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Abstract 

This thesis combines the theories of boundary spanning and boundary objects to investigate 

how change agents work at the beginning of a major business transformation within a Nordic 

bank. A qualitative study was performed to capture the aspects of how change practitioners 

work in the field. The study provides insight of how it is like to work in the beginning of a 

business transformation, how reporting structures and uncertainty makes proactivity hard, it 

also provides views of how a business provides unexpected and unorthodox boundary objects. 

The thesis also argues for how different forms of support to change agents can provide for 

smoother starts of projects as well as boundary spanning strategies that can help in the 

beginning of business transformations. 
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1. Introduction 

The Swedish banking industry is mostly built upon old IT systems and carries a great deal of 

legacy issues with technology. This transfers to the organisational side of the company because 

the old technology cannot handle the customers’ newfound ways of interacting with banks. This 

is problematic for banks since they are moving towards becoming IT companies, they are 

moving the handling of cash and currency to the internet resulting in fewer transactions at the 

local branches (HBR.org/blog, 2014). This is more cost efficient for the banks and they have 

driven this change themselves. However, this brings them to an area where they no longer have 

complete dominion. New competitors are scraping of on the banks different areas of income by 

offering new products and creating more nimble organisations without legacy issues 

(HBR.org/blog, 2014). The banks are facing competitors created from a world they are barely 

adapting to. Therefore, they need to transform their systems and rid themselves of as much 

legacy as possible to adapt to the new business landscape (Terrizzano et al., 2015). 

1.1 Problem formulation 

To adapt to the ever more digital landscape of banking, old systems need to be replaced with 

new ones so that the technological gap between market entrants and older banks is closed. This 

translates into a complete overhaul of the IT infrastructure and opens up new possibilities for 

how the bank can be organised. IT projects has for a long time been synonym with failures 

(Pillay et al., 2012). Due to the rate of technical development in the IT area and the digitalisation 

of the banking industry, change is just a matter of time. It is a pressing need to get better at 

delivering successful IT projects. Even though IT change has been thoroughly studied it is still 

a major obstacle for many companies and organisations, which they need to face continuously 

(ibid.). Working with IT driven change is hard and a lot of time and money is wasted on 

unsuccessful projects (Iveroth, 2010; Pillay et al., 2012). Change concerning IT projects are 

often seen from either an IT perspective concerning how the IT artefacts function or from an 

organisational perspective focusing on how the organisation handles the new environment that 

has been created by the change of IT systems (Arnott & Dodson, 2008). 

 

Within business transformations or large scale IT projects there is usually a person or a group 

of people responsible for driving the change forward. They are usually called change agents. 

Tasks of change agents consists of initiating, designing, sponsoring and implementing the 

change (Kanter et al., 1992) Change agents work at the intersection of the business area and the 



2 

 

project to align the needs of the business area with the goals of the project and from the project 

to the business area to make sure that the project deliveries get used as intended by the business 

area. Within an IT project it translates to a need to understand the possibilities that the new 

technology can bring requiring an understanding of the IT function and the business function 

of the company to deliver a competitive advantage (Peppard & Ward, 1999; Reich & Benbasat, 

2000). Sometimes they will have to go to other areas of the company to achieve their tasks, 

since a change in one business area or IT infrastructure can have ripple effects on other 

departments as well. Solving problems between other departments can be problematic, because 

the lack of understanding between two professions and how they interpret similar situations 

differently (Beckhy, 2003).  The challenge is to see the need of the company and use the 

knowledge of the organisation in the best way possible despite their dissimilar views and 

differences. Scholars argue that this problem can be eased by use of so called boundary spanners 

(Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Levina & Vaaste, 2004; Pawlowski & Robey, 2004). Boundary 

spanner is a person that cross over organisational boundaries in order to create better knowledge 

over the boundaries (ibid.). Boundary spanners can be seen as professionals focusing on 

communication and relations between two departments of a company in order to gain a better 

common understanding of both departments work and needs. A common tool by boundary 

spanners to increase the knowledge of how the parties relate and impact each other are by using 

an object which both parties share and can relate to in their practices, this is called a boundary 

object (Bechky, 2003). A boundary object can be anything from a map, blueprint to an IT 

system as long as the two parties can relate to the object in their field of work. The theoretical 

work surrounding boundary spanning and boundary objects are often connected to product 

development (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002), innovation (Carlile, 

2004) but limited concerning organisational development. Both from the aspects of working 

with IT and working in other fields. IT transformations have the possibilities to change how a 

company operate, they can transform the structures of the company and alter how things are 

done. If it is done correctly with a good alignment and balance of IT and business function it 

can result in competitive advantages, if it is done incorrectly the systems can make the whole 

organisation less efficient than prior to the transformation. (Davenport, 1998) Further problems 

with IT projects is that the results of the changes can alter the view or function of the department 

or Issues that were first intended to change (Arnott & Dodson, 2008). 
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When analysing change it is highly unusual to look at the early efforts of the change process. 

Change is usually analysed once the change effort has been completed or abolished (Pillay et 

al., 2012). It is common that a study of change is done over a long period of time to follow the 

change effort (Iveroth, 2010). Analysing change at an early stage leaves out a lot of the process 

and many things can and will happen along the way. All systems are not yet in place and it has 

not yet been finalised how the organisational structure will look like. The setting creates 

problems where the change agents need to align overall goals of the change with wishes from 

the business areas, the technical possibilities, as well as budget constraints. The early stage of 

a project is also when a lot of expectations of future deliverables of both the project in regards 

to time and budget but also in terms of benefits the systems will bring to the organisation. It is 

on these initial expectations that the outcome of the project will be evaluated.  A common 

definition of failure in regards to information systems is when it becomes obvious that 

expectations cannot be met (Drummond, 2005). This makes it important for the change agents 

need to prepare the organisation for change and bring about the change in the best way possible 

to make sure that the new systems fill their function and the organisation understands why they 

are needed, and use them as intended.  

 

1.2 Purpose and research questions 

This thesis will focus on the initial preparations of a major business transformation within a 

Swedish bank that has a purpose of ridding the bank of legacy and creating a simpler and more 

efficient structure to cope with the new digital environment. The total outline of the 

transformation is over a 4-5 year period and will be further explained in the next section of the 

thesis. The thesis has been conducted through semi structured interviews with five out of the 

ten people responsible for the business transformation. The interviews and focus of the thesis 

is at the very first months of this business transformation. With an overall purpose: To get an 

understanding of how change agents work to drive a business transformation at the very 

beginning of the transformation. To be able to achieve this I will divide the purpose into two 

sub questions:  

 

(1) How do change agents work as boundary spanners at the beginning of the transformation?  

(2) How do change agents use boundary objects? 
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1.3 Outline 

The thesis starts with further explaining the business transformation followed by the theoretical 

foundations of the thesis, which is summarised in a theoretical framework for analysis of the 

findings. Thereafter is the methodology section describing how the study has been conducted. 

Leading to the empirical findings of this thesis, followed by the analysis, discussion and 

suggestions for further research, resulting in an overall conclusion. 
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2. The Business Transformation1 

The simplification programme within the bank has been driven by the rapid changes in how 

customers prefer to interact with the banks and increased operative regulations to the banking 

industry. This has led to an industry wide transformation to become more digital. To be able to 

develop more personalised and comfortable services for customers the bank has initiated the 

simplification programme and started to create new core banking platforms throughout the bank 

for increased flexibility and speed. Digitalisation is the main driver of change in the banking 

industry customer transaction over mobile platforms has increased in tremendous rates of up to 

90% over one years’ time. For the bank this means 1000 new mobile users per day. This has 

led to new and changed customer preferences of availability, smoothness and adaptability.  

 

The banking industry is also seeing new agile competitors coming in and taking slices of their 

revenue streams acting as niche players, specialising their products. This gives them lesser 

regulatory demands since they cover a smaller area of the financial industry than the large 

banks. Increasing competition from actors without legacy issues and attacking the financial 

industry from an IT company perspective increases the banks need to face the competition and 

take care of their legacy issues and try to level the playing field from an IT perspective. New 

actors can enter the market with agile systems that are easy to scale up. The banks old systems 

has a lot of dependencies and interaction points with other systems and applications making it 

hard for the banks to follow or keep up with the new entrants. If the new actors succeed and 

create a more diversified and dispersed financial industry the banks can lose their role as 

intermediary. Losing the daily interaction with customers, can in the long run completely 

change how the financial market will look in the coming years. This shift is beginning to be felt 

around the bank and on the whole everyone is in on the journey to make the bank more nimble 

and better positioned from an IT perspective. 

 

To be able to adapt to the new digital way of customer preferences the whole business needs to 

be transformed. The simplification effort is divided into three parts (1) cleaning up the product 

portfolio and customer data, (2) to support simplification of all development activities and (3) 

                                                 
1 This section of the thesis is based on interviews with the respondents, news gathered from the intranet of the 

bank and from annual statements. 
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build up new core platforms for operations. The simplification effort has been going on since 

the spring of 2014 and has been focused on bringing down complexity in the bank to prepare 

for the next step of the process, creating new IT banking platforms. As a measure of how much 

has been taken away so far 37% of accounts and transaction products has been closed. There is 

also work with removing and cleaning up customer data, which will continue until the summer 

of 2015. All this is made to prepare for the new core platforms. The previously local IT systems 

will be converted into the new platforms so that the number of IT systems within the bank can 

decrease and make way for creating a unified way of working within the whole bank. This has 

previously been very much divided between different business units and between different 

countries. To put numbers on the scale of this project the impairment costs for integrating and 

closing down previous systems was recorded at 344 million euros during 2014. They will also 

increase their IT investments by 30-35% over the coming years. 

  

The change is driven by the business areas to secure a customer focus, and customer relations 

along the way. The development initiatives is focused on activities that support simplification. 

This is orchestrated by a Group Simplification unit that coordinates common frameworks, 

planning, and follow up. The programme will span over the next 4-5 years and deliveries will 

be step wise during this period. New IT systems will begin to be delivered during 2015. The 

change programme is not something that was created overnight. It consists of both new and old 

projects that have been collected under the programme umbrella and been given a centralised 

working structure instead of being run within one part of the organisation. This is a new way of 

working for the bank, which has previously been seen as very silo oriented. This creates 

different deadlines of old and new projects where some might be delivered within weeks while 

at the same time having a 4-5 year scope for the entire programme. 
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3. Theoretical foundation 

This chapter contains a literature review of theories about organisational boundaries, boundary 

spanning, and how objects can be used as a means of collaboration and understanding between 

boundaries. These theories are important to gain an understanding of the thesis subject and the 

empirical result. The theories are summarised into a theoretical framework that will provide the 

base of analysis of the empirical material.  

3.1 Introduction to organisational boundaries 

Organisations usually consists of several subunits, which are more or less coupled with the 

organisation. An example of these subunits can be different company divisions such as sales, 

production, and marketing. These subunits have distinct effect on their counterpart such as the 

impact sales have on production. However, since these subunits are not integrated and perform 

different tasks, organisational boundaries are created. Barney (1991) viewed an organisation as 

a bundle of resources, scholars have now started to argue with his view (Carlile, 2002). They 

believe an organisation is more accurately described as a bundle of boundaries, where 

knowledge must be shared and assessed. There are a few different views of organisational 

boundaries (ibid.) the views that this thesis align with are the syntactical and pragmatic views. 

