentation (Du et al., 2019) in creating facilitating conditions such as support 

structures and enabling social conditions (Thapa & Sein, 2018). Then, unless the affordance was misperceived 

(Shaw et al., 1982), use should allow the actor to reach the intended goal. Furthermore, the perception and 

actualization of various affordances may be interdependent in that actualizing one affordance can provide the 

opportunity to discover new affordances as the actor is exposed to the material action possibilities of the 

artifact during the actualization (Thapa & Sein, 2018; Volkoff & Strong, 2013). Actualized affordances may 

serve as facilitating conditions for actualizing other affordances.  
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Figure 2. The process of affordance actualization  

Three reasons make affordance theory an appropriate theoretical lens for our inquiry. First, because of 

affordance theory’s terminology about the material potential for action, the actor’s capacities to act, and the 

pursuit of immediate goals at hand, it provides a suitable structure to model how organizations draw on their 

digital artifacts and action possibilities when responding to rare events. Second, affordance theory offers a 

direct link to rare events by channeling attention to immediate goals while recognizing that achieving these 

goals will depend on the possibilities of actions embedded in the digital artifact. Third, several works have 

recognized the importance of contextual elements in the actualization of affordances (Bygstad et al., 2016; 

Du et al., 2019; Strong et al., 2014; Thapa & Sein, 2018). However, in these works, organizational matters 

are treated as conditions that enable or constrain actualization. In contrast, we foreground the rare event 

experience as we model its implications on digital affordance actualization. 

At a high level, we see two fundamental roles of rare events in the process of affordance actualization. First, 

due to its widespread impact, a rare event frames the discovery and actualization of affordances. At any point 

in time, an organization possesses a bundle of digital affordances, an ecology of affordances (Lindberg & 

Lyytinen, 2013). Some of these are perceived by the organization, while others are not. Further, a subset of 

the perceived affordances is not actualized, as the need to attend to a goal associated with the affordance is 

not meeting the effort to do so. Because of the allocation of managerial attention, the process of affordance 

actualization would give weight to issues critical to addressing the rare event challenges, thereby influencing 

what affordances are discovered and actualized. Second, in line with the view that rare events can reveal 

insights about an organization at a deeper level if management recognizes the relevance of the event, a rare 

event holds the potential to influence a more general understanding of the digital affordances the organization 

possesses and to channel deliberate efforts to transform the basis of affordances. Thus, the occurrence of a 

rare event and the response enactment influence how the organization’s ecology of affordances evolves. 

4 Method 

Working within a critical realism perspective (Archer et al., 2013) associated with affordance theory (Gibson, 

1986; Volkoff & Strong, 2013), we aim to connect previously identified constructs from the digital affordance 
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literature (Du et al., 2019; Leonardi, 2011; Thapa & Sein, 2018; Volkoff & Strong, 2013) and the attention-

oriented rare event literature (Beck & Plowman, 2009; Christianson et al., 2009; Lampel et al., 2009; Zollo, 

2009). Rather than developing new constructs, our theoretical development focuses on explaining 

relationships between pre-existing constructs (c.f. Weber, 2012).  

The case of OneMain serves two roles in our theory development. One is to instantiate the specific affordances 

to address the COVID-19 pandemic’s IT and business challenges. These affordances help build a mid-range 

theory that advises practice (Volkoff & Strong, 2013). The other role is to provide an empirical basis to 

theorize the relationships between digital affordance actualization and rare events. The links between the 

constructs that emerge from the case data were combined with theoretical arguments to articulate propositions 

(c.f. Whetten, 1989) with relevance to, but also beyond, the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The OneMain case was theoretically sampled as a typical case (Patton, 2014) within the boundaries where 

our theory should hold. Before engaging in the formal case study, we knew the organization's overall situation, 

including its historical IT setup and digitalization efforts, from previous engagements. We regard the case as 

typical because the situation faced by OneMain (a) fits directly with the definition of a rare event as a critical 

situation for which the organization had no parallel experience in close experiential proximity (Christianson 

et al., 2009; Lampel et al., 2009), (b) involves a digital affordance ecology that serves as a starting point for 

responding to the rare event, and (c) features a mid-way reflection in the organization that the event could 

become the transition into a ‘new normal.’  

Throughout the study, we worked closely with OneMain to in real time capture the forming response to the 

lockdown. We collected data through nine interviews with key informants and from archival documents. 

Because prior studies have identified that rare events can channel scarce managerial attention, our interviews 

were directed at the organization's managerial levels. Specifically, the interviews addressed the CTO, Head 

of Digital Business, Chief Architect, Chief of Staff of Technology, and a Senior Managing Director in the 

branch services. Each interview lasted between 30-60 minutes and was recorded and transcribed. As shown 

in the Appendix, the interview guide was derived from the fundamental concepts of affordance actualization 

and rare events. It covered a processual view of pre-conditions, actions taken in response to the event, and 

their effects. Based on the interviewee’s role, we also included more specific questions (i.e., the pre-COVID 

technical infrastructure and digital assets). We tried to triangulate findings through multiple viewpoints on 

key events, actions, and outcomes. Throughout the engagement, a careful and conscious attempt was made to 

balance the engagement and immersion with a dispassionate, neutral perspective as a reflexive academic 

investigator. 
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To complement the interviews, we used external and internal documents as an additional empirical data 

source. Such documentation included initial and revised technology documentation, development roadmaps, 

internal communication, press releases, investor communication, and external reviews (i.e., Nerdwallet, 

Wallethub, Bankrate, Glassdoor). These documents extended our contextual understanding of the case 

organization, validated the information from the interviews (i.e., the release date of digital services or closure 

of branches), and suggested additional interview topics (i.e., customer comments about a specific product or 

service).  

We coded the data in two steps. First, to identify the specific affordances at play, we followed a constant 

comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) for open coding. Second, to identify relationships between the 

constructs, we did axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In line with the critical realist perspective, coding 

was conducted at a paragraph level, taking a broader view of the idea or concept expressed in sentences. Once 

empirical patterns started to emerge, we placed them in the context of the existing literature, as advised by 

Bryant and Charmaz (2007). Subsequently, we applied backward and forward-chaining (Pettigrew, 1985) to 

confirm the explanatory relevance of the holistic process as portrayed through the emergent model. 

Representatives from OneMain were invited to comment on the overall case narrative, which led to minor 

adjustments of factual errors but largely supported our analysis.    

5 Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic: OneMain Financial 

Founded in 1912, OneMain is a consumer lending company providing secured and unsecured personal loans, 

auto loans, and add-on products such as credit disability insurance. An April 6, 2020 news release states 

OneMain as “… the country’s [US] largest installment lender to hardworking Americans with nonprime 

credit.”  OneMain’s personal loans are commonly used for such expenses as debt consolidation, wedding and 

medical expenses, home improvement projects, and auto financing. The lender considers factors such as credit 

history, debt-to-income ratio but also accepts bad credit scores when evaluating borrowers. Loans typically 

have an origination fee and hold higher interest rates than those offered by a bank but lower than a payday 

loan company. OneMain has a sizable rural, low-mid income clientele. 

