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1

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation comprises an ethnographic longitudinal study conducted inside a
financial services organization located in Finland. During this process, as the author, I
have been part of the context under study and a member of the target organization. I
started this ethnographic research with a broad and open question in mind. That is, to
closely examine what happens in a financial organization between the different business
segments of banking, non-life insurance, and wealth management (also referred to here
as the traditions of banking, insurance, and investment).
Overall, the focus is to analyse the implementation of an Agile practice directed at the
organization’s business customer segment operations. The Agile practice highlights
issues such as customer focus, cooperation across knowledge traditions, an actor’s ability
to learn new competences, reducing bureaucracy, and clarifying decision-making and
responsibilities. The empirical results of this study are presented in the form of four mini
cases linked to the Agile practice: 1) The implementation of a new ICT tool to facilitate
collaboration and knowledge-sharing across traditions; 2) The organizational members’
ability to adopt the Agile practice; 3) The complexity and inherent contradictions of
everyday practice; and, 4) The management actions to implement the Agile practice.
In this study, I work in the theoretical field of knowledge management. This examination
looks to reveal the complex character of knowledge, as well as the different fundamental
assumptions concerning knowledge and its management. Knowledge is often seen as a
firm’s most strategically significant resource. A central concern uniting the vast majority
of the knowledge management literature is, thus, the importance for organizations to
capture, codify and share, and manage their workforce’s knowledge. My study
problematizes the concept of organizational knowledge as a specific resource for the firm
to manage. I consider this view to be based on a flawed epistemological assumption, and
see knowledge as embedded in, developed through, and inseparable from people’s
workplaces, practices, and their contexts. In this sense, my focus is on knowing (a verb
meaning acting, doing, practising) rather than knowledge (a noun meaning things,
elements, facts). Further, in my theorising, I recognise the inherent relationship between
power and knowing, which is typically neglected in the knowledge management
literature.
The study looks to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing. From this standpoint, I
highlight knowing as a form of art, as well as the inherent relationship between power
and our knowing. The issues outlined in the power-sensitive view are, first, that all
knowledge is personal knowledge, that a tacit dimension is always present, and a
necessary component of all knowledge. Second, to recognize the subsidiary-focal
integrative structure, to understand that personal knowledge is not made or shared as an
entity, but discovered as a result of an act of the knower (Polanyi 1958, 1966). Finally, to
recognize the distinction between our practical and discursive consciousness, to
understand a critical step in liberating ourselves from certain power relations (of our
tacit knowing) (Haugaard, 2003).
This view highlights the existence of social contradictions and tendencies towards social
conflicts, and that power relations and ideologies interfere with the potentially free
development of meaning and understanding. In this sense, organizations are seen as
social constructions, not neutral or value free, but reflecting asymmetrical power
relationships and different interests. This implies people’s behaviour and thinking is not
conscious or grounded in reflection (Alvesson, 1996). The view emphasises that human
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action is both enabled and constrained by social structures, which in turn reproduces or
transforms these structures (Porter, 1993; Sharpe; 2018).
In this view, the recognition between practical and discursive consciousness, together
with the subsidiary-focal integrative structure, is what gives the individual the power to
deal with the social/value conflicts and contradictions implicit in the plurality of
meaning and understanding that distinguishes knowledge traditions.
The value of the power-sensitive view developed here is that it emphasises the collective,
situated and provisional character of knowledge, and moves us closer to recognising, and
focusing our studies on, the challenges of knowledge in organizational life. Moreover, it
advances our understanding of the dynamics of organizational knowledge processes, and
recognises how and why people contest, accept and challenge the legitimacy of others’
knowledge and practice.
In sum, the findings of my study identify the following issues describing the challenges
related to knowledge in organizational life (RQ1). First, there is optimism in our
organization concerning the difficulty of transferring highly tradition-specific knowledge
between actors via ICT. Second, the professionals have not yet succeeded in fully
adopting the Agile practice for managing customer relations, which challenges everyone
involved to start thinking and acting in a new way. Third, the specialization of activities,
where different traditions (business segments) develop their own interests, agendas and
priorities (business logics and risk management), erects barriers to cooperation. Finally,
the transfer of best practices between knowledge traditions risks misunderstanding the
personal nature of our knowing, and its relation to our skills and social context, thus
adversely impacting organizational effectiveness and employee experience.
Further, the findings of this study identify the following elements characterising the
power exerted by a knowledge tradition (RQ2). First, technologies shape professional
practices and cause self-disciplining behaviours among both subordinates and
supervisors. Second, we are ruled by our own desires and perceptions of our role,
identifying within the norms of a certain tradition, and a need to respond to what is
expected of us (old ways of thinking and doing), which can ultimately compromise
organizational change. Third, there is a sense of actors balancing and struggling between
contradictory logics and conflicting interests (forces pulling the individual in different
directions), and paradoxical situations as part of their everyday work. Finally,
supervisors’ deployment of tools and techniques to increase the surveillance and control
of specific activities and performance may lead to self-disciplining behaviours among
professionals. Also, supervisors’ perception of a platform for sharing ‘knowledge’ and
improving cooperation may lead to self-disciplining behaviours among the supervisors
to arrange various kinds of Sprints and meetings.
The power-sensitive view of knowing developed in this study contributes to more
diversity within knowledge management research, and to studies adopting a practicebased philosophy. First, my research contributes to the critical studies of the objectivist
perspective of knowledge, which typically underpins ICT-based knowledge management,
and that ICT can play a central role in the knowledge-sharing processes. Further, my
research contributes to critical studies related to the effect of Agile on long-term
organizational goals such as learning and innovation. Second, my study contributes to
the organization and management literature, presenting a deeper insight and drawing
more broadly from the extensive writings of Michael Polanyi. My research contributes to
studies positioning themselves as an alternative to cognitivism, to learning as a
cognition, and to the objectification of knowledge. Further, it contributes to studies
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positioning themselves as an alternative to Technical Rationality, derived from
Positivism and the Positivist epistemology of practice, and inspired by writers such as
Fredric Taylor and his scientific management theory. Third, this study contributes to the
knowledge management research and practice-based studies, adopting a powersensitive view and emphasising the inherent relationship between power and knowledge.
My research contributes to studies positioning themselves outside the mainstream
category of the knowledge management literature on power. It offers an alternative to
the resource-based view on power initially developed by authors such as Marx and
Weber, which conceptualises power as a discrete resource or entity that actors can
possess, or have access to, and is utilised in the pursuit of self-interested goals.
My methodological contribution is to add to alternative interpretations and ways of
studying organizations. Autoethnography is a relatively new and unconventional method
of organizational research (Parry, 2008). Also, there is a relatively small number of
ethnographic works in management and organization studies that apply a critical
realists’ perspective (Sharpe, 2018). Contrary to conventional organizational research
methods, my critical realist approach looks to go beyond the subjects’ own perception of
reality, seeking to describe the pluralities of structures, uncover new meanings, and
question the apparently obvious (Alvesson, 1996). Finally, to my knowledge,
ethnographic longitudinal case studies conducted inside a financial organization, located
in Finland, where the researcher is also a member of the target organization and the
social context under study are rare.
All in all, I believe this study can advance our theoretical understanding in a way that has
practical relevance for both professionals and mangers. More specifically, I believe the
power-sensitive view developed has further implications for how we may see and
understand organizational activities, such as cooperation across traditions, sharing best
practice, gathering information in ICT, and the use of time, as well as for the process of
customer selection and decision-making.
The power-sensitive view developed in this study inspires organizational members, both
leaders and professionals, to more effectively accept and engage in reflective practice,
rethinking fixed self-conceptions and taken-for-granted ideas and priorities, and to
reinforce paradoxical thinking into complex situations, which ultimately can deliver high
performance and sustainability. In this context, the art of knowing refers to the person’s
capacity for reflection and paradoxical thinking in situations involving uncertainty,
ambiguity, and contradiction.
To sum, I believe this study is relevant and can influence current and future
organizational practice in contexts such as a financial services organization.
Finally, I execute an initial attempt to make the theory developed in this study more
useful in professional practice. In a sense, this could be viewed as a kind of guide to
learning a profession and developing professional competence.
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1.1