The use of boundary spanning theories, further explained in the next section to view the role of 

a change agent is mostly seen from a syntactical view. The view of that communication and 

strategies help with transferring knowledge, as long as there is a stable syntax or “common 

language” over the boundaries (ibid.). Language refers to the way that two working professional 

in the same field would understand each other, since they focus on the same things and talk and 

act in the same way.  

 

In section 3.3 boundary objects will be further explained of how they can be used to create 

better understanding, settling arguments and development of process. These theories correlate 

with the pragmatic view since it is hard to change knowledge based solely on oral 

communication, such as explaining to someone how to ride a bike. It also relates to that there 

has to be willingness to learn new thing or clear evidence that the previous way was wrong, 

such as direct feedback from falling of the bike. This view finds support in working with objects 

as means to engage in such activities to share and verify newfound knowledge over 

organisational boundaries. But first we will have to know more of change agency and boundary 

spanning activities. 
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3.2 Change Agents as boundary spanners 

Change agency is described as the sources that drives the change forward. There are different 

ways to look at change agency and there is no coherent way to view this role (Caldwell, 2006). 

Essential to change agency is the human actor that drives or has a capacity that can change 

organisational structures depending on how he or she acts in a situation. Structures are defined 

as the links and connections between departments that outline how the company works. For 

example an organisational structure according to this thesis is the outline and chain of command 

that makes up an organisation. The human actor in a change perspective can be both a group of 

people or as a single person. This thesis will focus on change agents from a perspective where 

change agents are defined as an actor that initiate, design, sponsor and implement change 

(Kanter et al., 1992). From this definition I will view the role of change agents from a boundary 

spanner perspective seen as an actor that is located at the boundary of two or more 

organisational practices (Pawlowski & Robey, 2004).  

3.2.1 Boundary spanners 

Boundary spanners provide the communication linkage over two organisational boundaries 

(Pawlowski & Robey, 2004). They act as both filters and facilitators of information over 

organisational environments. What boundary spanners are supposed to achieve is interconnect 

different boundaries of the organisation by negotiating the meaning and terms of their relations 

and forming a joint field over these organisational units, see figure 1 (Ancona & Caldwell, 

1992; Levina & Vaaste, 2004; Pawlowski & Robey, 2004). Prior research to boundary spanners 

has emphasised their importance of facilitating the transfer of knowledge between 

organisational units (Tortoriello et al, 2012) However, this is not always easy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Experiences and challenges that a boundary spanner might face relate to issues of loyalty and 

trust, due to that spanning involves interactions with several constituencies (Adams, 1976). 

Figure 1 Illustration of a boundary spanner 
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They will also likely face and deal with potentially conflicting norms and expectations of 

different organisational units (Caldwell & O´Reilly, 1982). This may lead to experiencing a 

role conflict and stress (Katz & Kahn, 1978). It is hard to find individuals that can fill this role 

(Caldwell & O´Reilly, 1982), and some qualified people might avoid to take the role of 

boundary spanner due to possibility of conflicting interest and marginalisation within each 

boundary spanned (Bourdieu, 1977). An elected boundary spanner might even decide to stick 

to one side of the boundary, which can be problematic since they do not fulfil the role that they 

have (Wiesenfeld & Hewlin, 2003). Scholars argue that it might correlate with boundary 

spanners tending to be managers (ibid.) and that the role as boundary spanner often is a 

promotional role (Levina & Vaaste, 2004). It is also argued that the success of boundary 

spanners are connected to their network within the organisation (Tortoriello et al, 2012). To 

give a better explanation of how boundary spanners work, and what kind of activities they 

engage in I will present the findings of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) of how boundary activities 

helped make projects more successful.  

3.2.2 Strategies and activities of boundary spanners 

Ancona and Caldwell (1992) investigated how external interaction of a project group with other 

organisational boundaries affects the success of the project. They followed three large projects 

and investigated how the actors, mainly team leaders of the groups interacted and 

communicated with their external environment. They created questioners conducted interviews 

and followed how the projects progressed. The project groups interacted differently but all of 

them did tasks outside which did not directly relate to internal project tasks. For example, going 

outside the project for suggestions, reporting progress, networking, and trying to snap up how 

they were viewed from the outside. Ancona and Caldwell (1992) had two major findings; (1) 

the pattern of boundary activities were better indicators of project performance than how 

frequent the communication were. Their second was a more speculative finding (2) that there 

might be a need for different project strategies in different stages of the project. Ancona and 

Caldwell (1992) defines boundary spanning activities as “external environment” activities that 

the team leaders do during a project. These activities does not necessarily concern the direct 

workings with their own project but more of paving way for their work. Through a selection of 

25 different activities they found a recurring pattern combining different activities into four 

specific strategies of boundary activity “Scout”, “Task-coordinator”, “Guard” and 

“Ambassador”.  
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Scout activities focused on the information structure of the external environment, taking in 

suggestions for process or product development (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992). Task-coordinating 

focuses on the horizontal structure of the company and the access to the workflow structure. 

Mainly consisting of coordination and negotiations of tasks with external stakeholders. Guard 

represent actions aimed at minimizing leaks of information to external units. It differs from the 

other in the way that it tries to keep information from getting out rather than to bring information 

into the own environment. The Ambassador strategy which will be the main focus concerning 

boundary spanning, combined activities deemed to protect the group from outside pressure as 

well as persuading others to support the group and lobby for resources. This included both 

protective and persuasive goals. (ibid.) 

 

Team managers carrying out ambassadorial activities were in frequent contact with those above 

them in the company hierarchy, such as top management from local, divisional and even 

corporate levels. Ambassadorial activities focused on the vertical structure of the company 

(Ancona & Caldwell, 1990). Ancona and Caldwell (1992) found that team leaders conducting 

ambassadorial activities, received top management supporting activities in tight connection 

with the team leader. These teams were found to be more successful at an early stage and more 

cohesive than other teams. However, teams that were most successful in the long run were those 

that could also handle task-coordinating activities throughout the project. Ancona and Caldwell 

(1992) speculate that the reason could be because an ambassadorial approach can lead to early 

internal satisfaction of progress and ideas. In this way they can lose touch with other 

stakeholders of the organisation, which is why there also needs to be a horizontal focus to 

sustain the successful momentum. 

 

The Ambassador strategy contains a combination of three distinct activities; Mapping, 

Moulding and Filtering (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992). Mapping activities is about making sense 

of the external environment and finding out “Who supports us and who does not”, “What do 

people expect from us?”. It combines activities of gathering information by talking to outsiders 

and using existing information from prior experiences. The boundary spanners in Ancona and 

Caldwell’s (1992) study mapped their environment and tried to get a better understanding of 

the project environment. Moulding activities involves convincing and influencing the external 

environment to better fit their own agenda, by shaping their beliefs and interests. It consists of 
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persuading and influencing external stakeholders. Filtering activities are when the team leader 

act as a filter of information over different groups, to pass on information that is needed and 

take away unnecessary information or office politics. It also consists of absorbing information 

when there is too much, or when the information can create uncertainty. One form of filtering 

is to protect the team from worries and pressure from above. Further a fourth activity will be 

used for analysis which is not part of the Ambassador strategy it is Coordinating & negotiating. 

This activity consists of working out schedules and tasks with external stakeholders, usually by 

doing a lot of negotiating activities to fit their own needs and making their need of support clear 

and in sync with their counterpart. Coordinating & negotiating is presented because it was an 

activity Ancona & Caldwell (1992) found to be used by teams that were found to be more 

successful in the long run, and because the activity fits with the description of a change agent 

used by this thesis.   

 

The findings of activities and strategies of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) were evaluated by 

Brown and Eisenhardt (1995) focusing mainly on the Ambassador and Task coordination 

strategies supporting the initial findings and further supporting these findings are studies by 

Cohen and Bailey (1997) and Ancona (2003) of how the boundary spanning activity help 

project performance as well as Hansen (2003) mainly supporting the scout strategy. However 

most scholars citing the article put their emphasis in the holistic finding of how communication 

strategies over boundaries can be better for product performance than internal activities or 

frequency of communication (Burt, 2000; Carlile, 2002; Hurley & Hult, 1998; Tortoriello et 

al., 2012)  

3.2.3 Implications for this study 

This study will be based on the experiences and actions of change agents defined in accordance 

with Kanter et al. (1992) as an actor that initiate, design, sponsor and implement change. I 

believe the descriptions of a boundary spanner is similar to the work of change agents. 

Boundary spanners are supposed to provide the communication linkage over organisational 

boundaries, acting as both filters and facilitators of information over organisational 

environments (Pawlowski & Robey, 2004). The activities of boundary spanning from Ancona 

and Caldwell (1992) will help me see if the actions of a change agent at an early stage of a 

process can be linked with boundary spanning theories especially the view of the Ambassador 

strategy. Since I study an early stage of a process this strategy helps me because it has proven 
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to be a good indicator of early project performance. However, in order to answer both questions 

of the thesis there is a need to understand how the use objects can provide a platform for better 

communication and understanding.   

3.3 Boundary objects 

The concept of boundary objects was introduced by Star and Griesemer (1989), they found that 

shared objects could be used as common ground for collaboration between different 

professionals. A boundary object is in essence any object that is relevant to the practices of 

multiple communities, but is used or viewed differently by each of them (Brown & Duguid, 

1996). It is important that boundary objects can be shared, they also need to facilitate qualities 

of flexibility in terms of interpretation to allow for multiple parties having and sharing their 

own interpretation (Henderson, 1991; Star 1989; Star & Griesemer, 1989). One example of a 

boundary object can be an information system that connects with multiple parts of the 

organisation (Pawlowski & Robey, 2004). Groups within the organisation may relate to the 

system in different ways, but the system coordinates the groups that share it. Consider an 

Enterprise Resource Planning system (ERP) that triggers shipping orders once a sale has been 

finalised. This would be a boundary object between sales and shipping units of the organisation. 

What makes the ERP to be viewed as a boundary object is the modularity of the system, in the 

way that sales and shipping use different parts of the system. The abstraction levels of an ERP 

helps in characterising it as a boundary object, since both sides are served by the system at the 

same time but by unit specific features. Further traits of boundary objects are connected to 

accommodation in the way that the system can be used for several activities. Another trait is 

standardization since the system has a standardised and controlled way of input and does not 

have local variation. (Star, 1989; Wenger, 1998; Pawlowski & Robey, 2004; Levina & Vaaste, 

2004)  

 

In similar ways, other types of organisational material and artefacts can be used as boundary 

objects. Business documents such as; standardised reporting forms, purchase orders and intranet 

applications (Star, 1989; Carlile, 2002; Levina & Vaaste, 2004). Even tangible definitions and 

statements that can help with transforming knowledge over organisational boundaries can be 

considered boundary objects (Bechky, 2003). This includes vision statements or people 

definitions such as “Customer”. The different categories of boundary objects describes ways of 
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complexity that the objects helps the actors overcome (Greisemer & Star, 1989) the objects are 

not universal and many times serves to be a temporary linkage between the parties.  