The company experienced several acquisitions and name changes before adopting the OneMain name. Not 

incorporated as a national bank, OneMain developed a decentralized branch-based operating model that 

allows each branch to adhere to each US state’s different lending laws' idiosyncrasies. Branch-based loan 

associates originate, close, and service loans primarily through face-to-face encounters in the branch offices. 

In 2020, OneMain had over 9,000 employees, 1,500 branches in 44 states. Designed to support such a 

decentralized branch-centric business model, OneMain’s IT infrastructure features a monolithic architecture 

with legacy systems inherited through acquisitions.   
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An investor group bought the company in 2018, bringing in a CEO. A new CTO was hired to begin the process 

of transitioning the legacy systems and infrastructure. The hope was that these changes might eventually 

support innovative digital options to provide value-adding financial services and better compete with online 

loan service providers. An ambitious IT strategic plan was formulated to develop the IT components of a 

digital channel. Also, ideas were circulating concerning the possibilities of strengthening their modest 

centralized processing capabilities to assist branches through a hybrid operating model, including the ability 

to originate and service loans through both branch operations and central (i.e., call center) operations. 

5.1 Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic 

In February 2020, despite a small number of COVID-19 cases in a few US states, the business was operating 

as usual. OneMain’s IT was also on track with its strategic initiatives, such as implementing new digital 

capabilities and modernizing IT into a service-oriented architecture.  

OneMain’s direct experience with COVID-19 started in the second week of March 2020 (Figure 3). Given 

the rapid rise in the number of confirmed cases in New York City, the CEO asked the executive team to 

prepare for the possibility that employees would have to begin working from home. The IS group immediately 

started testing its servers and infrastructure for the mass remote work that was about to happen. On March 13, 

the US President declared the pandemic to be a national emergency. Most states declared a state of emergency 

and issued shelter-in-place orders that went into effect between mid-March and early April. While most states 

mandated businesses to close their offices, OneMain was designated an “essential business” because of its 

role as a “related financial institution.” However, as most states enforced social distancing policies, the small 

office space of the typical OneMain branch could not accommodate all the branch employees adequately. To 

address this problem, they moved to a rotating system with some branch employees in the office while the 

others are working from home, purportedly doing the same jobs. While branches followed the respective 

state’s guidelines and operated with a limited capacity, many customers and employees were cautious about 

going into the branch offices.   

 

Figure 3. Timeline of OneMain’s experience of the COVID-19 pandemic 
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From mid-March to late-March, the company mobilized its procurement, compliance, legal, and technology 

resources to focus on device procurement for employees’ telecommuting. IT training was also ramped up, 

especially for branch employees who were mostly hourly workers and not tech-savvy, to ensure that everyone 

could access and use technologies effectively for remote work. On the business side, due to the negative 

impact of the pandemic on customers’ financial situations, the credit and risk teams dynamically updated the 

credit models and the risk models to keep delinquencies under control. They weeded out the riskiest clients 

from their credit algorithms and updated assessment models to recognize new parameters such as federal 

stimulus checks that were found to catalyze debt repayment. Digital support of the new risk models was coded 

and regression tested to ensure their reliability. The company also launched borrower assistance initiatives to 

support its customers. 

In the six weeks following the declaration of the pandemic, the company leveraged its existing assets and 

resources and partnered with external vendors to enable virtual work and expand services in the digital 

channel. During the process, changes were made to operations, and the company shifted from a branch-

focused operating model to a balanced, integrated branch and central shared operating model. People 

transitioned into the remote working mode, and most embraced this new way of working and collaboration in 

a short time. Management believed that the pandemic helped establish a shared sense of purpose among 

employees at all levels.  

Three months after the company started responding to the crisis, most employees generally had adjusted to 

the new normal. Reflecting on the company's journey, the senior executive team developed a return to work 

plan, while recognizing that the new normal could be different from how things were before the pandemic.  

5.2 Digital-enabled affordances 

Table 1 lists the digital affordances actualized to help OneMain cope with the challenges caused by COVID-

19. Columns 1 and 2 specify the technical artifacts and the characteristics of the actors related to each 

affordance. The salient aspects of the rare event context and the immediate goals in such a context are listed 

in Column 3 and Column 5. The perceived affordance is identified in Column 4. To illustrate the facilitating 

conditions for actualizing the affordance, we identify the specific actions and enabling affordances (Column 

6 and Column 7). Column 8 lists the specific outcome of each affordance actualization. Column 9 identifies 

the generic impact on the organization that is beyond the rare event context.
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w

ho 
have 

little equipm
ent at hom

e. 

 

W
ithin 

tw
o 

w
eeks 

provide 
telecom

m
uting 

equipm
ent to as m

any 
em

ployees as needed 

W
ork closely w

ith state 
authorities to determ

ine 
the 

extent 
of 

telecom
m

uting 
needed 

in each office differing 
by state 

Prioritize 
em

ployees’ 
needs for telecom

m
uting 

equipm
ent based on their 

job, location, the volum
e 

of transactions handled, 
etc. 

none 
By 

late-
M

arch, 
over 

2000 
Chrom

ebo
oks, 

m
any 

netw
orkin

g 
devices, 

headsets, 
and 
sm

artphon
es 

are 
purchased 
for 
em

ployees 
w

ho 
need 

them
.  

 

A
ffordance 2. Telecom

m
uting skill readiness 

Training 
softw

are 
and 

videos 
N

on-tech-savvy 
em

ployees 

IT training personnel 

   

There 
is 

an 
urgent 

training need caused by 
CO

V
ID

-19 
because 

som
e or all em

ployees in 
each 

state 
have 

to 
telecom

m
ute due to state 

shutdow
n 

and 
social 

distancing. 

Branch em
ployees w

ere 
accustom

ed to in-office 
face-to-face 

custom
er 

engagem
ents 

facilitated 
by legacy system

s 

Social 
distancing 

requires 
sm

all 
group 

training and a flexible 
training schedule.  

A
ssessm

ent 
of 

em
ployees’ 

fam
iliarity 

w
ith 

telecom
m

uting 
technologies leads to the 
recognition 

that 
the 

affordance actualization 
is 

incom
plete 

due 
to 

branch 
em

ployees’ 
insufficient 

skills 
and 

know
ledge 

 

Provide 
everyone 

w
ith 

the skills and know
ledge 

needed 
to 

use 
telecom

m
uting solutions 

Provide a safe training 
environm

ent w
ith social 

distancing 

Create 
custom

ized 
training 

videos 
for 

branch em
ployees 

Engage 
branch 

and 
regional m

anagers to do 
sm

all group training 

A
lternate 

training 
schedule 

none 
N

on-tech-
savvy 
em

ployees 
gain 
com

petenc
e and can 
use 
telecom

m
u

ting 
technologi
es 
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 A

ffordance 3. O
rganization-w

ide rem
ote w

ork 

Cloud-based 
hybrid 

infrastructure, 
telecom

m
uting 

equipm
ent, and Internet 

connection 

 

Em
ployees w

ho need to 
w

ork from
 hom

e 

A
n IT ‘digital’ team

 has 
alw

ays 
been 

w
orking 

rem
otely 

and 
had 

developed 
som

e 
best 

practices that m
ight be 

shared 

   

Branch 
offices 

are 
closed in few

 states, and 
m

ost 
are 

open 
w

ith 
lim

ited capacity in other 
states 

given 
size 

restrictions 
and 

social 
distancing guidelines. 