A study in a financial services organization context

The financial services sector is in turmoil. Increasing expectations of services and the
change in customer behaviour, along with the globalisation of competition, acceleration
of technologies, transformation of the economy, and demographic changes, are just some
of today’s trends and phenomena reshaping the financial services sector. Moreover, the
global financial crises that started in 2007 triggered several changes in the sector’s
regulation and supervision regarding, for instance, capital adequacy and solvency.
Further, financial institutions in Finland have an important role in supporting the
operating fundamentals of the country’s companies and business sector, which plays a
vital role in the Finnish economy, and its future economic growth and employment. All
in all, these environment changes have challenged the financial organizations and their
top management and boards to review and reshape their strategies (e.g., Ritakallio,
2016).
Traditional financial earnings are expected to decline as a result of the digitalisation and
globalisation of markets. In the future, technology will be able to complete a lot of the
traditional daily work. This development drives financial firms to think of new ways of
doing business and on what people in organizations should focus (Ritakallio and Vuori,
2018). The value of customer service will not disappear, but it will certainly take new
forms in the future. More aggressive use of technological solutions may be required, for
lower-margin products to improve organizational profitability. At the same time,
however, there is an increasing need for the personal touch and service quality at the
higher end. Prior academic research in the field also shows that relationship
management is an important element for financial organizations operating in the
business client segment (Lam and Burton, 2006; Lam et al., 2009).
Financial services organizations should move towards a new service logic, which goes
beyond the financial product to delivering more comprehensive solutions service quality
and knowledge. This involves knowing the customer and their needs, as well as the ability
to proactively predict those needs and act on them. It indicates that the financial product
should be seen more as a tool or channel for delivering the service or solution to the
customer, which has value in the customer’s own process (Puustinen, 2013). Networking
and alliance formation (between banks and insurance companies) has been a growing
trend in the financial industry in the past decade. The forces driving this trend are
narrowing profit margins in those companies, striving for new sources of income by
cross-selling, and effectivity enacted by closer alliance structures (Voutilainen, 2005;
2006).
This ethnographic longitudinal study takes a deeper look into actions taken by a financial
services organization to respond to the changing world around it. In recent years, a
central management objective has been to drive a change of culture in the organization.
That means shifting from a traditional siloed way of thinking and old ways of working
towards greater customer focus, transparency, and cooperation between knowledge
traditions, as well as reducing bureaucracy and clarifying decision-making and
responsibilities. Consequently, professionals are increasingly facing the challenge to
broaden their competence alongside their own deep competence, to help them
understand the impact of their own work and expertise, and collaborate with others
across different knowledge traditions. Similarly, organizational leaders are facing
change, as the traditional supervisory roles are shifting towards involving coaching and
facilitating team and expert performance, and empowering teams and professionals to
take responsibility in thinking and deciding for themselves how to achieve their goals.
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1.2