 

The work with objects as a means of communication and cooperation across organisational 

borders is done to better understand each other’s work and knowledge. Through the shared 

objects the boundary spanners can generate a common ground of understanding and a 

temporary working platform around the object. However, many times objects that have been 

deemed useful for boundary spanning and possess the necessary characteristics remain unused 

(Levina, 2001). When it comes to information systems as boundary objects it has been found 

that even when they are designed to support organisational boundary spanning, they can be used 

to guard and reinforce the boundaries (Goodman & Darr, 1998; Schultze & Boland, 2000; 

Newell et al., 2001). Other scholars have found that when it comes to boundary objects the 

characteristics and performances are imbedded with the agents that use them (Carlile, 2002; 

Bechky, 2003) 

 

Boundary objects have been studied as a means of knowledge management (Carlile, 2002; 

Carlile, 2004). The use of shared objects as tools to lead change and development through better 

understanding of each other’s work has been shown to be an efficient way of dealing with 

problems of nonverbal knowledge, that is, some knowledge can be hard or impossible to 

transfer or teach through verbal communication (Carlile, 2002; Carlile, 2004). However, 

boundary objects are no silver bullet, they have to be chosen with care and for the right occasion. 

Since knowledge is sticky, that is if we know something we tend to use that knowledge for 

other purposes (von Hipple & Tyre, 1996), it can lead to usage of the same tool twice for similar 

but not identic problems. This can create problems further down the road due to that the user 

did not see the novelty of the situation (Carlile, 2004).  

3.3.1 Implications for this study 

Within a business transformation based on changes of IT systems I believe the changed 

structure and new possibilities of the systems will provide them to be natural boundary objects. 

There will at least be plenty of possibilities to use the systems in order to get a better 

understanding of existing structures and desired structures. The use of boundary object theories 

will serve to answer the thesis question of how the change agents use boundary objects, or 
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objects in their surroundings. In order to help them with their job, to get a better understanding 

of existing processes and find a common ground of collaboration.   

3.4 Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework consists of a combination of the literature previously described and 

will serve as a means of analysing the empirical data. The framework is presented in table 1 as 

a summary of the theoretical foundation. I will use the theories of boundary spanning and 

boundary objects to view how change agents work on a business transformation and how they 

use objects as a tool in their work. The role of a change agent is something I expect to be very 

much in line with the theoretical description of a boundary spanner provided by Ancona and 

Caldwell (1992). Therefore, I will review the work of the change agent connected to the 

Ambassador strategy and the four specific activities of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) found to 

be present in projects that were successful at an early stage. To review similarities and see if 

these activities are used by change agents at an early stage of a business transformation,   

 

Working within a business transformation driven by an IT enabled change I expect several 

possible boundary objects present, especially the IT systems. I want to see how they work over 

different boundaries and what kind of objects they use. This is because I expect that a change 

agent not only have to span one boundary but several and that the objects used differ.  

Table 1. Theoretical framework 

 

3.4.1 Contextual effects on the framework 

The business transformation that I am investigating is based on the change of IT infrastructure. 

Therefore, I expect there to be several situations where these new systems will be used as a 

driver for change or highlight discussions and meetings that my respondents will have. That is 

why I have chosen the theories of boundary objects. The business transformation is structured 
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as an independent simplification programme and the change agents were mostly hired by the 

business area. Thus the change agents would at least need to work over the transformation 

programme and the business areas. This led me to the theories of boundary spanning.  
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4. Method 

This chapter provides the methodology for the thesis. It presents how the study was conducted 

starting with the research approach of the study, how the empirical data was collected, matched 

and analysed. Further describing the choice of the theory and ending with a discussion of the 

reliability and how validity of the thesis. 

4.1. Research approach 

The purpose of this thesis is to see how change practitioners work to establish change at the 

beginning of a business transformation. To capture how they work in the very beginning of the 

change effort I investigated an actual business transformation at a large Swedish bank. The 

transformation is a large scale simplification programme of both the IT infrastructure of the 

bank and the organisational working structure. Since I view the change from a “how” 

perspective and study practitioners, my effort has been to see how they work with the change 

effort from a very early stage. The thesis is therefore, conducted from a case study perspective 

where I interview change agents within the transformation at an early stage, to understand how 

they work during that short period of time. The purpose of the thesis made it natural to conduct 

interviews with the change agents to share their insight in how the early stage of the business 

transformation was like  

 

The case study approach consists of highlighting the unique features of the actual case and get 

an in depth understanding of the specific domain, conducted through a qualitative research 

method (Bryman, 2011). Case studies are filled with opportunities and difficulties, the main 

opportunity is the possibility to get an in depth understanding of a situation or phenomenon, 

while the main difficulty is to handle interrelatedness of the various elements of the research. 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Since this thesis is based on a single case study it can have 

implications on my results due to limitations of respondents, organisational structure, and 

organisational culture can affect the answers and roles of my respondents. To limit the 

difficulties of a single case study the research has been done through an abductive approach 

allowing me to approach the case study more open minded than an inductive or deductive 

methodology would. The abductive approach emphasises a dynamic wokflow through the 

research process and allows the researcher to re-evalute and develop the theoretical framework 

and the empirical data during the progress of the study (ibid.).  Fejes and Thornberg (2015) 

argues that an abductive research approach is good for seizing the opportunities and limiting 
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the difficulties that comes with case studies. This because research conducted in an abductive 

manner is always open for revision in light of new data or better explanations (ibid.). From the 

abductive approach I have had an open mind to both theories and findings and not applied 

theories mechanically to the thesis. Theories has thus been seen as inspiration for discoveries 

of patterns that provides an understanding (ibid.). My research has had a broad scope and neither 

research question nor scientific angle was previously defined. Both research question and 

scientific angle have progressed and change slightly during the study. To make sure I got a good 

understanding of the practice of my respondents I conducted interviews until their answers were 

recurring and a feeling of empirical saturation. According to Bryman (2011) it is a good 

measurement of a qualitative study to conduct interviews until empirical saturation is reached.  

4.2. Data collection 

The respondents were selected through snowball sampling, a method of selection were initial 

contacts provides other people for further contacts within their group or social network 

(Bryman, 2011). Bias connected to these methods are that it is not random, the quality of the 

sample is reliant on the initial contacts and it is also hard, sometimes impossible to know the 

overall population size. My goal was to study the change programme within the bank in some 

way. Therefore the change programme can be seen as a purposive sampling as described by 

Bryman (2011). Negative aspects of purposive sampling can be researcher bias, another 

negative aspect relates to if the object of study can be seen as appropriate (ibid.). My two 

choices concerning selection can benefit from each other and from the case that I have studied. 

In my case I look at a very early stage of an IT project within a sector that is facing increasing 

struggles with digitalisation. These are two aspects that are hard to come by and is not studied 

very often, especially concerning change. The outline of a single case study limits the 

population bias concerning snowball sampling. The case study is not random and should not be 

viewed from that perspective it does not seek to find that kind of generalisation. In my case the 

sampling of respondents happened through meetings and e-mail correspondence with people 

within the bank both outside and inside the change programme. The people from the initial 

meetings helped to contact and set up with others that were connected within this part of the 

business transformation. They helped to lead the way and open the doors for me and set me up 

with more respondents. Within the business transformation there are 10 change agents or 

“domain drivers” as they are called in the organisation. They have a fulltime job as part of their 

local department or “domain” to represent and be responsible for the change effort, they serve 
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as the main link between the transformation programme and their own department.  My data 

consists of interviews with five of these change agents. 

4.2.1 Semi structured interviews 

The empirical research was hence conducted through a qualitative approach consisting of 

interviews conducted both on-site and over telephone with the change agents. The critique of 

quantitative research is the risk of subjective results and that the results are hard or even 

impossible to generalise (Bryman, 2011). Case studies are hard to generalise as it is, I chose a 

qualitative method because of that it would be easier for a change practitioner to express their 

knowledge through words rather than from a questioner.   

 

There were two sets of interviews, one main interview and one follow up interview. The follow 

up interview was made about a month after the initial. To see if there had been any changes 

with their way of working, and further focus on the findings of the initial interviews. The 

empirical work was therefore, much in line with what can be expected of empirical work linked 

to an abductive approach (Bryman, 2011). The interviews were semi structured, which is a 

structure that gives room for follow up questions depending on the answers of the respondents 

(Bryman & Bell, 2005). The interview framework was structured into five categories, 

experience, the change, the role, collaboration, tools and tricks. Containing a broad spectrum 

of questions based on an equally broad theoretical base relating to the abductive approach of 

the thesis these questions were based on broad theories of  IT change, change agents and how 

they work, with the tools and tricks were not yet connected solely on boundary objects. The 

questions were supposed to get a good view of how they worked and how they vied their role. 

The questions ranged from if they had similar roles before, what they knew of the change 

programme and how to best invoke action for change. The interview framework for the follow 

up interviews were mainly focused boundary spanning to make up for aspects that could have 

been missed in the initial interviews, if they experienced any change in structure or connected 

to their role as well as some individual clarifications. The interview frameworks were read 

through and by three external persons two for the main interview framework and one for the 

follow up interviews to ensure that the questions were well structured and understandable. This 

lead to changes in structures, and removal of some background questions to make more of the 

interview focused on the main topics rather than the background of the respondents. It also lead 

to removal of questions that were seen as repetitive. 
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The main interviews were between 40-57 minutes long and were conducted at the respondent’s 

workplace as much as possible. However, since the respondents worked in different countries 

and I did not have the funding to travel, two of the main interviews were held over telephone. 

The interviews were held in Swedish and English, Swedish for the Swedish natives and English 

with foreign respondents. Not being able to express themselves in their own language can be a 

problem with interviews since the respondent might not be able to express themselves as freely 

in a foreign language. The corporate language of the bank investigated is English and the 

proficiency of the English language was high for the respondents. Therefore, I do not see the 

language barrier as a problem for the quality of this study. The follow up interviews were all 

held over telephone and ranged between 9-16 minutes. The main interviews were done to get 

an overview of how each respondent views the change project and how they see that change 

management is best performed. Providing an understanding of how each respondent goes in to 

the transformation project. The follow up interviews had a purpose to see how their work 

developed over time and to provide better insight of the initial findings. Issues with telephone 

interviews are that the interviewer cannot see the gestures and body language (Bryman, 2011). 

I did not see this as a problem, because I weight the results of the follow up interviews of 

respondents I had met face to face the first time and of those that were held over telephone. The 

impact of their gestures or impressions did not have an impact on either the initial or the follow 

up interviews.  

 

In total there were five respondents four of them were interviewed twice for a total of nine 

interviews. The respondents were all employees of the bank and have an academic background. 