   

IT 
people 

assess 
the 

existing 
infrastructure 

and 
the 

extent 
of 

actualization 
of 

affordance 
1 

and 
affordance 2, leading to 
the 

perception 
of 

the 
unactualized affordance. 

  

Balance 
w

orkload 
betw

een 
branches 

and 
central 

Provide 
a 

safe 
office 

environm
ent w

ith social 
distancing 

Be 
supportive 

of 
em

ployees 
w

ho 
need 

inform
ation 

or 
consultation 

Prom
ote 

a 
feeling 

of 
connectivity 

and 
inclusivity in the virtual 
w

ork environm
ent 

 

D
ivide 

em
ployees 

in 
each open branch into 
tw

o 
team

s 
rotating 

betw
een 

rem
ote 

w
ork 

and in-office w
ork every 

tw
o w

eeks 

Establish H
R Connect to 

provide inform
ation and 

support 
to 

em
ployees 

w
ho 

call 
in 

to 
ask 

questions 
and 

express 
concerns about CO

V
ID

-
19 

Experim
ent 

w
ith 

incentive program
s for 

em
ployees, 

including 
those w

orking at hom
e, 

based on the num
ber of 

engagem
ents 

w
ith 

custom
ers as a m

eans to 
m

otivate and control 

A
sk the IT’s digital team

 
to share telecom

m
uting 

best practices 

H
ackathons 

w
ith 

participation 
from

 
technology, 

corporate, 
and 

operational 
em

ployees 

        

A
ffordanc

e 
1: 

Ensuring 
last-m

ile 
telecom

m
uting 
device 
readiness 
of 
em

ployee
s  A

ffordanc
e 

2: 
Ensuring 
telecom

m
uting skill 
readiness 
of 
em

ployee
s  

Im
prove 

em
ployees’ 

rem
ote 

w
ork 

attitude and 
effectivene
ss 

during 
the 

rare 
event 

M
indset 

change 
tow

ard 
rem

ote 
w

ork 

M
ore 

productive 
rem

ote-
w

orking 
em

ployees 

A
lpha-

bravo 
team

s w
ith 

a 
rotating 

schedule 
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ffordance 4. V
irtualized branch services 

25 business services and 
business 

logics 
im

plem
ented as A

PIs in 
2019 

 D
igital 

channel 
im

plem
entation 

planning 
and 

developm
ent underw

ay 

  

Em
ployees w

ith grow
ing 

technical fam
iliarity  

 Custom
ers w

ith varying 
level of technical skills  

     

Branch 
offices 

are 
closed in a few

 states and 
open 

w
ith 

lim
ited 

capacity in other states  

Custom
ers 

financially 
im

pacted by CO
V

ID
-19 

have an increasing need 
for services and support. 

Custom
ers are reluctant 

to visit branch offices for 
services. 

Branch 
em

ployees 
alternative betw

een in-
office w

ork and rem
ote 

w
ork. 

   

G
iven 

the 
digitization 

initiatives 
started 

in 
2019 

and 
the 

actualization 
of 

affordances 1 and 2, it is 
perceived 

that 
the 

affordance 
is 

partially 
actualized 

(custom
ers 

can interact and perform
 

som
e 

actions 
on 

the 
w

ebsite and through the 
app; the level of support 
and the availability of 
services are lim

ited) 

Provide a w
ide range of 

virtual 
services 

to 
custom

ers regardless of 
their 

locations 
and 

branch 
em

ployees’ 
location 

 

Partner w
ith startups to 

quickly offer live chat 
and video calling 

Increase 
custom

er 
financial 

literacy 
training offered on the 
com

pany w
ebsite 

A
dd 

critical 
functionalities related to 
loan servicing in m

obile 
app 

and 
offer 

push 
notification to custom

ers 

Eventually, 
offer 

a 
functioning co-brow

sing 
ability to provide better 
custom

er 
support 

after 
several 

shaky, 
and 

lim
ited testing, releases 

CTO
 

learns 
to 

use 
storytelling 

concerning 
the 

difficulty 
of 

delivering affordances in 
short order to dam

pen 
expectations – building a 
rare event narrative 

           

A
ffordanc

e 
1: 

Ensuring 
last-m

ile 
telecom

m
uting 
device 
readiness 
of 
em

ployees 

 A
ffordanc

e 
2: 

Ensuring 
telecom

m
uting skill 
readiness 
of 
em

ployees 

  

A
ccelerate

d 
delivery 

of an early 
release 
digital 
channel.  

 Custom
ers 

“don't have 
to 

w
alk 

into 
a 

branch, but 
the branch 
can talk to 
them

 
and 

assist them
 

in 
closing 

out 
the 

loans.” 

 

M
ore 

content 
and 
functionali
ties 

are 
available 
in 

the 
digital 
channel 

 Custom
ers 

gain 
experience 
in seeking 
services in 
the 

digital 
channel 
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ffordance 5. Integrated branch-central operating m
odel 

 

A
PIs and digital channel 

im
plem

entation 

Cloud-based 
infrastructure operations 
capable of scaling 

D
igital 

channel 
that 

could assist branches in 
closing unsecured loans 
across 44 states 

Central em
ployees w

ith 
flexible 

w
ork 

arrangem
ents 

State-licensed 
branch 

em
ployees w

ith grow
ing 

IT proficiency and state-
specific know

ledge 

Central em
ployees w

ith 
IT proficiency 

O
ffices 

are 
closed 

in 
som

e 
states 

and 
open 

w
ith lim

ited capacity in 
other states 

  

G
iven 

the 
digitization, 

an initiative started in 
2019 

and 
the 

actualization 
of 

affordances 3 and 4, the 
com

pany becom
es aw

are 
of 

the 
partially 

actualized affordance 

(som
e 

services 
are 

already offered by both 
the central office and the 
branches) 

 

Increase 
operational 

flexibility 
betw

een 
branches and central 

Im
prove 

operational 
efficiency and scalability 

 

W
hen 

branch 
business 

volum
e is dow

n, shift 
som

e branch em
ployees 

to 
central 

by 
redesignating them

 and 
obtaining 

tem
porary 

w
aivers for them

 

Expand 
m

ultichannel 
services 

A
chieve 

better 
integration 

betw
een 

services 
offered 

by 
branches and central 

A
ffordance 

3: 
Enabling 
em

ployees
’ telecom

m
u

ting  

A
ffordance 

4: 
Enabling 
virtual 
branch 
w

ork 

Reduce 
operational 
cost 

and 
im

prove 
staffing 
efficiency 
to 

cope 
w

ith 
the 

rare 
event 

challenge 

Provide 
a 

proof 
of 

concept for 
a 

m
ore 

integrated 
branch-
central 
om

nichann
el 

service 
delivery 

G
ain 

experience 
in shifting 
som

e 
em

ployees 
betw

een 
central and 
branch 

A
ffordance 6.  Strategic IT engagem

ent  

A
ccelerating 

the 
digitization of services 

     

D
igital savvy CEO

 