Identifying research gaps

A central idea in earlier knowledge management studies was the importance of
organizations managing their workforce’s knowledge, as it emerges as the firm’s most
strategically significant resource, as well as for individuals to externalise their tacit
knowledge and best practice to a wider organizational context to create more value. A
central purpose of firms, as a source of competitive advantage, is the creation and
distribution of firm-specific knowledge (Nonaka, 1991, 1994; Kogut and Zander, 1992;
1996; Grant, 1995; 1996a; 1996b; 1997; Szulanski, 1996; Spender; 1996a, 1996b).
These studies exploring the organizational knowledge process broadly adopt an
objectivist perspective on knowledge and its management. This is evident in the way the
studies utilise a transmitter-receiver model of knowledge-sharing. The studies have
focused on building an understanding of the knowledge transfer process and the factors
that affect it (Szulanski, 1996; Grant, 1996a; 1996b; Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000;
Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; van Wijk et al., 2008). The factors that have been seen to
impact the effectiveness and outcome of the knowledge transfer process can be
categorised into different sets: knowledge level characteristics, such as tacit knowledge,
knowledge complexity and ambiguity; individual level characteristics, such as
motivation, enthusiasm and willingness, and absorptive capacity; network level
characteristics, such as power relations, social relations, and trust; and, organizational
level characteristics, such as organizational size and age, structure, and mechanisms.
An important achievement of this literature is that it has opened a significant debate on
the role of knowledge, and enhanced our understanding of knowledge and its
management in organizations (Scarbrough, 1998: 230). These studies utilising an
objectivist perspective do, however, have the tendency to treat the existence of
organizations in a neutral sense, knowledge as a given, and suggest that the
communication of knowledge is a simple process. This perspective does not well consider
the action-based qualities of organizational knowledge. It does not consider the central
role that individuals play in the organizational knowledge process. It tends to objectify
knowledge within the organization, and abstract it from its situated and socially
constructed background. This type of managerialist interpretation produces a linear view
of the relationship between organizational knowledge and competitive performance. It
hides the contradictions and crises that are important influences on the formation and
deployment of knowledge in organizations. This objectivist perspective and the
assumptions that it represents have been challenged by a number of authors. A
fundamental critique of this vast majority of the knowledge management literature is
that it is based on a flawed epistemological assumption, thus creating the need for a
parallel epistemological view in this area of research (Scarbrough, 1998; Cook and
Brown, 1999; Empson, 2001; Tsoukas and Mylonopoulus, 2004; see also Hislop, 2013).
In contrast, other writers, such as Orlikowski (2002), Carlile (2002; 2004), Sole and
Edmondson (2002), Bechky (2003), Dougherty (1992; 2001), Oborn and Dawson
(2010), and Majchrzak et al. (2012), examine this topic utilising the practice-based
epistemology. A fundamental assumption of these practice-based studies is that
knowledge is not regarded as a discrete entity or object that can be codified and separated
from people. Instead, knowledge, or knowing, is embedded in, developed through, and
inseparable from people’s workplaces, practices, and the contexts in which they occur. It
is an ongoing social accomplishment, shaping and reshaping as actors engage in practice.
Here, the focus is on knowing (a verb meaning acting, doing, practising), rather than
knowledge (a noun meaning things, elements, facts). Studies adopting the practicebased perspective point out that even when knowledge is made explicit in a codified
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routine, when it is communicated across organizational and functional boundaries, it is
not necessarily understood because people apply and interpret this knowledge within
different contexts. The studies have also explained that specialisation, and localised
practices, create knowledge differences and different thought worlds between different
organizational functions. These differences create a lack of common ground, indicating
that members are likely to represent events, problems and perspectives differently,
which will lead to further misunderstanding and conflict. The practice-based studies
point out, therefore, the active role of management in shaping knowledge processes to
facilitate interpersonal communication and collaboration. The transmitter-receiver
model of knowledge-sharing is challenged here, because the sharing of knowledge does
not involve a simple transfer of a fixed entity between two people. Instead, it involves
people in actively developing an understanding, constructing meaning, and appreciating
some of the tacit assumptions and value on which knowledge is based.
The literature has further revealed the close relationship between power and knowledge.
Power has been expressed as a central concept in the analysis of organizations. It is
important to take into account the issues of power in attempting to understand the
dynamics of the organizational knowledge process (Clegg et al., 2006; Hislop, 2013). As
has been stated by earlier studies, the unequal relations of power must be included more
systematically in our analysis (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 42). To talk about interpretation
without discussing the politics of interpretation is to ignore context (Weick, 1995: 53). In
ignoring the issue of power and influence in organizations, we miss the chance to
understand the criticality of these social processes (Pfeffer, 1992: 30). Nevertheless,
there has been no major trend in earlier knowledge management studies to consider the
concept of power when discussing the role of knowledge for organizations (Kärreman,
2010). Despite a major contribution to theories of organizational knowledge from the
practice-based studies, as has been pointed out by earlier studies, a blind spot remains
in this literature concerning the close relationship between knowledge and power
(Marshall and Brady, 2001; Marshall and Rollinson, 2004; Heizmann, 2011). Hence,
there is an increasing need for knowledge management theorists and practitioners to
accept a more in-depth understanding of power (Gordon and Grant, 2005: 37). It has
also been recognised by earlier studies that a promising and rewarding approach for
scholars of knowledge work and knowledge, lies in developing more and better ideas on
how power works in the organizational context (Kärreman; 2010: 1415).
During the past decades, the work of Hungarian scientist and philosopher Michael
Polanyi has had a major influence on studies within the organization and management
literature. Studies on organizational learning and knowledge management frequently
cite Polanyi’s theory of knowing (the tacit dimension), from which they have constructed
theories on routines, practices, and knowledge management. However, organizational
researchers generally do not draw broadly on Polanyi’s extensive writings and develop
his themes, an approach that risks misunderstanding the very core of Polanyi’s
philosophy, which is built on the ideas of Gestalt psychology. The term tacit knowledge
may even have become misunderstood in management studies. Tacit knowledge has
often been conceived in opposition to explicit knowledge, whereas, according to Polanyi,
it is simply its other side. As a result of this misunderstanding, as has been pointed out
by earlier studies, the nature of organizational knowledge and its relation to individual
skills and social contexts has been inadequately understood (Tsoukas, 2002; Miller,
2008). Furthermore, though frequently cited, Polanyi’s theory of knowing has not, to a
larger extent, been related to the concept of power. Polanyi does not explicitly discuss
the relation between power and knowledge. However, it is possible to identify power
from his concepts of knowledge-sharing, tradition, and knowing (Sveiby, 1994).
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1.3