The respondents work in different business areas of the bank but are all full time change agents 

for the business transformation. Two of the respondents work for the change programme and 

the other three respondents are hired by their respective business area of the bank. The change 

agents’ responsibility is to drive change within their part of the organisation. The change 

programme is there to help and support them in their efforts to efficiently drive the change 

through the organisation. The change programme is also responsible for the development of the 

new IT systems and are supposed to fit the proposals and demands form the business areas into 

the new IT structure.  
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All respondents were informed of the purpose of the study and why I had contacted them for 

an interview. This was done so that the time that they put into this should not feel wasted 

(Bryman & Bell, 2005). The respondents agreed to that the interviews were being recorded and 

it has been made clear to the respondents that their identity will remain anonymous, which is 

an important aspect to take into account (Bryman & Bell, 2005). Therefore, all the answers have 

been dealt with confidentially and the respondent have been given fictitious names (see table 

2). The table below concludes all respondents, when the interviews took place, the length of the 

interviews and the fictitious names that has been assigned to the respondents in this study. 

 

 Table 2 A table of dates of interviews their length and fictitious names of respondents 

 

4.2.2 Secondary data sources 

To get a deeper understanding of the simplification programme and its implications I have 

collected secondary data such as annual reports, internal news and documents that can be 

accessed on the intranet of the bank. This has provided me with a better understanding of why 

they are doing the change and how it is organised. It has also given me a better understanding 

of the case study and has been helpful in constructing questions and relating to the 

organisational structure of the programme. The secondary data sources has also provided me 

with a better understanding of the overall goals of the change. Use of secondary documents is 

common within case studies to provide a better overall understanding and depth in the case 

study (Bryman, 2011). The secondary data sources has also laid ground for explaining the 

overall structure and reasons for the change to provide a better understanding of the case study. 

Respondent Length of interviews Dates Fictitious name 

Change agent 53:40 Min 

12:47 Min 

2015-04-08 

2015-05-08 

Adam 

Change agent 53:22 Min 

16:31 Min 

2015-04-15 

2015-05-11 

Ben 

Change agent 43:47 Min 

9:04 Min 

2015-04-09 

2015-05-11 

Chris 

Change agent 50:55 Min 

9:44 Min 

2015-04-06 

2015-05-11 

David 

Change agent 39:38 Min 2014-03-31 Erik 
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4.3 Analytic approach 

4.3.1 Managing data 

The interviews were recorded, and to get the most out of a qualitative interview the recorded 

material needs to be managed, which is usually done through transcription (Hjerm & Lindgren, 

2010). Therefore, all the interviews in this study has been transcribed. The main interviews 

ranged from 4200-8200 words and the follow up interviews were shorter and ranged from 1000-

2000 words. Because of the length and numbers of interviews, the transcribed material needed 

to be worked over several times. This to make the initial material smaller and more concise 

(Hjerm & Lindgren, 2010). The interview framework was semi-structured and was based on 

four main themes in order to get the most out of the broad meta-theories that I had started out 

with. The follow up interviews were more focused on the boundary activities.  

4.3.2 Analysing data 

After reading through the initial transcriptions a couple of times I followed a categorising 

analysis of the qualitative data. Categorizing is when the data is coded into categories by 

analysing similarities and differences (Fejes & Thronberg, 2015). This will reduce the amount 

of text from the transcriptions since unnecessary information is left out (ibid.). The 

transcriptions were colour coded according to categorical themes that were found in the 

interviews. These themes were revised from the main themes that the interview framework had 

consisted of. This was done to make the material easier to work with and find relevant 

connections and patterns for the purpose and theoretical foundation of the thesis (Hjerm & 

Lindgren, 2010). The colour coded material were structured both after the category and 

respondent. This way I got a better overview of who said what, and to see if a category was 

dominated by one individual or if it contained views from all or several respondents. I went 

through the empirical data several times for further critical analysis and it got more concise 

each time.  

 

The empirical material and the theoretical framework was constructed step by step and the 

follow up interviews were made to further clarify initial findings. Working with empirical 

analysis and continuously collect theories in order to better support and evaluate the empirical 

findings makes it possible for the information gathering to be part of the analysis phase of the 

study (Hjerm & Lindgren, 2010). This way of working is also supported by Bryman (2011) 
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who argues that work on the analysis can start before the final interview due to the time 

constraints of transcription and work with qualitative methods.  

4.4 Choice of theory 

My intention was to get a better understanding of how the change agents within the bank worked 

in the beginning of the business transformation. Since the research question was not yet defined 

I started out with a broad scope of theories connected to change management and change 

agency. I found two meta-frameworks connected to similar IT transformations one based on a 

case study within the financial industry (Pillay et al., 2012) and one based on a case study of 

telecommunications industry (Iveroth, 2010). These meta-frameworks gave a very good 

understanding for change agency, the work of the change agent and the struggles within major 

business transformations. These studies laid ground for further theoretical articles, both meta-

frameworks provided good and broad sources to further my theoretical views. During the 

progress of the study both these two meta-frameworks have on separate occasions been 

considered the main frameworks of the study but have both been discarded as the interviews 

progressed. They were replaced by Carliles pragmatic view of knowledge and boundaries 

(2002) as well his framework for managing knowledge across boundaries (2004). Through 

these theories I found better support of my empirical findings within the theoretical research in 

connection to boundary spanning and boundary objects. This was due to the broad scope of the 

meta-frameworks. They could not capture the aspect of how change agents worked early in the 

process because they consists of many different theories and cover a very broad spectrum. The 

theories of Carlile in connection to boundary spanning and boundary objects better captured the 

work and information that I gathered through the interviews, but it was not until I found the 

articles of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) where the experiences of the change agents at an early 

stage of the process was captured this also lead the study to go from a pure change management 

perspective to a knowledge management perspective in an organisational change setting.. 

Therefore the theories of Ancona & Caldwell (1992) lay ground for how my theoretical result 

and analysis is presented foremost in connection to boundary spanning. Thus the layout of the 

empirical section and the analysis of the thesis will be similar. The boundary objects theories 

will be structured through a wider collection of scholars and their views of usage and functions 

of boundary objects since they are not in a significant way connected to or dependent upon the 

which state of progress the project is in. The empirical and analysis chapter of the thesis will 

have slight differences since I have let the overall purpose of the thesis and some findings 

impact how I have structured the overall presentation. 
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Key search terms that were used in finding relevant articles were, boundary objects, boundary 

spanning, change agents, change agency, change management and stakeholder management. 

The results of these searches varied, stakeholder management did not provide a good result for 

this study, probably because it was term and that it only provides one aspect of the outline of 

the study and not the overall situation as such. But since I started out with a broad perspective 

the initial searches gave a good understanding of the subject as a whole and the later searches 

on boundary objects and boundary spanning gave better results and has taken a larger part of 

the overall theoretical foundation.  

4.5 Reliability and validity 

The thesis is built on a single case study from a qualitative approach, which makes it hard to 

generalise the findings from the study (ibid.). The findings will represent my respondents and 

how they have been working within the organisation. Meaning that findings can relate to 

organisational structures, which for obvious reasons are hard to generalise. Even if a new study 

would be attempted within the same change effort at a later time. The fact that this is in an early 

stage of the change effort, and that future changes of structure can be made means that results 

could differ. This connects to the methodological issues with “freezing” an organisation 

(Bryman, 2011). Making external reliability hard to achieve from case studies. I have tried my 

best to describe how this study has been performed to be able to achieve external reliability in 

the best measure possible for this study. The single case study factor also makes external 

validity hard to conclude, I only know of the case that I have studied and do not know to what 

extent my case is unique and different from other settings or situations. According to Bryman 

(2011) this is a problem related to qualitative studies that are based on a case study.   

 

There are a lot of criticism of single case study research since it is seen as difficult to generalise. 

When single case study is criticised, a common thing is to criticise it from a quantitative 

perspective where it is only one case of several (Bryman, 2011). Since this is a qualitative study 

it can be argued that such a study does not strive for the same kind of reliability as a quantitative 

study (Bryman, 2011). In my case I would deem a quantitative way of looking at reliability and 

validity inappropriate. Because it would imply that I seek generalisability of scientific objective 

facts (ibid.). Reliability is about referring to if the performed study can be seen as reliable or 

not. As I previously mentioned this is a qualitative study, which has been based on a single case 
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study, making it very hard to reproduce. I have also let my respondents be anonymous and have 

as such not let any other person review the interviews or the transcribed material. However, I 

have let my respondents read through the collected material and has in such a way got internal 

reliability of the raw data (Bryman, 2011). According to Bryman (2011) internal validity of a 

study refers to if the performed study can be seen as relevant in terms of the findings of the 

study and the research question. That is if there is a good correspondence between the findings 

and the conclusion that are made upon them. Using an abductive approach and starting with a 

broad sense and view of theories I could validate my findings by going back and forth between 

empirical work and theoretical work. This was done by first researching several studies related 

to change and change agents both from a theoretical and a practitioner’s perspective. These 

theories provided the foundation of my initial interview framework. As the interviews went on 

I started to see which theories that were relevant and studied them further resulting in narrowing 

my theoretical view. The follow up interviews were then made in large part to validate the initial 

findings of the first interviews. After the follow up interview I gathered some further literature 

to provide a more solid view of my findings. In this way the abductive approach helped bring 

up the accuracy of this study and ensure validation of my findings.  

4.6 Critical discussion  

The respondents that took part in this study are all working as change agents as defined by the 

thesis. From the interviews I have got an understanding that their individual roles differ 

somewhat depending on which business area they work for. This will in turn impact their view 

of the change and may in part impact my results. I have tried hard not to let the subjective 

feelings have an impact. However, it is always hard for a researcher to ensure that the gathered 

data is not misunderstood or that there can be an underlying motive of the respondent. By 

sending back and letting my respondents review the transcribed material I have to a large extent 

ensured that I have not made any misunderstandings. The follow up interviews were also part 

of minimizing this risk. Even though the amount of respondents are quite low I believe that they 

provide a good view of the role and the case that I am studying, they represent half of the people 

responsible for the change effort. Overall the answers have been uniform, this ensures me that 

my findings would correspond well with the other change agents within the business 

transformation. 
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Another critical aspect concerning this thesis relates to section 3.2.2 Strategies and activities of 

boundary spanners. This section relies heavily on a study by Ancona and Caldwell (1992) the 

findings and presentation of strategies and activities of boundary spanners I have relied on their 

research because it is one of few studies that concern early aspects of working with projects 

which can correlate to my study. Helping me answer the thesis question of how a change agent 

work as a boundary spanner in the beginning of a business transformation, by providing 

strategies and activities of boundary spanners that are proficient at early stages of projects. The 

theories presented within this section builds on previous research by them, (Ancona & 

Caldwell, 1990). I have referred to the 1992 version due to the focus of early aspects of projects. 

Their research is also heavily cited by other scholars with over 2000 citations I view this as a 

mark of quality. I have conducted further research of articles relating to and citing this study, 

where the articles in questions either rephrases and present their findings of external 

communication patterns as presented in this study (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1995; Cohen & Bailey, 

1997; Ancona, 2003) or mainly focus on the main finding of the article of how communication 

strategies over boundaries can be better for project performance than internal activities or 

frequency of communication (Burt, 2000; Carlile, 2002; Hurley & Hult, 1998; Tortoriello et 

al., 2012) Therefore the references of 3.2.2 is referred to the original study.  
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5. Empirical foundation 

The purpose of this thesis has been to provide an understanding of how change agents work at 

the beginning of a business transformation. The purpose will be fulfilled out of two sub 

questions of how they work as a boundary spanner and how they work with boundary objects. 