N
ew

 
senior 

executive 
team

 w
ith m

onthly face-
to-face m

eetings 

Cross-functional team
s 

Business 
project 

m
anagem

ent 
office 

(PM
O

) 

IT project m
anagem

ent 
office 

Senior executives need 
to have m

ore frequent 
virtual m

eetings to stay 
inform

ed 
of 

issues 
caused by the CO

V
ID

-
19 

situation 
and 

to 
expedite critical decision 
m

aking 

CO
V

ID
-19 

severely 
im

pacts businesses and 
individuals 

 

G
iven 

the 
digitization 

efforts initiated last year 
and the presence of the 
CTO

 
on 

the 
strategic 

decision-m
aking 

com
m

ittee 
(including 

CO
O

, 
CM

O
, 

Risk 
officer, 

credit 
officer, 

and 
CTO

), 
this 

affordance is perceived 
to be partially actualized. A

chieving 
strategic 

business objectives 

Im
prove 

organizational 
agility 

Im
prove 

technological 
feasibility 

of 
business 

decisions 

CTO
 

developing 
a 

shared 
m

indset 
w

ithin 
the executive team

 

Increase 
the 

frequency 
of 

m
eetings 

betw
een 

business executives and 
IT executive  

Replace business PM
O

 
and IT PM

O
 w

ith one 
integrated 

and 
centralized PM

O
  

Prom
ote com

m
unication 

and collaboration w
ithin 

IT 

A
ffordance 

3: 
Enabling 
em

ployees
’ telecom

m
u

ting  

A
ffordance 

4: 
Enabling 
virtual 
branch 
w

ork 

IT 
leader 

and 
em

ployees 
are 

m
ore 

engaged in 
strategic 
decision 
m

aking 
to 

cope 
w

ith 
the 

rare 
event 

The 
executive 
team

 
is 

recognizin
g 

servant 
leadership 
of IT 

Transform
ational 
leadership 
of 

IT 
is 

being 
encourage
d 

 Table 1. D
igital affordances in the O

neM
ain case 
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6 Affordance Actualization in the Event Response at OneMain  

Having established the six digital affordances that enabled OneMain to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

following section analyzes the process by which these affordances were actualized and the long-term impact of the 

actualization. 

6.1 Affordance discovery triggered by attention to rare event 

After observing a surge in the confirmed cases in New York City, the CEO immediately asked the IT group to 

prepare employees for telecommuting. The urgency and unfamiliarity of the situation immediately captured 

everyone's attention, especially the senior management team, who had to focus on issues specific to keeping the 

business going. Such a crisis triggered “an abrupt and brutal audit” (Lagadec 1993, p. 54), forcing the IT group to 

reexamine the pre-existing assumption that all employees already had necessary equipment at home and could work 

from home. As explained by the CTO: 

“You are making your assessment from the top… you must have a picture of the organization and a picture 

of the IT capabilities of the company. Yet, [you were] surprised … that you really did not have a good idea of 

the low-level infrastructure requirements of the end-user. We call it the ‘last mile.’ So you have all the 

network connections, you have all the infrastructure, and everything looks beautiful, but when we get to the 

last mile, it is based on what they have at their local setup, and we didn’t know that upfront”. 

After they surveyed employees’ needs for telework equipment, they quickly became aware that they must 

ensure the last-mile telecommuting device readiness affordance (Affordance 1 in Table 1) and focus on IT 

outfitting of employees’ homes. Some branch workers did not have a laptop, an Internet connection, or even 

a smartphone at home, so these items needed to be acquired as soon as possible. The management team's 

focused attention triggered by the urgent COVID-19 situation, combined with immediate information 

gathering and assessment efforts, led to recognizing the need to actualize this affordance. As the Chief of 

Staff of Technology explained: 

“[M]ost of our team members were not equipped to work remotely; especially in our call center 

environments, so we made the choice to quickly procure as much hardware as we could to allow them to 

work from home. We sent surveys out to the team members, what were their immediate needs? And that was 

a very quick paced time because hardware started to become very difficult to procure.” 

Simultaneously, the urgent telecommuting need caused by COVID-19 prompted the management team to 

assess all employees’ technical proficiency with telecommuting devices and applications. They recognized 

that most branch employees needed to be trained on how to operate the home computing device and access 

the backend office applications. In other words, given the non-tech savviness of the branch employees, 

Affordance 2, the telecommuting skill readiness of employees, was incompletely actualized and required the 

IT training group's immediate attention. 
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6.2 Resource mobilization and affordance actualization to cope with a rare event 

OneMain’s focused attention on specific issues related to this rare event not only triggered the discovery of 

unactualized or incompletely actualized affordances such as Affordance 1 and Affordance 2 but also guided the 

efforts to unfreeze the status quo and mobilize resources and capabilities to actualize essential affordances.  

For example, after ensuring employees' telecommuting device- and skill-readiness to facilitate organization-wide 

remote work (Affordance 3), the senior management team reallocated the company’s resources from some strategic 

initiatives was focusing on pre-COVID-19 but now had to be put on hold. The HR team was immediately engaged 

to establish a mini HR call center – HR Connect – to answer calls from employees who expressed concerns or 

needed information about their work arrangement and other issues related to the crisis.  

The Head of Digital Business recounts an example of how the event became a breakthrough for the online full loan 

origination process, which has seen dramatic usage gains since the event:  

“Last year, OneMain invested in automating the full loan origination process for a set of customers that meet 

very stringent requirements. This was launched in Jan 2020 but constituted only a tiny fraction (.001%) of 

our originations. In effect, we had a healthy branch-based business supported by a central sales organization 

and a nascent digital business that was somewhat orthogonal to the branch-based business, except that most 

of our applications came through the digital channel. Then COVID-19 changed it.” 

Recognizing the digital team, a group within IT had developed a set of best practices on virtual team building, 

collaboration, and productivity management, and the CTO engaged the digital team’s leader in sharing these 

practices. The CTO explained:  

“We actually had their leader come and talk to the mothership in terms of how to work remotely in other 

teams’ meetings. How do you work remote, how do you set up these teams channels, how do you still use the 

team chat versus having to do things on email, how do you schedule things... He gave a lot of tricks… 

provided a lot of good inputs for our team.”  

Also, because most branch offices had to remain open based on state regulations, using the social distancing 

requirement and the space limitation in each branch office. Central and corporate employees were divided into 

Alpha-Bravo teams rotating between remote work from home and in-office work every two weeks. Overall, these 

resource allocations and changes helped establish the facilitating conditions for enabling the organization-wide 

remote work, Affordance 3.  

6.3 Digital artifact development and affordance actualization to cope with a rare event 

The case evidence suggests that resources are mobilized not only to establish facilitating conditions for affordance 

actualization but also to enhance the digital artifacts enabling the affordance. One example is associated with the 

affordance of virtualized branch services (i.e., Affordance 4). The digitization initiatives launched in 2019 were 

accelerated and expanded in the pandemic situation when many customers remained reluctant to visit the branch 

office and preferred accessing the same services through OneMain’s website and its mobile channel. Existing and 
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prospective customers who lost their jobs due to the pandemic needed to apply for personal loans. Many branch 

employees rotated between in-office work and remote work. Hence, the senior executives identified virtualizing 

branch services regardless of customers’ and branch employees’ locations as a priority. 