Aim of the study

The main purpose of this thesis is to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing. With
this specific aim in mind, by analysing the processes of knowing, the study seeks to learn
more about professional practice and the dynamics related to working across different
knowledge traditions in the context of a financial services organization.
This study aims to contribute to the practice-based studies and the theoretical
discussions concerning the inherent relationship between power and knowledge. More
specifically, the objective is to shift from the resource-based view and object- or entitylike conceptualisation, to see both power and knowledge in a more dynamic sense,
emphasising their relational and emergent character, and mutually constitutive
relationship with practice. A further objective in this study is to discuss and fill the
knowledge gaps in the extant literature concerning these two themes: to develop
Polanyi’s theory of knowing and to relate his work to the concept of power. Further, my
empirical work looks to add to the theoretical discussions on cross-functional
collaboration, i.e. situations involving cooperation between professionals representing
different knowledge traditions.
Given the main objectives of the research, as well as the fast-changing financial services
sector that is in itself driving organizations and the people in them towards change, the
following research questions are constructed for this ethnographic study inside a
financial services organization.
1. What are the challenges related to knowledge in organizational life?
2. What are the elements that characterise power exerted by a knowledge tradition?
I believe this chosen approach is able to help develop our understanding of the dynamics
related to organizational knowledge and working across different knowledge traditions.
It helps us recognise and understand the phenomenon of how and why people contest,
accept and challenge the legitimacy of others’ knowledge and practice. I further believe
this approach can advance our theoretical understanding in a way that has practical
relevance for mangers and other organizational members, and influence current and
future organizational practice.
1.4

Overview of the study

This is an ethnographic longitudinal study conducted inside a financial services
organization located in Finland. During this process, as the author, I have been part of
the social context under study and a member of the target organization. I started this
ethnographic research with a broad and open question in mind. That is, to closely
examine what happens in a financial organization between the different business
segments of banking, non-life insurance, and wealth management (also referred to here
as the traditions of banking, insurance, and investment). During the process, the
questions have become more focused, as I have been able to direct my attention to certain
aspects of the prior academic literature and the empirical material.
The empirical material for this study has been collected via a combination of 1)
participant observations that have been documented in a diary, 2) interviews and
informal discussions, and 3) personal reports and organizational documents. In
addition, utilising the ethnographical approach has enabled me to place myself in the
studied social context, and bring my own practical experiences and emotions into the
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process of unpacking the phenomenon under investigation. The fieldwork has mainly
taken place at one of the organization’s regional branches.
My study journey started in 2008, when I entered the field of financial services and
became a full-time employee of the target organization where I have conducted the
empirical research for my dissertation. Later that same year, I became a doctoral student.
My intention from the outset was to be a part-time student and combine the roles of
academic researcher and company employee. Another important year on my journey was
2013, when I settled on the empirical problem for my study. The collection of empirical
material for the study was conducted in 2013-2019.
During my years in the target organization, I have gained experience and practical
knowledge of a wide range of financial services, for both private and business customers.
Since 2009, my daily work has mainly concentrated around our organization’s business
customer segment. For the past ten years, I have been working as a banking account
manager (banking account director) for our business clients, wherein I am responsible
for following up the quality and profitability of a client portfolio, and acquiring and
maintaining key client relationships. Also, with the assistance of other experts, I play a
central role in ensuring that the client is being provided with a comprehensive and
diversified range of our financial solutions. This requires some degree of teamwork with
other experts to get the job done properly. As a banking account manager, my own
expertise is centred around different financial solutions for e.g. business growth, and
mergers and acquisitions, including short- and long-term capital requirements. That
involves product knowledge of, for instance, corporate loans, credit accounts, and bank
guarantees. My position in the organization is purely an expert role and does not involve
any formal managerial/supervisory responsibilities.
As an employee of the target organization, and a member of the social context under
study, I have had access to a range of events and participated in the organizational
change process over a long period of time, which would be very difficult from a university
position. This has also given me the opportunity to influence ongoing organizational
teamwork and feed my own observations back into the field. Moreover, my practical
experience has helped me develop both social and professional relations and a
comprehensive network in the target organization. All in all, I believe this has provided
richness and depth to the empirical data, along with a solid understanding of the
described phenomenon. Hence, the study delivers a thick description of everyday life
inside a financial services organization, generating good data and interesting analyses.
Given the above, it is, however, entirely necessary and desirable to recognise that I am a
part of what I study. I believe it would be quite difficult, if not impossible, in my case to
separate the researcher from the social and intellectual context of the fieldwork. Thus,
there is a risk of systematic or accidental bias, and of becoming too involved in the social
context under study. This means I shape and am being shaped by the relationships,
interactions, and experiences of the field. As an employee of the target organization, and
a member of the social context under study, I cannot escape my own background and
experiences, but can reflect on how they might have affected the research process. It is
not my intention to make myself the key focus of the fieldwork and write an
autobiography of my own practical experience; rather, to use myself as a key research
instrument seeking to understand and make sense of the social world, and to capture the
ongoing, situated and provisional nature of the processes of knowing and power.
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1.5