Therefore, the empirical section first presents the business transformation, and is then structured 

after how the early stage of the process impacts their job. This is followed by how they perform 

their work tasks at the boundaries of the organisation and how they use objects as a means of 

linkage over them and their recipients. 

5.1 Spanning boundaries at an early stage 

Leading change at the very beginning of a change programme is not a straight forward process. 

How the different respondents decided to take on these first months differ somewhat, in the 

same way as it slightly differs when they got involved in the programme itself. However, at 

most the domain drivers have been part of the change effort since the start of the year (2015), 

when the line organisations first got involved in the change programme. During 2014 it was 

mainly seen as an IT project.  

“My role should be to push and pull projects and ensure alignment with IT 

but if I spend 90% of my time on follow up with the programme, I have no 

time to allocate to get more acquainted with the issues and the basics.” - 

Chris, Domain driver 

Adapting to their new role and getting accustomed to the programme is not the easiest thing to 

do when acting in a role over the line organisation and the change programme. The initial stage 

of a business transformation is filled with uncertainties, being that all the domain drivers are 

new to their jobs. As if that was not sufficient there is also an introduction of a new structure 

and way of working with projects within the programme making them create the structure for 

how to work with IT projects as they go instead of working on an existing structure. Making it 

even harder for the change agents since there can be changes made to the working structure. 

This is the reality and daily experience of all the change agents. The uncertainty of structure 

makes it hard for some of the change agents to fully define or even understand the context of 

their role. Their main concern is having the role as a middleman between the change programme 

and the line-organisation makes them having to report to two masters making the role less of a 

driver and more of a reactive role at the boundary of the organisation and the programme. The 
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reporting structure between the line and the programme is administered through a standardised 

reporting structure, which is divided into six steps from initiative to something deliverable. All 

these steps needs to get a formal decision from programme management. This process is very 

structured and takes up a lot of the change agents’ time, and has to be performed by all change 

agents. They all hope there will be less time spent on reporting the longer the change process 

goes, so that they can act more fully as drivers of change. 

5.1.1 Driving change 

“I´m a driver, which means that I come with suggestions, I don´t wait for 

them to come to me” – Adam, Domain driver 

During the initial months of a business transformation a lot of work surrounds bringing on and 

convincing key stakeholders in the organisation. Making sure they understand the need for 

change and help them drive it. The change agents understand that they, themselves do not have 

the power to change the organisation. The change needs to come through the organisation. 

Through their role they see themselves as drivers for change. They are supposed to lead the 

effort and prepare line managers and other important stakeholders to help them decide how the 

change is going to be acted out. In their role the change agents are supposed to bring the “what” 

to the programme and the simplification programme with its various sub programmes and 

projects are supposed to bring the “how” and “when”. That means that the change agents are 

supposed to deliver what their business area wants changed, in form of processes and 

departments. The simplification program are to deliver how this will be done through use of the 

new IT systems and, when this can be delivered. The process is managed through business 

scopes of how the business wants to work after the change has taken effect. It is a unified voice 

from the change agents expressing several times that it is important that these initiatives comes 

from the line-organisation of how they want to work with the new IT platform, not from the 

ones developing the platform. This is important, they have to make sure they get proper scopes 

from the business side, otherwise they will not be able to support and drive the change through 

the organisation. Therefore, they all express the importance to convince and gain support from 

key stakeholders at this early stage so that they can start to administer the change. Once the 

scopes and various initiatives are done the change agent brings them back and reports to the 

programme for review. Even if they have got support and clearance from the very top of the 

business areas the initiatives will have to pass a couple of committees within the programme to 

ensure quality and funding.  
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“It is a balancing act at the moment trying to understand all the changes that 

are ongoing and trying to keep everybody sufficiently informed so it is really 

hard to set the priority at the moment.” – David, Domain driver 

Since some of the projects within the programme are old and have been collected under the 

programme umbrella, they have naturally come a longer way, which makes the change agent’s 

job different. This puts a need for the change agents to get an understanding of the ongoing 

projects in different phases of completion and initiate new projects at the same time. In their 

role they are responsible for all the change initiatives connected to the simplification 

programme, which is usually several within each business area. Thus, the change agents are not 

just stretched over the business area and the simplification programme but over projects in 

different stages of development.  

5.1.2 Spanning the boundaries 

“You have to work from both sides, you just can’t sit and wait to get a 

mandate before you get to work, it would just take too much time.” - Adam, 

Domain driver 

When they work towards the line organisation most change agents express how they work with 

both the top and bottom layers of the organisations but, the key stakeholders are seen to be 

found at the top of the hierarchy since they have the deciding mandate. The change agents 

express that it is important to work both sides of the hierarchy. However, a general expression 

from the agents is that if they were only working from the bottom they would eventually get 

stuck due to the lack of decision power and funds, which needs to be collected higher up in the 

hierarchy. However all the agents express, how they need to get buy in, ideas and prepare the 

lower hierarchical levels for the coming change. This way the lower lines of the hierarchy can 

push for change initiatives, which in turn the change agents can push for higher up in the 

hierarchy at the same time, which can help them in getting the sufficient mandate.  

 

The change agents are supposed to pull the business line and the change programme together 

so that they can set the criteria and demands for the change. All agents emphasise that they are 

supposed to “Coordinate” and “Facilitate” these actions so that they can make sure that the 

business area and programme know what the others are doing and when necessary, take time 
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for meetings, check-ups or major changes. In this way the change agents act as intermediaries 

over the two organisational structures, filtering and sorting out the communication. Sometimes 

the communication or initiatives go over their head in form of executive management of the 

programme or of the corporate general executive management that arrange meetings or the 

handling of major initiatives.  

 

The deciding mandate is not just connected to the upper layers of the line organisation or change 

programme, if the change agents feel a need for more mandate they can ask for it at a 

programme external: Process task force, chaired by the CFO of the bank. However, this can 

take time and like one respondent put it, applying for mandate at the process task force can be 

a process in itself. Thus the change agents need to be both clear on why they need to seek extra 

mandate and why it is better that they get cleared more mandate or decision power instead of 

how it is currently structured. Because overall the most important thing is that it is done for the 

good of the business. 

 

Sometimes working over boundaries consists of bringing together people from different parts 

of the organisation so that they can work out new ways forward. Most change agents handle 

this by creating workshops for key stakeholders from various business areas to work out how 

they can simplify or get the change process going. It can also be done through regular meetings 

where the change agent makes sure that people from different parts of the organisation 

participate.  

5.1.3 Convincing stakeholders 

“We are very consensus minded and it is hard to get a change going without 

consensus. In other cultures they can just point with the whole hand as long 

as they have the CEO on-board. But that´s not how it works in Nordic 

businesses, especially when the headquarters is located in Sweden.” – Adam, 

Domain driver 

All of the change agents feel a support throughout the organisation that the simplification effort 

is welcomed and needed. However, their main problem is to get key stakeholders to go from 

welcoming the change from a holistic view into welcoming it to change their own department. 
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One of the reasons that they have to put much time in convincing stakeholders is due to the 

importance of finding consensus within Nordic organisations. This can take up a lot of time but 

can be very effective once everyone is on board. The need to win over and convince key 

stakeholders is very important. Many of the respondents believed that it maybe even more 

important because it is a Nordic bank, and that the need for consensus is much stronger in the 

organisational power structure than it might be in other business cultures. They express that 

within a Nordic company, consensus is important. Without consensus it is going to be hard to 

get anything done since it is going to get blocked down the company chain. Reaching consensus 

takes much time and makes it very time consuming, but once they reach consensus things can 

move very quickly. Most of the change agents express that it can potentially make up for the 

time they spent on reaching consensus. This makes the stakeholder management important for 

the rest of the process.  

 “Strong leadership, all the way from the top to the bottom layers of the 

organisation, it is not sufficient that the top management have a picture if not 

middle management have the same picture and vision. The top management 

vision need to be rolled out on all levels of the organisation so that everyone 

knows where we are going to and why we are going through this change and 

that we are actually forced to it.” – David, Domain driver 

The issues with reluctant stakeholders is called turf defending and political boundaries by the 

change agents, their main task is to win these people over. Most of them state that this could 

have been made easier if the change agenda was clearer throughout the organisation in form of 

vision statements and from top management support that is just not outspoken but acted down 

the lines of the organisation. It is a call for transparency of the change process so that is obvious 

about what is happening and how this will implicate different roles within the bank. The need 

for change has to be communicated and understood throughout all the levels of the bank so that 

the change agents can drive the change through the line organisations. The change should not 

come as a surprise to anyone. All change agents express that making this clear throughout the 

organisation would make it easier for them. Having an open and better understanding of the 

consequences of the change and why it is coming so that people do not waste time protecting 

turf. 
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“Vision and goals can be seen just as words but it is incredibly important to 

know where you´re going, and then it is incredibly important that you are 

well structured. It doesn´t work to communicate a little bit, you just can´t be 

too clear with the communication.” Adam, Domain driver 

To make this journey easier and closing the gap the change agents feel that they need support 

to help them break through to the recipients. The way most of them prefer this to be done is 

through a strong vision communication. This helps them with laying the groundwork and 

understanding in the organisation, making it easier for them to get their message through and 

get an understanding in the organisation for the need of change. This not just opens the doors 

but also gets the recipients to see this as something that is prioritised, and the need for their 

willingness to change. The use of strong target pictures, and vision statements is key at an early 

stage of the change process. This provides a discussion and prepares the ground for the change 

agents before they get in to meetings and take the detailed discussions.  

“Being open and transparent about what it’s actually about [the change] and 

how we are going to execute it in practise. I think that is the most important 

part.” – Ben, Domain driver 

To get the change going and to ease their own process they call for transparency, and clear top 

management support from all change agents. Making it easier for them to convince stakeholders 

the importance of the change agenda and their message. The transparency is seen as important 

so that the organisation can understand the holistic scope, understand the overall picture of the 

change, so that time is not wasted on turf defending. Also making it clear for people all over 

the bank of the coming change so that they can better understand what it will mean for them 

and where the overall scope of the bank is going so they can act accordingly. All the change 

agents state that the success of these change initiatives are very important for the bank due to 

how the industry is going increasingly digital. Therefore they believe that the need to get a 

common understanding throughout the organisation of its importance is crucial and something 

that should be clearer throughout the organisation. 

“People have tried to run some of the components and parts of the 

programme before and not been successful. Mainly I think it’s because they 
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haven’t been prioritised and I think that there is a benefit to have it all 

together in one programme.” – Ben, Domain driver 

Since this is not the first time that similar efforts has been attempted within some business areas. 

Many change agents’ needs to convince their stakeholders that this is the change programme 

that will make it happen, and that it is a top priority. Because managers within the line 

organisation have other things to do. They have to be able to run their daily business and 

understandably do not want to take on any unnecessary workloads. Therefore, it is very 

important for the change agents to get the message across, that they will be successful. The 

stakeholders need to be convinced that this is worth their time and focus, so that they can help 

prepare, how the organisation is going to be structured and organised with the new possibilities 

that the IT systems offer.  

5.2 Boundary objects - The systems 

The boundary objects that are being used over the different boundaries of the organisation differ 

in some ways. The systems that are to be implemented will serve as enablers of the change. 