A key IT challenge in OneMain was the legacy IT infrastructure, which had been in place since the 1970s, lacking 

flexibility, reusability, and scalability. Under the new leadership team in 2019, the company started a strategic 

initiative to modernize the network infrastructure transition to a service-oriented architecture and build digital 

service components. By February 2020, the IT group successfully implemented 25 business services as APIs, where 

they decoupled the business logic from the user interface logic. As explained by the Chief Architect, this was 

purposefully done to enable the development of digital services:  

“So I'm trying to build out a full, robust API ecosystem that anticipates what our digital omnichannel self-

service needs will be… Once we had digital stood up in 2014; obviously, there was some API work that 

needed to be done at that point… Then when we officially started talking about doing purposeful API 

enablement, about two years ago, … And at that point, we started identifying the next set of APIs that would 

be required.”  

However, to provide a full set of virtual services to customers, the IT group needed to implement more digital 

services. The urgency in responding to COVID-19 created unfreezing moments and led to the quick mobilization 

of resources to these IS development efforts. As explained by the CTO: 

 “Let's look at how we can create that servicing capabilities through our mobile app and website. Our mobile 

app and website were not strong… And the key things we did with the mobile app is… important for this type 

of customer. Like, what is your balance? What is your transaction history? When is the next payment due?” 

The IS development team added critical functionalities related to loan servicing in the mobile app, including push 

notification to customers. After several rounds of trial and error, the team successfully implemented the co-browsing 

functionality to provide better support, especially to non-tech-savvy customers and branch employees. They also 

improved the company website's content to deliver customer financial literacy training and encourage customers to 

share their virtual branch experience. As the Senior Managing Director recalled: 

“[A]t the very beginning, we had some remote functionality where customers could close online, and they 

never had to come to the branch. With COVID it accelerated the technology to allow us to do more of that 

with new customers. We only would allow it with our current customers, but now, we do new customers, 

current customers, and former customers. We have the ability to close those loans remotely.” 

Due to the imperative need for fast implementation, existing internal resources may be insufficient to make changes 

happen at lightning speed. So, the IT group “had to drop some bells and whistles that were in the original strategic 

IT plan” and sought external resources by partnering with startups to implement some of the innovative features. 

The CTO described the change:  
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“This is a whole series of small innovations, if I can call it, live chat, two-way texting, push notification, 

video chatting, co-browsing, all these things were not planned for, and we also had to select a vendor in 

super lightning speed to make sure all of this works. So, we got a real good startup to work with us.” 

In summary, leveraging the existing digital services built before COVID-19, OneMain was able to mobilize internal 

IT resources and partner with vendors to enhance its digital artifacts and implement essential digital services for 

remote customers and branch employees (Affordance 4).  

6.4 A cluster of affordances as a response to rare event 

Consistent with the finding in Thapa and Sein (2018), we find the interconnectedness among the emergence and 

actualization of affordances, which form a cluster helping the organization respond to the rare event. Our case data 

shows that some affordances are more foundational than others, and they serve as the enabling conditions for 

actualizing more advanced affordances. These advanced affordances may be relevant for the focal rare event and 

become part of the organization’s response repertoire. For example, only after all employees obtained necessary 

home computing equipment (Affordance 1) and developed the skills to effectively use both hardware and software 

technologies for telecommuting (Affordance 2) did it become possible to achieve and improve organization-wide 

remote work regardless of job type and location (Affordance 3). Similarly, Affordance 1 and Affordance 2 served 

as enabling conditions for achieving the virtualization of branch services (Affordance 4). 

It is also interesting to note that some affordances may be actualized simultaneously while having a mutually 

beneficial relationship. For instance, the remote work of employees (Affordance 3) both expedited and was 

improved by the virtual branch enablement (Affordance 4). On the other hand, the implementation of more virtual 

branch service functionalities not only improved the effectiveness of branch employees’ remote work but also 

further demonstrated the value of service digitalization, pushing forward digital artifact development efforts.  

The actualization of Affordance 3 and Affordance 4 provided facilitating conditions for the actualization of 

Affordance 5 – Integrated branch-central operating model – whereby senior management facilitated the move from 

a branch-heavy to a more integrated branch and central shared operating model. As mentioned, OneMain had a 

decentralized branch-heavy operating model, which allowed each branch to adhere to each state’s different lending 

laws when originating, closing, and service loans primarily through face-to-face interactions in the branch office. 

OneMain had also developed national, central operations that replicated the branch offices' processing and mainly 

served customers who needed services outside the branch business hours.  

However, with the virtualized branch services (Affordance 4) and the company-wide telecommute (Affordance 3), 

given the reduced business volume in the branch offices, the company needed to balance the branch-central 

workload and increase operational flexibility between branches and central (i.e., call center). To achieve this 

affordance, through redesignation and obtaining temporary waivers, OneMain shifted some branch employees to 

central operations. At the same time, processing through the central operation increasingly augmented the work of 

branch employees, whether working in the branch or at home. They also moved numerous back-end loan origination 
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and closing processing activities to the central/online closing system. Still, they continued to attribute the loans to 

the branches giving origination leads (commissions) and closing controls to branch employees. Services offered by 

the central operation and the branch offices became much more integrated. As the CTO summarized:  

“We are building the multichannel services… wherever they left off, can the branch pick it up or central pick 

it up and continue the journey for them [customers]?... Or the other way around where they start in the 

branch, and then they can continue on the digital.” 

Together, the cluster of affordances helped OneMain continue its operations with minimal disruption while many 

competitors struggled with the COVID-19 rare event.  

6.5 Affordances with impacts beyond the rare event 

While OneMain had the primary objective of responding to the COVID-19 lockdown, case evidence showed that 

the possible impact of rare events on actualized affordances extends beyond the immediate context of the rare event. 

At OneMain, the IT group successfully worked together with business functions such as HR, marketing, credit, and 

operation to transition employees to telecommuting (Affordance 3), forging strong relationships across functions. 

For instance, the Chief of Staff of Technology recalled close collaboration to ensure ‘last mile’ connectivity:  

So for myself, I worked closely with our COO, our CEO, and our procurement team to get that hardware in 

as quickly as we could, and start to send team members home just as quickly.” 

Generally, these close collaborations enhanced the standing of the IT organization, perceived favorably by the 

business employees and managers as “miracle workers.” Also, through extensive cross-functional collaboration on 

digital service expansion and virtual enablement of branches (Affordance 4), the business side developed a better 

appreciation of IT’s competency in delivering digital solutions as well as the technical constraints faced by IT due 

to the legacy infrastructure. As the Chief Architect indicated: 

“[M]y group largely should be in the world of strategy, kind of longer-term thinking. But I also have some 

very, very capable smart people who have an enterprise view that a lot of the teams don't have…So a lot 

these problems that were enterprise problems, they kind off threw at us, even though they were tactical in 

nature. And we were more than happy to help. We understood that for the company to be successful,… 

everybody was going have to go above and beyond.” 