Outline of the thesis

The outline of this thesis is constructed as following:
1. In this introductory chapter, I provide the background to and overview of my study.
I also present the research questions, main aim, and other objectivities.
2. Chapter 2 presents an overview of the extant knowledge management literature. I
explore the complex character of knowledge, and present a number of fundamental
assumptions about knowledge and its management.
3. Chapter 3 builds on the practice-based philosophy. I present and develop my own
theoretical standpoint for conducting organizational research.
4. Chapter 4 focuses on the methodological approaches. I discuss the ontological and
epistemological approaches, and describe the processes of this ethnographic
longitudinal study. Finally, I present the ethical foundation of my study.
5. Chapter 5 provides an overview of the financial services sector, and a presentation of
the target organization in focus in this study.
6. Chapter 6 identifies different knowledge traditions in the organization. I present the
traditions in focus in my study. In addition, I present the Agile practice for
organizational change, which is the overall focus of this study.
7. Chapter 7 presents the results of my empirical study. I present four mini cases linked
to the Agile practice. They are events of experiences that happened during my
research time in the field.
8. Chapter 8 discusses the results of my empirical study. I further discuss and analyse
the empirical results in relation to the chosen approach constructed in this study, as
well as to the prior literature.
9. Chapter 9 presents the conclusions. I provide insights into the research questions. I
also present the theoretical and methodological contributions of this study, as well
as implications for professional and management practice. Finally, the limitations of
this study and suggestions for future research are presented.
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2

IN THE FIELD OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

This chapter presents an overview of the extant knowledge management literature. My
aim here is to explore the complex character of knowledge by presenting a four-discourse
framework that highlights different fundamental assumptions about knowledge and its
management. The framework enables mapping the intellectual journeys and assessing
the state of knowledge management research in more general terms. It will help find
directions for future research. The framework also operates as a useful tool to examine
and develop my own concept of knowledge or knowing and power for the study, which
will be further discussed in Chapter 3. Given that both power and knowledge are
ambiguous terms, I believe it is desirable in this area of research to develop clear
definitions of the concepts.
2.1

Perspectives on organizational knowledge

The knowledge management literature is typically based on an analysis that suggests
economics and society have become more information- and knowledge-intensive, and
that knowledge today plays a much more significant role in economic and social life than
during industrial society. The central idea uniting the vast majority of the knowledge
management research and literature is the importance of organizations managing their
workforce’s knowledge, as it has emerged as the most strategically significant resource
of the firm (Hislop, 2013: 3). In a knowledge-based society and economy, knowledge
management is the critical element of the organization’s business strategy (Frappaolo,
1997: 4). To know about knowledge (to know what you know) is critical for business
success and survival (Davenport and Prusak, 1998: ix).
This majority of the knowledge management literature not only assumes that the
management of knowledge is positive and has potential benefits for all organization
members, but also that the object-like status of knowledge in organizations makes it a
resource that can be subject to management control (Nonaka, 1991, 1994; Grant, 1996a;
1996b; Szulanski, 1996). To manage knowledge in this sense typically implies generating,
organizing, storing, transferring, and using knowledge (Schultze and Stabell, 2004: 550).
An important achievement of this literature is that it has opened up a significant debate
on the role of knowledge and enhanced our understanding of knowledge and its
management in organizations (Scarbrough, 1998: 230). This literature, which generally
adopts an objectivist perspective, tends on the other hand to treat the existence of
organizations in a neutral sense, knowledge as given, and suggest that the
communication of knowledge is a simple process. As a result, the objectivist perspective
and the assumptions it represents have been challenged by a number of authors. A
fundamental critique of this vast majority of the knowledge management literature is
that it is based on a flawed epistemological assumption, thus creating the need for a
parallel epistemological view in this area of research (Scarbrough, 1998; Cook and
Brown, 1999; Empson, 2001; Tsoukas and Mylonopoulus, 2004; see also Hislop, 2013).
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2.1.1 Competing epistemologies
Despite the heterogeneity of the literature on knowledge management, a number of
broad perspectives can be identified. One of these key distinctions relates to
epistemology, which addresses the character of knowledge and points out the
relationship between the knower and what can be known. It concerns answering
questions such as: Is knowledge objective and measurable? Can knowledge be acquired
or is it experienced? What is regarded as valid knowledge, and why? (Guba and Lincoln,
1994; Hislop, 2013.) Just as Burrell and Morgan (1979) argue that there are two broad
perspectives in the social sciences with regard to epistemology, the positivist and the
anti-positivist, there is a general consensus in the knowledge management literature that
two identifiable perspectives on epistemology dominate. These two, to some extent
competing perspectives, have been labelled in a range of ways by different authors (see
Table 1). In this study, these two competing epistemologies of knowledge are referred to
as the objectivist perspective and the practice-based perspective (Hislop, 2005; 2009;
2013). The two broad perspectives have been widely recognised within the knowledge
management literature. While some authors see the different perspectives as competing
and link them by disagreement or non-coherence, others see them as complementary.
Author