Since all the systems are not yet in place and delivered, the business areas still have opportunity 

to influence how they will function and how they wish to work with them. However, the systems 

are not used to such an extent when it comes to creating and structuring processes. At least 

when it comes to usage in the form of boundary objects. There is more work concerning 

business related objects for the respective business area and how these can be improved. Since 

the change agents are mainly located over the business area management and the change 

programme the objects that are used to span that boundary is a standardised reporting structure. 

This is used so that the different initiatives that comes up to the programme has done so in a 

standardised way. Making sure it fills the criteria and can easily be compared to other initiatives. 

In order for quality control to be assured and structure created around the posted initiatives and 

projects.  

 

The reason for the standardised reporting structure is to make clear what is supposed to be 

made. All the change agents state that it is the programmes responsibility in constructing the 

systems in accordance with how the business wants to function. Therefore, great care is taken 

in having the initiatives reported in a way that there can be no mistake of what is supposed to 

be made. Even though the main focus when it comes to the system is rather on process than IT 
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specifics, those processes are to be created from a system standpoint from the programme. The 

change agents express this relation in the way that the business area sees a process or department 

that for instance may have a lot of manual labour and consist of several steps. They understand 

that this process could be made simpler or totally automated through use of modern day IT 

systems. Thus, the business area make a scope of how they want to function in the future and it 

is then most times (it sometimes goes over their head) the change agents job to bring this to the 

programme. The programme then reviews the initiative and either clears it, abolish it or sends 

it back for further work on the idea. In that way the standardised reporting form control how 

the business areas and programme communicate when it comes to IT system construction, and 

process simplification.  

5.2.1 Tangible statements as objects 

“To do less with less in order to do more.” – Simplification statement used 

by the programme (Business document) 

Within workshops they work with defining situations and constructing processes based on 

tangible definitions and statements, such as the statement above. Statements help the change 

agents break through and initiate ideas of how the change can be conducted. The systems span 

as a holistic boundary object that goes through the whole change process. Most change agents, 

mainly focus on things that are closer to home or more connected with the overall idea of 

simplification rather than the technology used. The overall focus is rather on slimming down 

business processes due to new technological advancements than focusing on how to best use 

the technology. Usually restructuring of areas that consists of a lot of manual labour where the 

processes can be simplified through the new systems. All the agents express that key parts are 

bringing on change where it can simplify the organisational way of working through the 

systems, while the systems are constructed to enable this and simplify the IT infrastructure of 

the bank. The main focus of the workshops are to find processes and ways of working that either 

simplifies the current way of working or automates the whole process. 

“There should only be one process within a unit.” – Erik (Example of a 

guiding principle)  

Another way that the change agents use to get through the simplification message is by agreeing 

to organisational spanning principles called guiding principles. This is used as a tool to get 
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through the so called political zone. These statements are objective statements that can be 

related to, in a broad sense, Erik clarifies that use of the principle above would make it hard for 

someone to argue for having more processes at their own unit. In this way the principles can be 

used to get through the office politics or turf defending and initiate creative discussions instead. 

Through the guiding principles they hope to find a unity in the simplification process and a 

common ground of discussion to get through turf defending. The guiding principles work so 

that they can establish a common ground not just within one boundary but as something that 

can be used and understood over several boundaries. The change agents express that knowledge 

and understanding should be able to get through on several levels both due to the simplicity of 

the principle and the notion that it is applied throughout the whole organisation. Most agents 

state how this will help in meetings stakeholders so they understand that this is what is being 

done throughout the bank so there is no need to fight it. The guiding principles can in this way 

start the process build up and bring stakeholders into action rather than defending current 

processes. 

5.2.2 Different person - different ways of working. 

In my empirical data I cannot find a coherent way of how the change agents view or use objects 

in their role to help them come through with their agenda. However, a lot of the objects are used 

without real knowledge of why this helps them. All of them describe the object as something 

they use because it is a common denominator between them and other organisational units. 

They can for instance speak about how they view the system in a way for administering change 

or how guiding principles can help them get through the political boundary. But when asked 

questions about tools or tricks that they use to make communication or work with the other 

party easier many of them fall back and mention programmes such as Lync or project 

management software such as Confluens. It is hard to see a coherent way or view of how they 

use objects due to the differing answers with the same respondents. All the respondents mention 

use of objects, yet everyone does not seem to use them in the same way, and some of them do 

not seem to have too much thought behind it. Which makes the relations between the change 

agents and the objects incoherent, they use them but do not seem to put too much thought in the 

process of why they use them. 
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6. Analysis 

This chapter presents the analysis, it has been based on the empirical section of the thesis to 

provide a better understanding of my findings and how they relate to the theoretical foundation. 

The headings have been slightly changed to better present how the findings relate to the 

theoretical framework. 

6.1 Early change effort 

Working at the beginning of a change effort is filled with uncertainties. There is no readymade 

way of what you are supposed to do. It is an unstructured organisational vacuum where the 

change agents are working in between the business line organisation and the simplification 

programme. That there is a big change coming is not quite clear to everyone and it is the change 

agents’ job in making it so. The notion of that they are new in their role and new at their job is 

evident. Much of their time is spent to inform and convince key stakeholders of the organisation 

that there is a major change coming and that they need adapt their organisation to the new IT 

systems and the possibilities that they present. It is not just in connection to IT change, there is 

also a call for standardisation and simplification of processes, so that the organisation can work 

in a uniformed way throughout the Nordic region. Convincing key stakeholders and building 

relationships with them could be crucial for the future and an important part of reaching the 

consensus that is seen as a necessity to bring about a business transformation of this magnitude 

at a Nordic company. Especially since the transformation can lead to different organisational 

structure and function of the bank were departments within can be radically changed or deemed 

obsolete.  

 

The change and lack of structure puts responsibility on the change agents to find their way 

around the organisation to get the change going. It is found difficult because it has not yet been 

made clear with all my respondents what their purpose is in the change. Their roles also differ 

somewhat depending on which business area they are responsible for. Creating further 

uncertainty of their role. Since there is no clear structure set in place and it is kind of build as 

you go, roles and mandate can change over time. Even over the short span that has been studied 

for this thesis. This goes in line with the activities presented by Ancona and Caldwell (1992) 

that people that find their way through the organisational power structures seems to be more 

certain on their role, mandate and expectations. 
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The lack of structure and amount of work spent on reporting between the programme and their 

business line makes the job quite demanding for the change agents. Forcing them to spend much 

of their time with paperwork, making the role reactive with limited time for proactivity. The 

extensive reporting ties them up, the agents that have a supporting team around them gets by 

easier since they can delegate these tasks somewhat. However, they cannot escape the burden 

completely, and also ask for more proactivity and less reporting. The change agents are 

responsible for several projects in different stages of development, they are spread out between 

projects and organisational boundaries. This goes with the findings of Bourdiue (1977) that the 

job is time consuming and that the agents focus and possibility of being proactive is 

marginalised with each boundary spanned. In this study it would relate to keeping focus and 

insight to how their different projects are going, knowing which project needs what kind of 

support but with more projects comes increased difficulty. It is similar to juggling, it is not 

possible to keep an infinite number of balls in the air and the more balls there are, less time can 

be spent on a single ball. Even though the reporting structure puts on a heavy workload the 

change agents understand the need for this reporting structure, due to how expensive it is to 

build IT systems and the amount of money that the bank is investing. They understand the 

increased competition from new entrants and that investments and successful use of new 

systems to close the legacy gap is a key component to take on the new competition from so 

called fintech (financial technology) companies. This emphasises why they need to succeed 

with the implementation and why the reporting is a necessity due to the programmes importance 

to the bank.   

 

Working with convincing and influencing stakeholders is very time consuming the amount of 

time and effort they spend with this makes the position demanding. This reflects the findings 

of Caldwell and O´Reily (1982) where the role of boundary spanner can be seen as very 

demanding, time consuming and filled with bringing stakeholders along dealing with conflict 

of interest and manage expectations. I do not know from my study if it has also been like the 

case of Caldwell and O´Reily (1982) and Bourdiue (1977) that other potential change agents 

that have turned down the role due to how time consuming it can be. I would argue that the 

change agents that work by themselves would benefit from another co-worker or support team. 

However, it is hard from my research to provide a clear insight into why some change agents 

have support and some does not. It could be due to the amount of workload the business area 
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expect the agents to have, or how much the business transformation affects a specific business 

area. The bank has never done an IT transformation of this scale before which can cause issues 

between what they estimate as sufficient and what is really needed, leaving the change agents 

at a vulnerable position to the effects of miscalculations. Resulting in higher workload than 

could be considered ideal.  It could also be findings similar to Ancona and Caldwell (1992) that 

boundary spanners who are good at handling the vertical structures of the organisation will 

benefit in the early stages of a change effort in accordance with their findings regarding an 

Ambassador strategy.  

6.2 Change agents – Spanning the boundaries 

The role of the change agents I have interviewed aligns with much of the theoretical literature 

in connection with boundary spanners (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Levina & Vaaste, 2004; 

Pawlowski & Robey, 2004). In their role they work with convincing key stakeholders and 

engaging people further down the organisation of the coming change. They are mainly located 

and span the boundary between the top management of their business area and the simplification 

programme. Within their business area they can have responsibility for several different 

projects connected to the simplification programme in different stages of maturity. The different 

projects can affect different departments within the business area in different ways creating 

several interaction points [Organisational boundaries] that the change agents need to get an 

understanding of how they function and how they will be affected by the business 

transformation. This outlines a working environment where an agent with a broad social 

network would benefit great deal (Tortoriello et al, 2012) The responsibilities of the change 

agents within the transformation gives support of the definition by Kanter at al. (1992), of an 

actor that initiate, design, sponsor and implement change. This does not rule out the view of 

Caldwell (2003) that there is no coherent way to view the role of a change agent. It could have 

to do with that not all change initiatives being the same and the roles could differ between 

projects and organisations. But I would argue that the Ambassador strategy of Ancona and 

Caldwell (1992) with the addition of coordination and negotiation activities fit the descriptions 

of how the change agents within my case study has been working, further described below.  

Mapping  

The change agents main objectives is to bring the so called “what”, which is “what” the business 

area wants changed and how they want to function after the change. This calls for work that 

surrounds a lot of activities where they have to find out how the organisation functions at the 
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moment and how they want to function with help from the new IT systems. These activities are 

about mapping out the current function of the organisation and creating a scope for a new map 

of how the organisation will look like after the change. This corresponds well with the mapping 

activity from Ancona and Caldwell (1992) where the boundary spanners needs to get a feeling 

of their environment to gain a better understanding of what is needed. The change agents’ main 

task at this early stage is to convince stakeholders to join the change effort. By doing this they 

get a good understanding of where potential resistance is located and what political boundaries 

they find within the organisation. This can potentially help them or at least provide a notion of 

where they can expect more resistance further on. Which also goes in line with the mapping 

activity of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) of knowing where to find support and where potential 

resistance may reside. In their role they have been connected to several different layers of 

departments from top to bottom giving them a great deal of insight both from a managerial 

perspective and an operators perspective of what can and should be done, in combination with 

their relation to the programme making them very informed or at least subject of a lot of a lot 

of information of how the organisation works and ought to work. However this does not solve 

the problem with differing expectations of what needs and should be done as seen from the 

programme and the organisation. Creating a need for unity of vision of how the organisation 

should function after the systems are in place and the organisation has been restructured. This 

makes it a balancing act where they need to build trust and use the information that they have 

access to from the whole spectrum of programme down to organisational operator in order to 

succeed with a result that is appreciated from both sides.   