In the senior management team’s decision-making process, the CTO's role, who was proactive in driving these 

affordances' actualization, also shifted. During the COVID-19 crisis, the company had to become more agile and 

adaptive while operating with reduced resources  (Conboy et al., 2011). To better manage the crisis and cope with 

unexpected challenges, senior executives, including the CTO, started having daily briefings and weekly planning 

meetings to expedite critical decision making. Frequent interactions and collaborations among the top executives 

helped them develop a shared mindset about the digital channel's value and the company’s shift to “omnichannel” 

operations. The CTO developed storytelling skills that helped establish realistic expectations and create a sense of 

collaboration between IT and the business. They were all working at breakneck speed and needed to have a 
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supportive work environment. Hence, IT became more engaged in strategic decision making (Affordance 6), and 

the implications of such a change in the IT’s role went well beyond the COVID-19 situation. As explained by the 

CTO: 

“My peers, the COO, and I were asked by our CEO, ‘What can you guys do to get our branches to virtually 

interact with our customers?’… we had some brainstorming sessions…We looked at what we have from a 

business process standpoint …so we said, ‘Loan closing makes the most sense, let's focus on loan closing as 

a starting point, versus the entire process…Then I reached out to my team leader… They did an awesome 

job, we made the changes, and then we communicated to the leadership…We had a kickoff, and everybody 

was super excited…” 

Digital services evolved from a separate line of business to become an integrated part of most customer 

journeys. Before COVID-19, it was estimated that less than 5% of all loans originated in the digital channels. 

During the pandemic, this number grew to 35%. Moving forward into a new normal, a goal was set that 40% 

of loans would stem from the digital channels. As explained by the Head of Digital Business, the online and 

physical channels were structurally converging:  

“We’re still in the middle of implementing many of the missing pieces of omnichannel customer experience, 

but the epidemic forced all parts of the business to embrace the use of digital. We have a much better view of 

the customer as they move across our physical and digital experiences and have begun to embrace the idea 

that this is really just one customer journey, not two.” 

6.6 Actualization of affordances and learning about the rare event 

As recognized in the rare event literature (e.g., Lampel et al. 2009, Zollo & Singh, 2004), learning about rare events 

involves engaging in the moment and retrospective sensemaking. Identifying similar events that may occur in the 

future based on perceived relevance and impact and deliberately evaluating the processes of coping with these 

events is critical. In the context of digital affordance, such learning occurs primarily through understanding the 

process of affordance actualization to meet the challenges brought by rare events.  

For example, during the actualizing of the telecommuting last-mile device readiness (Affordance 1), the company 

established a new baseline in terms of employees’ equipment needs and logistics set up so that if and when similar 

events requiring telecommuting occur again, everyone has a better idea of what to prepare for and how to get ready. 

The CTO described the new position: 

“Now we have got a new baseline… If I take logistics as an example,… we've figured out who our vendor 

partners are, where we can get these devices, where we can get the laptops, right, all those things. So at least 

we have created those connection points.” 

Or, when moving from a branch-heavy operating model to an integrated branch-central shared operating 

model (Affordance 5) as a response to the crisis, the management gained knowledge not only on the process 

of shifting employees from branches to central and vice versa but also on the support and incentive structures 

that needed to be in place. For example, in response to fears that remote workers might be less engaged, 
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management offered them added financial incentives only to realize they could not afford to continue to do 

so at the same level. Recognizing they were still learning, the Chief of Staff of Technology questions how 

they would make a partially remote workforce sustainable over an extended period:  

“[I]f they [the workforce] are not in the office, that they have the same user experience when it comes to 

collaborating, working with other teams, other departments, how can we support that? Not only from a 

technical perspective but a cultural perspective? And if we are going to change how we work, how are we 

are going to have to change our culture to support that?” 

This form of quasi-experimental learning should enable more effective staffing responses to future similar 

rare events. 

6.7 Actualization of affordances and learning through the rare event 

Concerning learning through COVID-19, our case data reveals that although the pandemic triggered the 

actualization of achieving a more integrated branch-central shared operating model (Affordance 5), the learning did 

not stop at this affordance. Instead, the senior executive team started thinking about the lessons learned, the broad 

implications beyond the crisis, and whether a different organizational affordance can be actualized to change how 

the business operates in the future and its identity. Having experienced some proof in concepts over the past few 

months, the CTO, CEO, and other executive started to reflect on the operating model itself. The Head of Staff of 

Technology expressed that the event had made managers more aware of the relative strengths and weaknesses of 

its digital affordances:  

“[O]ur environment, especially our infrastructure, was built to allow team members to work remotely, but 

we did not build it for the entire enterprise to work remotely. And we didn't build our support, including our 

help desk to support thousands of team members working remotely. So yes, we have opportunities as we think 

towards the long term.” 

The Chief Architect also mentioned the broader impact on the future of the technology architecture as well as talent 

recruitment: 

“I think the executive management team saw an opportunity for  our customers to engage with us much more 

digitally than we ever thought. So I anticipate us, at least for the next several years, to have a very, very 

heavy focus on building out a very mature digital and mobile capability.” 

The Senior Managing Director reflected on the change of organizational dynamics beyond this pandemic situation:  

“But what COVID has done is, it's accelerated the opportunity for us to test some of this technology and 

remote and digital functionality. But it also created that appetite for test and learn where... we know that we 

have the technology. Let's go ahead and launch it. Let's try it out. Let's test it, and let's run with it. So it's 

created that kind of dynamic in the business.” 
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7 A Model of Affordance Actualization in Transformative Rare Events 

Building on our conceptual understanding, combined with the empirical analysis of affordance actualization in 

OneMain’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, we put forward seven propositions to form a model of digital 

affordance actualization in the context of rare events (Figure 4). In line with affordance theory, the model is in its 

nature teleological, meaning that its ‘motor’ is goal-oriented action (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995) to solve the issues 

that are particularly salient in the event.  

 

Figure 4. A model of digital affordance actualization in the context of the rare event 

 

We develop the model in two steps. First, we articulate the rare event's influence on the organization’s response to 

the event (Propositions 1-4 in Figure 3). Second, we articulate how learning during the actualization of affordances 

can improve the organization's ability to respond to similar events and inform its future development of affordances 

beyond the rare event (Propositions 5-7 in Figure 3). The seven propositions are reflective of the structure in the 

empirical account for affordance actualization above and illustrated below by examples from the case narrative.   

7.1 Affordance actualization in the immediate response to rare events 

In essence, rare events ‘unfreeze’ potential new ways of working when it is impossible to continue with existing 

routines, challenging existing mental models (Christianson et al., 2009). Only when an actor experiences that a goal 

cannot be fulfilled by existing routines enabled by existing technology does she start the search for alternatives 
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(Leonardi, 2011). The immediate action is to turn to technologies at hand and actors involved, collecting relevant 

information, and examining their material action potential (Leonardi, 2011). While this use may not be the intended 

use by the designer of the object, the attention-directing capacity of the rare event would provide external cues 

needed to discover the affordance.  

An illustration of this unfreezing of existing mental models in our case occurred when front-office workers were 

asked to serve customers from their homes. This mental model unfreezing of the physical branch preeminence led 

to previously unasked questions about last-mile connectivity and the discovery of a limited affordance for remote 

work (Affordance 1).  

We propose that:  

P1. A rare event unfreezes existing mental models and brings attention to issues specific to coping with the rare 

event, leading to information gathering and discovery of an unactualized affordance, a partially actualized 

affordance, or lack of affordance. 