Objectivist perspective

Practice-based perspective

Schultze and Stabell (2004)
Werr and Stjernberg (2003)
Empson (2001)
McAdam and McCreedy (2000)
Cook and Brown (1999)
Scarbrough (1998)
Burrell and Morgan (1979)

Epistemology of dualism
Knowledge as theory
Knowledge as asset
Knowledge as truth
The epistemology of possession
Content theory of knowledge
The positivist epistemology

Epistemology of duality
Knowledge as practice
Knowledge as a process
Knowledge as socially constructed
The epistemology of practice
Relational view of knowledge
The anti-positivist epistemology

Table 1 Competing epistemologies (adapted from Hislop, 2013: 16)

It is central to the objectivist perspective to regard organizational knowledge as a
cognitive, intellectual entity or commodity that people can possess, but which ultimately
can be made explicit and exist independently of people. This perspective assumes that
knowledge can be codified and made available to others by means of written or spoken
language, and separated from a specific situation and individual who possesses and/or
uses it (Scarbrough, 1998; Werr and Stjernberg, 2003, see also Hislop, 2013).
It is distinctive to the objectivist perspective to regard knowledge as objective, and frozen
in time. The assumption is that knowledge (something that can be put into words,
symbols, and numbers) has a fixed and objective meaning, and that it is possible to
develop knowledge and understanding free from individual subjectivity. This notion is
rooted in the philosophy of positivism. It is characteristic to positivism that the social
world can be studied scientifically, a social phenomenon can be quantified and
measured, general laws and principles can be established, and objective knowledge can
be produced as a result (Hislop, 2013: 18).
It is characteristic to the objectivist perspective to imply either/or thinking, to construct
the world in terms of dichotomies or mutually exclusive opposites (Schultze and Stabell,
2004). Dichotomies related to the knowledge management literature include tacitexplicit (Nonaka, 1991; 1994) and individual-collective (Kogut and Zander, 1992;
Spender, 1996a; 1996b). Each of these four categories identifies a unique and irreducible
form of knowledge, and needs to be understood conceptually as distinct. No one can be
derived from or changed into one of the others (Cook and Brown, 1999).
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From the objectivist perspective, the tacit-explicit dichotomy is prevalent in the analyses
of organizational knowledge. Explicit knowledge is regarded as comparable to objective
knowledge. Tacit, on the other hand, represents knowledge that people possess and that
shapes how they think and act. It is regarded as more informal, more personal, and
highly subjective, and can even be subconscious. Tacit knowledge is therefore very
difficult, if not impossible, to disembody and codify. Examples of work-related tacit
knowledge are the ability to be an effective leader, and the ability to solve complex
problems (Hislop, 2013: 21). While some writers argue that knowledge can only ever
exist at the individual level (Nonaka, 1991, 1994), others argue the sense in which
knowledge can also exist at the social or collective level, in the form of shared work
practices and routines, and shared assumptions and perspectives (Kogut and Zander,
1992; Spender, 1996a; 1996b; Hecker, 2012).
The practice-based perspective challenges the objectivist perspective and its
conceptualisation of knowledge. The practice-based view focuses on an important aspect
of what people know, that is not captured by the different dichotomies or distinctive
categories of knowledge, which are considered in the objectivist perspective. From the
practice-based perspective, knowledge is not regarded as a discrete entity or object that
can be codified and separated from people. Instead, knowledge, or knowing, is embedded
in, developed through, and inseparable from people’s workplaces, practices, and the
contexts in which they occur (Cook and Brown, 1999). Knowledge is socially constructed
and culturally embedded, which makes it somewhat subjective and open to
interpretation. Knowledge can, thus, never be totally neutral or unbiased. It is always, to
some extent, inseparable from the values of those who produce it. This means also that
what constitutes knowledge is contestable and open to debate (Hislop, 2013: 37).
The practice-based perspective rejects dichotomies of knowledge that are independent
of each other. Even though the distinctive categorisation (tacit-explicit and individualcollective) may have its analytical benefits, it underestimates the complexity of
organizational knowledge. Rather than representing separate or distinctive types of
knowledge, they represent different aspects of knowledge, and are in fact inseparable
and mutually constitutive (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003). This view is based on the notions
of Michael Polanyi (1966), that knowledge has an unarticulated component, a tacit
dimension, which is always present and a necessary component of all knowledge. This
view also relates to Gilbert Ryle’s (1949) distinction between know how and know that.
These are not interdependent and cannot be reduced to one another, and neither is ever
present without the other. To make know that useful requires appropriate know how.
Table 2 below summarises the characteristics of these two perspectives presented above.
Objectivist perspective

Practice-based perspective

Theoretical frame

Either/or
Knowledge as either tacit or
explicit, individual or collective
Knowledge as purely cognitive

Fundamental research question

What is the phenomenon?
What is knowledge?
Object is frozen in time;
phenomena have a separate
identity

Both/and
Knowledge as both tacit and
explicit, individual and collective
Knowledgeable activity
(knowing and doing)
When is the phenomenon?
When is knowledge?
Object is continuously shaping
and being shaped by situated
practice; phenomena are
mutually constitutive
Not completely knowable