Moulding  

Their main challenge is to reach consensus and understanding with stakeholders so that they 

can get going, they need to handle turf defending and so called political boundaries. They need 

to convince people and inspire a willingness to change. If they succeed with this and get them 

really engaged, the change agents believe that much is won. To get through and get traction it 

is necessary to get the top managers of the business areas on board. This is examples of textbook 

moulding activities of shaping and convincing stakeholders of their agenda. Because this is very 

important in their work that the top managers of the respective business area makes this a 

priority. A way they can use to gain more mandate and power to their role are by going to the 

programme external, Project task force and apply for more mandate. This gives them mandate 

from the very top of the corporate hierarchy, bypassing mandate or decisions from the 

programme or business areas. This is much in line with Ancona and Caldwell (1992) of how 
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ambassadorial activity through connection with top management helped create better results for 

projects.  

 

The moulding activities of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) are described as convincing and 

influencing the external environment to better fit their own agenda. Corresponds with how the 

change agents work at the beginning of the business transformation by convincing stakeholders 

the importance of cooperation. Even though the change agents can apply for more mandate 

connected to their role they call for better and a more active support from top management to 

put pressure down the organisational lines, to stress the importance of the change effort. This 

goes in combination of being transparent with the change and how it will impact the 

organizations. However, if top management can communicate their vision so that it is 

understood and how it will impact different organisations there will still be a need for the change 

agents to be transparent as well. The change agents has also expressed that this is an important 

part of their approach in meetings with stakeholders. They believe that by having an open and 

transparent approach, they will gain increased trust and credibility. Credibility is important 

since they also need to be able to convince the stakeholders that this change effort will be the 

one that succeed, since some parts of the organisation have made previous attempts. Providing 

credibility for the programme consists of making clear that it is one of the banks top priorities, 

that it got all the senior executives on-board and last but not least that it is making progress. In 

this way they are representatives of the programme and needs to be able to show it from its 

good sides so that it gets buy in from the business areas. This is also signs of moulding 

corresponding to the research of Ancona and Caldwell (1992) of different forms of persuasion 

to fit their own agenda. They also have to be able to persuade people from both the programme 

and the business line in what they believe is the correct way. They will have to be able to argue 

for their case as well as picking their battle because they are at the centre of a lot of information 

and needs to balance out the importance so they don’t waste time, money and effort on wrong 

or minor issues. They have to be able to keep the holistic picture in mind. This can be 

problematic and I believe that there will be moments when they need to take stands both 

concerning what is best from a holistic view and challenge the idea of serving “the side that 

pays their bills”. These two things will not always match and it will take courage to stand up 

for the right thing.   

Filtering 
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The change agents act as a filter of communication between the change programme and their 

local business area. They are the main link over these two parts and are responsible for keeping 

both sides informed of their respective status. The relation is much in accordance with what 

Ancona and Caldwell (1992) call filtering. However sometimes this activity goes over their 

heads by the top management of the business area and the top management of the business 

transformation. The change agents are the main link over these two parties and have reporting 

responsibilities to both, meaning they will need to weight their communication depending who 

they report to. Caldwell & O´Reilly (1982) found that this is a role conflict a boundary spanner 

can have in relation to expectations from different organisational units. This relation has been 

stated in forms of that it is important to keep in mind of who is paying their salaries and how 

much information they have felt ready to report back to the programme. Supporting the issues 

of loyalty and trust from Adams (1976) and role conflict from Katz and Kahn (1978) that the 

boundary spanners need to decide who they serve once they find themselves in conflicts of 

interest. I have not been able to find support within my study that a boundary spanner might 

chose to completely stick to one side of the boundary like Wiesenfeld and Hewlin (2003). 

Maybe because I have only had interviews and not been able to follow the actual work up close 

over a longer period of time. From the answers I have got, I do not see such a tendency either. 

However if this does happen in the future it will be important that they make the right choice, 

there will most likely be several situations when they need to filter information out to make it 

understandable and relevant, however withholding information between the for instance the 

programme and the business area can be very risky and will probably not be for the best in the 

long run. I believe they understand this and that it goes in line with the need for transparency. 

If they withhold too much or important information it can prove fatal to the overall project. 

Which is what Wiesenfeld and Hewlin (2003) argue can be a problem with boundary spanners, 

when they pick a side and hold on to that side of the boundary. 

Coordinating & negotiating 

The change agents are in much part responsible for driving the change effort forward within 

their respective business area. One way of doing this is by conducting workshops between 

stakeholders of the organisation. By bringing together leaders from different parts of the bank 

they can connect and figure out ways of working and restructuring their relations through the 

new systems. To organise these meetings and involve stakeholders into workshops, goes much 

in line with coordination and negotiating tasks of Ancona and Caldwell (1992). Consisting of 

setting up meetings making sure that everyone understands what is to be done, why, and help 
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bring out new ideas. The subjects discussed and outcomes of the meetings can potentially shift 

power structures and how the organisation works. The rank of the attendants can also be an 

aspect for the change agents, because they need people to provide good ideas and make sure 

that lower ranking attendants make their voice heard. One of the main tasks of the change agents 

within the bank is to coordinate and facilitate the change. Their description of these tasks are 

mainly the same as the Coordinating and negotiating activity by Ancona & Caldwell (1992). 

They are supposed to coordinate how the change is progressing, and make sure that there is 

room and possibilities for the change to take place and get done properly. This is in line with 

how these activities has been described by Ancona and Caldwell (1992).  

 

In summary the change agents work much in line with what Ancona & Caldwell (1982) describe 

as Ambassador Strategy. In fact some change agents have used the word ambassador to better 

describe their own work during the interviews. How much they respectively fill up these traits 

on a personal level varies and is not of the scope of the thesis. It could impact their role later, 

since some of the activities are hard to combine fully (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992). No matter 

their individual skills or personal traits, the change agents feel that some of the Ambassadorial 

activity for the programme should already be taken care of through top managers so the needs 

and reasons for change are clearer. In this way they do not need to be the ones breaking the 

news down the line and would have an easier time working with the stakeholders. Therefore, 

the importance and pressure should already be put from the top due to the scale of the 

programme. The need to have a solid social network within the organisation should not impact 

their role. 

6.3 Boundary objects 

How the change agents use boundary objects differ somewhat depending on which area they 

are spanning. Between the upper management of the business area and the programme they 

serve as a filter and for most part it is the standardised document structure that serves as an 

object together with the systems. Going down the organisational lines it is more of changing 

and creating, new simpler processes as well as convincing stakeholders. In these cases there is 

more focus on usage of simplification statements and focus of future processes surrounding 

potential definitions. Therefore this section is divided into the usage of the systems and 

reporting structure as boundary objects as well as the use of simplification statements and 
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organisational definitions hereafter called tangible statements used by the change agents to 

invoke creativity solve issues inter departmental disputes.  

6.3.1 The system 

The new systems and IT infrastructure serves as the enabler of the change. How the 

organisations can be changed depends on the attributes of the systems. The use of the systems 

in driving the change therefore goes through the whole business transformation. Thus, the 

system goes in line with the description of a system as a boundary object by Pawlowski and 

Robey (2004). The systems are related to the change agents’ roles on several aspects, however 

from my empirical data I cannot find that they use the systems to the extent expected from such 

a theoretical sound boundary object. This could refer to the differing development stages of the 

systems. It provides some notion of Levina (2001) finding that boundary objects containing all 

necessary characteristics could still go unused. However my findings are not that clear on this 

point. The change agents seem to have more focus on the change of processes of a department 

or business area. Rather than how aspects of the system will help them change a process or 

department. The systems are in this way not used as clear cut object to discuss the best way of 

driving change. I have to emphasize that in most of these discussions the systems are the 

underlying enabler of change, and definitely have with the discussions of process to do. Though, 

not in the same clear way a blueprint could be used for discussions between an engineer and a 

technician, corresponding with the work of Bechky (2003). This can be both successful and 

risky, either the technology help drive the organisational change or face the risk that even ideal 

boundary objects remain unused (Levina, 2001). Making it a risk when the actual systems are 

seen as the enablers. The systems might fit the description for a boundary object since it is 

relevant to the practices of multiple communities, but is used or viewed differently by each of 

them (Brown & Duguid, 1996; Henderson, 1991). I believe that how the change agents’ work 

with the systems as boundary objects will change in the future. They might need to use them as 

communication tools between them and the business areas, since the systems will be an integral 

part of their work. However this will not be researched within the scope of this thesis. 

 

The communication of how the business areas want to work is reported between the business 

area and the programme by various business documents. They use a standardised format for 

what a change initiative or business scope should contain and how it should be reported between 

the business area and the programme. This can be seen a boundary object due to the standardised 
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structure of the forms, which controls the input and quality of the communication and removes 

local variation (Star, 1989; Wenger, 1998; Pawlowski & Robey, 2004; Levina & Vaaste, 2004; 

Carlile, 2002). This is also much in line with some of the forms that were considered boundary 

objects in the original study of Star and Griesemer (1989). They provide the means of 

communication and the standardisation of processes so that the standardised structure controls 

what an initiative or process should contain to an extent, so that nothing necessary is missed. 

Even though the understanding of why some details and parts of the structure needs to be so 

specific is not known or understood by everyone filling the forms, but provide clarity from a 

holistic perspective.  

6.3.2 Tangible statements as objects 

Within meetings and workshops the change agents work with statements to create discussion 

and invoke creativity. These statements are both meant to inspire the attendants to figure out 

how they can create new ways of conducting business, and some principles are used to break 

through the so called political boundaries. Because the business transformation is connected to 

simplifying the processes of the bank, the statements are connected to that theme. The guiding 

principle of that there should only be one process can be a very successful boundary object to 

get through the political debates. It fills the criteria for boundary objects by Star and Griesemer 

(1989) where the guiding principle can be used as a map for organisational process changes. 

The different organisations can relate to both the principle and their current way of doing 

business to figure out a way to change their current practices. This goes in line with Bechky 

(2003) and Carlile (2002) of how two parties can discuss and alter their knowledge of a situation 

by use of an object. This supports the pragmatic view of knowledge (Carlile, 2002) in the way 

that the change agents use guiding principles or statements of simplification to get through the 

political boundary, which is bound by the resistance or unwillingness to alter knowledge or 

change opinion. In the way that knowledge is not neutral. It also circumvents the potential 

problem that systems used as boundary objects can turn into being used to guard or reinforce 

the boundaries between the organisations (Goodman & Darr, 1998; Schultze & Boland, 2000; 

Newell et al., 2001). By using the tangible statements such as “customer” or simplification 

statements such as “to do less with less in order to do more”, used by the programme and 

guiding principles throughout the organisation they can act to minimize that the systems are 

created to reinforce or guard boundaries between organisations. On the other hand this has to 

be dealt in a cautious manner, the boundary objects needs to be appropriate for the situation. 