Perceived affordances need to be actualized before they have an impact. McGrenere and Ho (2000) found that 

affordance actualization is not binary (i.e., possible or impossible) but a continuum with different degrees of 

difficulty. Additionally, Thapa and Sein (2018) found that “[t]o actualize the affordance(s), there must be 

facilitating conditions that can be a pool of resources (such as financial, social, and political)” (p. 810). The 

organizational context may form such conditions that impede or catalyze the degree of actualization (Strong et al., 

2014). Therefore, affordance actualization that previously was dismissed as difficult may become more attractive. 

Also, in the time-sensitive rare event situation, willingness to mobilize facilitating conditions is higher.  

For example, when OneMain set up the HR Connect to enable remote work (Affordance 3), the managerial attention 

given to the event presented a direct link to the ‘pool of financial, social, and political resources’ (Thapa & Sein, 

2018) required for affordance actualization. HR Connect, together with a series of other enabling actions, formed 

the facilitating conditions for actualizing this affordance.  

We propose that: 

P2. A rare event brings attention to identify immediate goals to achieve, which triggers the mobilization of resources 

and efforts to facilitate affordance actualization conditions. 

Concerning affordance development, a rare event influences the willingness to prioritize investments to resources 

relevant to the event (Lampel et al., 2009). In the IS literature, a period of intense development can be initiated 

“[E]vents [that] form critical and necessary conditions in rendering a change in the sociotechnical state and 

creating a gap in that the change would not happen without the event” (Lyytinen & Newman, 2008, p. 595). 
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Specifically, a change in tasks that the actor wants to accomplish is one such incident that can ignite a period of 

intense IS development.  

At OneMain, instead of spreading resources thinly over many projects with slow overall progress, the company 

decided to make rapid progress with a select few affordances. One of these initiatives was digitizing the customer 

experience, including the remote closing of loans and co-browsing capabilities (Affordance 4). This initiative was 

in the long-term planning with slow but steady progress pre-COVID but was significantly accelerated as projects 

were re-prioritized and development efforts were re-allocated. 

We propose that:  

P3. The attention brought by a rare event helps mobilize development efforts on digital artifacts associated with the 

partially actualized affordance.  

As shown by the case of OneMain, rare events such as the COVID-19 pandemic are significant challenges where 

organizations may need to actualize several distinct affordances to form a response. A cluster of affordances can 

create an ensemble of affordances converged in a complementary manner to actualize higher-order outcomes (Thapa 

& Sein, 2018). Taken together, some of these actualized affordances originated in pre-existing affordances 

(including possessed and perceived affordances), forming the conditions at the time of the event. If the event 

duration is short, actualizing pre-existing affordances may be sufficient and managerial action would be limited to 

the orchestration of discovery and actualization of affordances. In contrast, if the event progresses over an extended 

period, such as COVID-19, the full response may also include newly developed affordances during the response. 

The actualization of affordances, regardless of their origins, would contribute towards the event response.  

At OneMain, after employees obtained home computing equipment (Affordance 1) and developed the skills to 

effectively use both hardware and software technologies for telecommuting purpose (Affordance 2), it became 

possible to implement organization-wide remote work (Affordance 3) and the virtualization of Branch Services 

(Affordance 4). Together, this cluster of affordances enabled OneMain to meet the challenges in the pandemic. 

We propose that: 

P4. Actualized affordances addressing the rare event issues form a cluster of affordances as a response to the event 

presenting new operating possibilities. 

7.2 Learning and affordance actualization beyond the immediate response 

While the initial response of OneMain Financial directly targeted remaining operational while protecting employees 

and customers, the case clearly shows that the actions taken in the actualization of affordances have lingering effects 

going forward. In part, this is because the actualization of an affordance can lead to the discovery, or the emergence, 

of new affordances (Pozzi et al., 2014; Volkoff & Strong, 2013). Working through the discovery and actualization 
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of affordances may lead to structural changes and new ways of working, leaving a lasting imprint on the 

organization. However, as elaborated below concerning Proposition 6, this long-term impact would be contingent 

on recognizing that the experiences of the rare event are relevant beyond the enduring of the event (Beck & 

Plowman, 2009; Christianson et al., 2009).  

At OneMain, the lingering effects of affordance actualization included an elevated role of IT and the forging of new 

business practices and processes that could persist post-event. Working at breakneck speed to manage the transition 

to remote work, IT became more engaged in strategic decision-making (Affordance 6), forming managerial skills 

and critical relations necessary to retain its strategic positioning in the long run.  

We propose that:  

P5. Actualized affordances addressing the rare event issues have structural, managerial, and relational impacts 

beyond the rare event. 

According to the rare events literature, learning about how to cope with similar situations in the future depends on 

the sensemaking of the response through deliberate evaluation activities (Zollo & Singh, 2004). Drawing on 

retrospective sensemaking (Weick, 1995), Zollo and Singh (2004) conclude that to infer correct causality in messy 

and complex situations such as rare events (Lampel et al., 2009), evaluation of the processes that create outcomes 

is critical. That is, evaluation can help the organization understand how a digital affordance contributed positively 

or negatively to forming an event response and the potential to enhance the affordance to create a more robust 

response in the future. Perceived relevance is a direct driver of the willingness to turn understanding into action 

dedicating effort to improve the affordances to prepare for a similar event.  

At OneMain, continuous evaluation of how to deal with staff availability given customer demands shaped the new 

integrated branch-central operating model (Affordance 5). Assessing the relative merits and shortcomings of 

attempts made led to the refinement of its operating model, which could better cope with unexpected variations in 

staff availability and customer demand while allowing for a generally improved flexibility in the workforce.  

We propose that:  

P6. Evaluation of the affordance actualization process during rare events helps organizations build knowledge 

about how to better cope with rare events in the future. 

Organizational learning may occur not only about rare events but also through rare events. In the latter case, rare 

events expose organizations’ strengths and weaknesses unnoticeable during normal operations. Christianson et al. 

(2009) argue that “rare events provoke a reconsideration of organizational identity as the organization learns what 

it knows and who it is when it sees what it can do.” (p. 846). From the affordance perspective, by triggering the 

discovery and actualization of affordances, rare events can generate insights about these affordances that have 
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broader implications to the organization beyond their roles in responding to rare events. In our case, OneMain 

gained a better understanding of its workforce’s abilities, how legacy technology was impeding digital service 

development, the strengths and weaknesses of its work practices, and customers’ shifting preferences. Such learning 

would not only inform the organization of the characteristics across its affordance ecology but also help better assess 

its ability to foster affordances. According to Volkoff and Strong (2013), understanding where along the 

evolutionary strand of an affordance it ‘gets stuck’ can reveal necessary information about development and 

implementation issues pertaining to technology. We therefore propose:  

P7. Learning through the actualization of affordances, triggered by rare events, informs the organization about its 

ecology of affordances and its ability to transform the affordance ecology. 