Framing of research
phenomenon
Assumptions about the world

Completely knowable

Table 2 Characterising the epistemological debate: objectivist-practice-based dimension
(adapted from Schultze and Stabell, 2004)
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2.1.2 Social order debate
Another key distinction in the knowledge management literature relates to social order.
The social order debate draws attention to the extent to which social relations are
regarded as consensual and non-problematic (Deetz, 1996). This debate is similar to
Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) use of the sociological distinction between notions of
regulation and radical change. The sociology of regulation refers to providing
explanations of society in terms that emphasise its underlying unity and cohesiveness,
and the regulation in human affairs. It attempts to explain why society tends to hold
together rather than fall apart. In stark contrast, the sociology of radical change concerns
finding explanations for that change, deep-seated structural conflicts, modes of
domination, and structural contradiction, which it sees as characterising modern society.
These two represent fundamentally different views and exclusive interpretations of the
nature of society, and stand as alternative models for the analysis of the social process
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979: 17-18).
Adopting Deetz’s (1996) versions of the order-conflict dimension, I distinguish between
consensus and dissensus. The consensus perspective views social relations as nonproblematic, and are not challenged. The dissensus perspective, instead, assumes that
social relations are problematic, that conflict is present which typically reinforces the use
of power (cf. Hislop, 2013). Diverging from Burrell and Morgan, the social order debate
is here located on a continuum, where the perspectives are viewed as separate and
distinct from each other. Table 3 below summarises the characteristics of this dimension.
Assumption on social relations
Assumption on social world
Assumption on the social role of
knowledge
Assumption on science

Consensus

Dissensus

Trust; common interest
Hegemonic order as natural
state
Knowledge is neutral; present
order is naturalized
Science is neutral

Suspicion; conflict of interest
Conflict over order as natural
state
Knowledge is political; present
order is politicised
Science is political

Table 3 Characterising the social order debate: consensus-dissensus dimension (adapted
from Deetz, 1996; Schultze and Stabell, 2004)

The distinction between consensus and dissensus introduces the concept of power to the
knowledge management literature and to our analysis of organizations.
Power is a central concept of social science, as well as in the analysis of organizations and
organizing. Much of organizational everyday life centres on issues of power. Power is
embedded in traditions, professional competence, performance, and achievement. We
cannot conduct a serious analysis of an organization without an analysis of power, in the
same way that we cannot analyse power without an analysis of its organization. In this
meaning, power is about the choices we make, the actions we take, the evils we tolerate,
the goods we define, the privileges we bestow, the rights we claim, and the wrongs we do.
Power should not just be seen as some negative force of domination or manipulation, or
as something to be avoided. Power can also be creative and empowering, a positive force
by which to achieve great things (Clegg et al., 2006: 1-3).
There is a need to better understand issues related to power in explaining organizational
dynamics, as well as the close relationship between knowledge and power (Hislop, 2013:
187). Nevertheless, the concept of power seems to be a difficult to pin down, and has also
been widely ignored in many discussions of organizations. It has not been a major trend
in knowledge management studies to consider power and politics when discussing the
role of knowledge for organizations (Kärreman, 2010).
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Perspectives on power do vary systematically and significantly across the social science
literature, which makes it inherently problematic as a concept. There is no agreement
among those who have reflected on the matter of power as to how to define, conceive or
study it, whether it can be measured, and how to measure it. Also, the meaning of power
is essentially contested. We may agree on the facts but disagree on where power lies
(Lukes, 2005: 61-63). Furthermore, there is no agreement on how the relationship
between power and knowledge should be conceptualised (Hislop, 2013: 187).
From the epistemology and social order dimensions, two broad perspectives on power
are identified. I have termed these the resource-based view on power, also referred to as
Power as entity (Gordon and Grant, 2005), which maps into the critical discourse
(Schultze and Stabell, 2004); and, the practice-based view on power, also referred to as
Power as strategy and Power is knowledge (Gordon and Grant, 2005), which maps into
the dialogic discourse (Schultze and Stabell, 2004). What is distinctive about these two
perspectives is that they conceptualise power in ways almost identical to how knowledge
is conceptualised, from the objectivist and practice-based perspectives (Hislop, 2013:
189).
In the resource-based view, power is considered a stable resource that has diverse forms.
It exists independently of people, and can be utilised by actors to influence people or
events, aiming to achieve particular goals. Put another way, power is an entity, something
that somebody or some group either does or does not have. From this perspective,
knowledge is an important type of power resource that people can utilise in pursuit of
particular interests. In this sense, power is often seen as embedded in decision-making,
where actor A does something to actor B, that causes B to do something they would not
otherwise do (Hislop, 2013: 189, see also Gordon and Grant, 2005; Lukes, 2005).
In contrast, from the practice-based view, power is embedded within and inseparable
from social relationships and the discourses people articulate. In this view, power is
something that people can utilise but not possess. It becomes apparent when exercised.
From this perspective, power is not associated with a particular institution, or restricted
to any particular entity such as the state, corporate management, capitalism, and so on.
Rather, it is the exercise of power that is of importance from the practice-based view.
More specifically, it is the practices, techniques and procedures which give effect to
power. Power is all around us and employed at all levels, and through many dimensions.
Power shapes and legitimates particular ways of acting and thinking. From the practicebased view, power and knowledge are inseparable. (Hislop, 2013: 189, see also Townley:
1993; Alvesson, 1996). Table 4 below summarises the characteristics of the two broad
perspectives on power.
Resource-based view on power

Practice-based view on power

Nature of power

Power is a stable resource with
diverse forms, and exists
independently of people