44 

 

Use of the same object twice in a similar but not identic situation have been found to potentially 

lead to more problems down the road (Carlile, 2004).   

6.3.3 The effect of boundary objects is dependent on the user 

The change agents have projects in different stages of maturity and it varies of how certain they 

are of their role. It also seem to vary how the change agents use tools or objects as means to 

help them communicate and bring out knowledge. This result could be in line with Carlile 

(2002) and Bechky (2003) that it depends on the user of the boundary objects of how well they 

actually help and what effect they have. The change agents do not reason too much of why they 

are using certain objects as means of better communication or to develop better understanding 

of knowledge or working practices. Maybe this is something that comes natural to the role, and 

happens like a communication reflex. Therefore, the use of boundary objects might not always 

be considered by the user as an actual tool for better communication. 

 

The varied use of boundary objects could also be due to limited experience of business 

transformations of this scale with each system or change having implications on several parts 

of the company, with different needs and usage of the systems.  Since similar projects were 

previously done on a business area level it might not have encountered the same issues as a 

transformation throughout the whole bank. Creating more interest groups and needs to fill, 

making it a new environment where different professions meet and need to find common ground 

to discuss and agree how to develop the systems and organisational structures in the best way 

possible for the bank. Making the need for objects, statements and tools to demonstrate needs 

and processes to other people with other interests and background something that they have not 

tried before or considered. Use of boundary objects could also be quite simply down to which 

type of person they are for instance; two people are talking about a trip they took one explain 

his journey in words to the other person and leave it to the other persons knowledge and 

imagination, while the other one take out an atlas and refer to the atlas while telling his story. 

Usage of objects within a business transformation might come down to the same traits in people 

concerning how much and what kind of objects are used. 

 

In summary the use of boundary objects differ both by which boundary the agents are spanning 

and what purpose or counterpart they have. The usage of objects and thought process of 
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selecting objects also depends on the agent. The system is used from a holistic point as an 

enabler of change rather than in a detailed way connected to the aspects and functions of the 

systems. I believe this could be due to their individual understandings of the IT systems as well 

as their counter parts understanding of the systems. Most objects used are either standardised 

forms or tangible statements to get through boundaries and evoke creativity. They are very early 

in the process, I expect there to be a lot of changes on how they use boundary objects and the 

way they use the new systems to apply and spread change. Their main focus right now is to get 

key stakeholders on board and get the work going. The tools and discussions they are having 

right now will most likely be very different from a discussion three to four years from now. 

Which may need other objects or may show more emphasis on IT specifics. However, that is 

also one of the attribute and ideas of boundary objects, to be a temporary linkage between two 

or more parties (Star & Griesemer, 1989). 
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7. Discussion 

This section provides a discussion for how the findings of this study relates to previous research 

and also provides suggestions for future studies on the subject. 

7.1 Discussion 

Boundary spanning has previously been studied, to a large extent from a perspective of product 

development. However the role of a boundary spanner is very much like the work of change 

agents early in the change process. There is a need for the change agents and part of their work 

description to get an understanding of the surrounding organisation, how they feel about the 

change, identify potential resistance and try to convince key stakeholders to be positively 

engaged. The early stage of the process of a change agent is to get a view of the surrounding 

business landscape and pave the way for the business transformation. The work of boundary 

spanners and especially the Ambassador strategy activities analysed in this thesis would be 

suitable characteristics when choosing people to work as change agents.  

 

The activities of the change agents and how they work is always going to be highly personal. 

As long as there is a person in charge of acting out the change there is going to be a factor of 

success connected to the skills and the work of that person. However, at the beginning of a 

change process especially when the change agents are spread over different business areas there 

should be more support connected to the change agents from the start. In my case there were 

support in place but since everyone are “new at their job” and the business transformation has 

just got started there should be people in place or structure that can make the change agents feel 

more certain about their mandate and role so they can perform better from the start. This has 

varied between the agents and those that where more certain of their role seemed to get a head 

start on those who were not. I cannot state this with complete certainty since my empirical data 

is based on interviews, not observation. However, from my empirical data those that were more 

certain in their role acted accordingly and those that were unsure were trying to get both a grip 

on their role and the ongoing change. Solving this could be done through better communication 

throughout the organisation of the change, which could give more encouragement and certainty 

to the change agents. It could also help them in meetings so that the attendants of the meetings 

understand the need and priority. Another way could be through a start-up meeting with a senior 

executive of the organisation so the change agents feel a relation and support from the very top 

of the organisation. 
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Even though the systems are objects, at this early stage it cannot be seen as a tangible objects, 

which makes the use less evident than I would have expected before the study. The use of 

boundary objects are rather connected to use of tangible statements, which can be related to by 

the actors of the organisation, in a way to help the transformation. Relating to boundary objects 

as statements can be both positive and negative, it relies to the knowledge of the users and even 

though a statement can be tangible to an extent, it is hard for a statement to be as tangible as an 

actual object. Therefore, much of the results of the usage can have to do with the users of the 

object, their previous knowledge will be important for the success of the statement used. 

 

Differing from the research done on product development, the use of boundary objects does not 

seem to have the same importance between the change agents. This can be due to the setting of 

my case within a business transformation, which is organising people and organisational 

structure rather than related to tangible objects. It can also be due to previous inexperience 

within the organisation of business transformations of this size making cross organisational 

unity and understanding more important than previous local projects creating new issues and 

views. This might make the change agents alter how they would use objects later on. When the 

transformation has come further and they have got more used to how the systems will affect 

and be used by different sides of the organisation their use of different boundary objects might 

change, both the actual objects and how much they use them.  

 

7.2 Future research 

For future research I would find it interesting to look at more case studies to see if similar links 

can be found both between how change agents are similar to boundary spanners. It would also 

be interesting to see if projects that have an efficient and successful initial stage also turn out to 

be successful projects. I believe that this would be interesting since first impressions seems to 

be lasting ones and if this human trait carries over to our work with projects.  
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8. Conclusion 

The purpose of this thesis was to get an understanding of how change agents work to drive a 

business transformation at the very beginning of the transformation. Therefore this section 

provides answers for the research questions of the thesis followed by a summarised answer of 

the purpose. 

8.1 How do change agents work as boundary spanners at the beginning of the 

transformation?  

The work of the change agents within my study goes much in line with the literature and 

previous studies of boundary spanners and especially fit the activities of an Ambassador 

strategy. They have to work with creating relations and convincing people on several levels of 

the organisation. Their main tasks as change agents is to map out the existing business landscape 

and pave way for the business transformation. They have to work across the different 

boundaries of the organisation to find support for the transformation. Problems that the change 

agents find are that they have to establish and learn their “new job” and what mandate and tasks 

they are expected to perform. This makes the working environment advantageous for persons 

with either a broad social network or good at handling the lateral structures of the organisation. 

The new working structure and the reporting structure between the business areas and the 

change programme takes up a lot of their time which they hope will change, so that they can 

take a more active role in changing the organisation. 

8.2 How do change agents use boundary objects? 

The use of boundary objects differ both by which boundary the agents are spanning and what 

purpose or counterpart they have. The usage of objects and the thought process of selecting 

objects also depends on the agent. The change agents use objects to create new work processes 

and to help restructure departments. The objects are also used to get through turf defending by 

stakeholders. To do this the change agents use tangible statements rather than the IT systems. 

The systems are used from a holistic point as an enabler of change rather than clear cut boundary 

object. I believe this could be due to their individual understandings of the IT systems, as well 

as their counter parts understanding of the systems. It could also be due to that the systems are 

not yet in use and are not experienced as tangible to the change agents or the organisation. 
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8.3 Concluding remarks 

To answer the purpose of the thesis I would say that the role of a change agent at the initial 

stages of a business transformation is a period exposed to uncertainty. The change agents have 

to understand their role, purpose and mandate at the same time as they work with convincing 

and building relations with key stakeholders of the organisation to create more support for the 

business transformation. This is not easy and the change agent needs to be able to cope with the 

discussions and arguments from stakeholders. Since the change agents work between the 

change programme and the business areas they have to report to both organisational structures, 

which takes up much of their time. They hope that they will get to spend more time being 

proactive in their actions and drive the change forward rather than spend as much time as they 

do now with reporting. They would like to see more relational support from top management 

so that they themselves do not need to find the support, which would also make their work with 

stakeholders easier.  
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Appendix 1 - Interview templates 

Main interview 

Experience 

How long have you worked at the bank? 

Have you ever worked as a change agent before? 

How did it go?  

What kind of learning experiences did you take with you? 

From your experience what would you say make change difficult? 

The change 

How would you explain the change process that you are about to go through with? 

How do you view your role at the moment? 

Which tasks do you have connected to the change effort?  

Which ones do you focus on the most, and why? 

Do you have any idea of how your work will look like in the coming months, and how you 

will conduct your work? 

What do you think will be the biggest hurdles that you are going to meet on the way? 

 What do you see is the biggest reason or hurdle for failure? 

 So how would you try to get past that and not getting stuck in the hurdles? 

How do you best try to get across with the change effort to people you meet? 

The role 

Looking at the coming change effort what role do you see yourself playing? 

 What kind of things do you need to think about when playing that role? 

How well do you know the role that you are trying to change? 

How do you see the work between you as a domain driver and the recipients of the change 

effort?  
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How do you see that role playing out? 

How would you describe the mandate that has been given to you from the line organisation?  

Is it clear on what the line is supposed to bring back to the change programme? 

What are you supposed to achieve and what you want the programme to achieve? 

Getting the alignment across between each other how would you prefer that to be 

made? 

 

How are you working at the moment and how do you want to be working 

Do you feel that your role as domain driver is clear? 

What would you say is your biggest priority in the change effort? 

Who would you say is responsible for bringing the change? 

Collaboration 

Do you know how the others domain drivers roles are compared to yours? 

As a group have you ever worked together with the other domain drivers? 

Tools and tricks 

 

How would you describe the role that you have now 

When you are working do you see yourself playing different roles along the way, or do you see 

yourself playing one specific role? 

Do you see any tools or tricks of communication or tools as a strategy to succeed with the 

change effort? 

How do see yourself using the new systems? 

 How do you seem them being used to drive the change? 

 Will they help in structuring processes? 

 In what way? 

Do you have any say in how the systems are going to be structured to best fit with the system 

landscape? 
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Do you see yourself using anything else to open up a discussion and a dialogue between 

different stake holders? 

 

Do you see any other tools that you need to be able to succeed with this change? 

 

How do you act to turn somebody that was negative to the change to become positively 

engaged? 

 

Follow up interview 

Has anything drastic happened with your role in the change effort or the change effort as a 

whole? 

 

What mandate/demand/expectations do you have from the line organisation? 

  

What mandate/demand/expectations do you have from the line programme?  

 

What is the usual arguments between the different parts of the organisation? 

 

How do you identify stakeholders? 

 

What does a business scope contain? 

 

Have your role as a domain driver become any clearer since we last spoke? 

 

Have the target pictures and vision statements become clearer? 

 

 

 