8 Discussion and Implications 

8.1 IT responding to the Covid-19 pandemic crisis  

In this paper, we instantiate the digital affordances needed to meet the COVID-19 challenge in a case study of a 

consumer lending company in the US. The challenge facing OneMain resembles the overarching challenge faced 

by many organizations in the rapid digitizing of a physical operation. Yet, possibilities and conditions will differ 

given the context of response. We see the instantiation of the OneMain response as a consultable record (Walsham, 

1995) that can be used to inform others when dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. The attention-focusing nature 

of a rare event influences the development, discovery, and actualization of affordances in the mobilization of a 

COVID-19 response. Using affordance theory, our conceptual model and case explain how the company draws on 

pre-existing affordances and develops new affordances that are actualized in response to the COVID-19 event and 

how this affordance actualization has broader implications on affordance evolution beyond the immediate rare 

event.  

The conceptual model and propositions explain digital affordance evolution in a rare event and offer prescriptive 

advice outlining affordance actualization as a transformational corporate experience rather than merely enduring a 

one-time adverse event. Evaluations of the rare event and affordance actualization should be done in the moment 

and post hoc (Beck & Plowman, 2009; Christianson et al., 2009; Zollo, 2009). To be effective, it should involve 

executives, front-line managers, employees, and customers, all that can be reflective, constructive concerning 

missteps, and forward-looking in leveraging affordance opportunities.  

We find that six critical digital affordances clustered to form a COVID-19 response at OneMain: (1) “Last mile” 

telecommuting device readiness, (2) Telecommuting skill readiness, (3) Organization-wide remote work, (4) 

Virtualized branch services, (5) Integrated branch-central operating model, (6) Strategic IT engagement. Affordance 

1-3 were foundational in establishing a flexible and unified infrastructure for both on-site and remote work. 

However, evolving affordances allowed OneMain to conduct a real-time business quasi-experiment of sorts (Du et 

al., 2019), testing the scalability of fully digital loan processing and closing capability (Affordance 4). Doing so 

offered evidence for moving to more centralized and integrated digital business options (Affordance 5) post 
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COVID-19 to reach more customers digitally. In the process, IT managers had significant opportunities to routinely 

interact with the CEO and executive committee in a war-room fashion as an equal partner, building trust by 

actualizing vital digital affordances, which not only kept the business afloat but also offered promise for a more 

significant digital role in the company moving forward (Affordance 6).  

Beyond OneMain, COVID-19 responses stabilize in a prolonged state of partial or full lockdown in the wait for 

vaccination or other means effective to tackle the spread of the virus.  However, an organization’s snap back to its 

pre-COVID modus operandi may bring disappointment in the future if it has learned little. This chapter has yet to 

be written at OneMain and most other organizations, ranging from universities deciding on scheduling 

teleconferenced seminars in the coming semesters and airlines deciding whether to return entirely to passenger 

service or to continue with package air freight in retrofitted aircraft. General business learning about the COVID-

19 response and the possibilities of emerging digital affordances will play a critical role in these decisions. Because 

it is incredibly hard to judge how well things worked in the messy response to a rare event (Zollo, 2009; 

Henningsson, 2015), benchmarking affordance performance, gathering learnings from others' experiences, and 

planning to fill gaps is critical in addressing a second wave and potentially other types of future rare events.  

Cautioned by the immediacy of the COVID-19 event and limited empirical evidence, our literature review, 

conceptual development, propositions, and case study do provide some insights that may prove to be worthwhile 

suggestions, based on the notion that a rare event is not something that should be merely endured as a passing 

anomaly but should be experienced as a vehicle for moving an organization towards a new normal. Concretely: 

a. Inertia breaking possibilities for change: It is easy to view the COVID-19 event as a glass half empty with 

little prospect of positive outcomes. However, the inertia breaking quality of rare event disruption can result 

in innovations and practical experiments that may deliver a cluster of affordances moving the business 

forward.  

b. Opportunities for IS and digital business models: CIOs and IT organizations have been marshalled to 

deliver the platforms to enable digital business models on a full scale. Beyond forming a foundational 

landscape of digital assets to build new affordances upon, this elevates the importance of IS in many 

organizations. The COVID-19 pandemic provides the opportunity for CTOs/CIOs to gain a seat at the 

executive committee’s table.  

c. Be a storyteller in the hub of the discourse: Storytelling about affordances and their impacts paints a picture 

of the possible and helps establish expectations. For example, a CIO might use storytelling to set 

expectations for incremental development of affordances rather than creating grand expectations for quick 

fixes during a messy rare event mobilization. In this way, missteps in affordance actualization, which will 

likely happen, are anticipated to occur, leading to learning from the mistakes and repositioning to keep 

moving forward.  

We see that OneMain has started to do some of these things; now, they and others should extend these efforts to 

ensure that these COVID-19 rare event months were not endured but experienced.  
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8.2 Affordance theory and rare events  

In IS research, affordance theory has been adopted to examine how individuals, groups, and organizations use digital 

technologies to attend to specific goals. Beyond its general conceptual structure of explanation, affordance theory 

has explicitly been touted as an approach to articulate a substantive, mid-range theory of how digital technologies 

are leveraged to achieved particular objectives (Du et al., 2019; Strong et al., 2014; Volkoff & Strong, 2013). The 

six affordances identified here provide a starting point for a substantive theory explaining and prescribing the role 

of digital technology in formulating responses to the pandemic.  

Within the IS affordance literature, to our knowledge, this is the first study explaining the role of rare events in the 

actualization and evolution of affordances. At its core, this study emphasizes the evolution of digital affordances as 

a series of interconnected teleological paths (Van den Ven & Poole, 1995) as the organization focuses its managerial 

attention on the immediate challenges posed by the rare event. These affordances concentrate on a limited set of 

issues at the time, with learning effects applicable to the post-event organization. In this way, this research 

contributes to digital affordance theories by recognizing and elaborating how rare events play critical roles in the 

development, discovery, and actualization of affordances.   

Generally, in the IS literature, the role of unique events has been recognized in research on punctuated equilibrium 

models of IS development (Lyytinen & Newman, 2008; Sabherwal et al., 2001) and how to overcome resistance in 

IS implementation (Hedman & Henningsson, 2016; Laumer et al., 2016). However, these events are treated as 

contextual settings in prior studies, whereas our research highlights the need to study rare events as a focal 

phenomenon itself. Our findings suggest specific events can have important implications for the pace of 

development and adoption of digital technologies. Indeed, the COVID-19 event accelerated specific digital 

development projects and motivated rapid adoption due to the magnitude and the urgency of the event (Lampel et 

al., 2009). More importantly, responses to the event help guide the organization’s future direction. By unfreezing 

mental models, re-directing attention, shifting organization-wide work routines and mindset, the rare event has 

broader implications on future business models and strategic priorities. It follows from this view that the evolution 

of digital affordances is non-linear, developed in steps corresponding to where an organization focuses its 

managerial attention, and recursive as the ecology of affordances created in response to one event forms the baseline 

for further development. 

More broadly, our research also points to a need to appropriately account for attention when investigating why 

organizations develop their digital technologies in the way they do and to what extent attention can impact 

evolutionary trajectories. Attention is a very salient construct in management theory (Ocasio, 1997) but is relatively 

under-studied in the IS evolution literature. This paper’s conceptual model brings an attention perspective to the 

affordance literature and can be applied beyond the rare event context. 
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