Power is embedded within and
inseparable from social
relationships

Relationship between
power and knowledge

Knowledge is an important type of
power resource

Power and knowledge are
inseparable

Table 4 Characterising the two perspectives on power (adapted from Hislop, 2013: 189)
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2.1.3 Four-discourse framework of knowledge management research
Bringing together the two dimensions presented earlier, distinctions related to
epistemology and social order, I now arrive at my four-discourse framework (see Table
5). The four worldviews in the framework are referred to as discourses rather than
paradigms. I look to highlight that each discourse is plagued by internal debates, the lines
between them are not well defined, and debates in one influence debate in the others.
Even though each discourse provides an orientation to organizations, a way of
constituting people and events therein, and analysing and conducting research, I see the
four discourses as complementary rather than exclusive. They represent views of reality
rather than reality itself. They each highlight some aspects of organizational knowledge
and reality that may be overlooked in another. I see the dimensions in the framework as
two distinct continua. My aim is to direct attention to meaningful differences and
similarities rather than classification (Deetz, 1994; Schultze and Stabell, 2004).
The presented four-discourse framework distinguishes (as in Schultze and Stabell, 2004)
amongst a neo-functionalist, constructivist, critical, and dialogic discourse. In each of
the four discourses, I describe two primary attributes. First, I look at the metaphors of
knowledge, organization and social relations in each discourse. Metaphors can help us
stretch our thinking and deepen our understanding, and allow us to see things in new
ways, and act in new ways. In a sense, metaphors become a tool to create an
understanding of what we recognize as knowledge, management, and organization. Put
another way, metaphors shape the way we see, which means while they create insight,
they also distort. In creating a way of seeing and acting, we also tend to create a way of
not seeing and acting (Morgan, 1997). Second, I examine the role of knowledge in the
organization. In this framework, knowledge has different meanings in each discourse.
First, it is viewed as a unique asset to a firm’s competitive advantage. Second, it provides
the necessary formative context that supports coordination and the use of information.
Third, it is regarded as a source of power, such as different parties in a struggle seek to
own. Fourth, it is seen as the most insidious form of disciplinary power. Finally, I also
identify theories that reflect these attributes. My intent is not to position specific authors
in one discourse or another. Instead, I view each discourse by locating concepts and
theories therein.
The value of this framework lies in mapping the theoretical assumptions underlying the
extant knowledge management research. That enables the identification of the basic
similarities and differences amongst different theories and concepts, according to their
assumptions about knowledge and its management. The framework can serve as a useful
tool for researchers to examine and develop their own concept of knowledge. Further,
the framework enables mapping the intellectual journeys and assessing the state of
knowledge management research. It provides the knowledge to establish where you are,
have been, and it is possible to go in the future. Based on the review of the knowledge
management literature, there appear to be few articles that represent the critical and
dialogic discourse. To appreciate and employ all four discourses, it is important to
stimulate the dialogue, and make the conflicts and discussions more productive in this
area of research. An awareness of other discourses and a dialogue across them reveals
the limitations and blind spots of any single perspective. This also generates better
discussion, and advances research in organization science and knowledge management
(Deetz, 1996; Schultze and Stabell, 2004).
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Practice-based perspective

Objectivist perspective

Both/and structuration models,
theories of practice, pragmatism
Object is continuously shaping and
being shaped by situated practice;
phenomena are mutually
constitutive
When is the phenomenon?

Either/or dichotomies,
contingency models
Object is frozen in time;
phenomena have a separate identity

Dissensus

Dialogic discourse

Critical discourse

Existing social
relations are
problematic;
conflicts are
widespread that
typically
reinforce power
differentials
which result in
exploitation

Metaphor of knowledge: discipline
Metaphor of organization: carnival
Metaphor of social relations: mass

Metaphor of knowledge: power
Metaphor of organization: polity
Metaphor of social relations: political

Role of knowledge in organizations:
deconstruction of totalising
knowledge claims, creation of
multiple knowledges

Role of knowledge in organizations:
reformation of social order

People in an ongoing struggle to
resist totalising knowledge claims

Knowledge is an asset in conflict
between management and workers

Organizational studies as language
game of truth

Organizational studies as critique

Theories: post-structuralist theories,
feminist theories, postmodern
theories, power/knowledge
conceptualisation

Theories: labour process theory

Consensus

Constructivist discourse

Neo-functionalist discourse

Social relations
are regarded as
nonproblematic,
and challenging
them is not
considered

Metaphor of knowledge: mind
Metaphor of organization:
community
Metaphor of social relations: social

Metaphor of knowledge: asset
Metaphor of organization:
marketplace
Metaphor of social relations:
economic

Role of knowledge in organizations:
coordinating action, shared context,
recovery of integrative values,
generation of understanding

Role of knowledge in organizations:
progressive enlightenment,
prediction, reduction of uncertainty,
optimal allocation of resources

Organization as distributed
knowledge system, with knowledge
embedded in work practices

Knowledge development and use in
organizations seen as unquestionably
positive and progressive

Organizational studies as
hermeneutics

Organizational studies as social
innovation

Theories: structuration theories,
theories of practice, sensemaking,
actor-network theory, activity
theory, American pragmatism

Theories: resource/knowledge-based
view of the firm, transaction cost
theory, information processing
theory, contingency theory,
knowledge creation theory

Epistemology/
Social order
dimensions

What is the phenomenon?

Table 5 Four-discourse framework of knowledge management research (adapted from
Deetz, 1996; Schultze and Stabell, 2004)
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2.1.3.1

Neo-functionalist discourse in knowledge management research

Of the four discourses, presented in Table 5 above, the neo-functionalist discourse is the
most dominant in the knowledge management literature (Hislop, 2013: 9). The discourse
is characterised by a framing of the phenomena in terms of dichotomies, opposites
regarded as independent and mutually exclusive. In the neo-functionalist discourse,
knowledge is viewed as an asset that can be owned, bought and sold to maintain or
increase the firm’s competitive advantage. Knowledge is seen as an object that can be
separated from the knower (Schultze and Stabell 2004: 557). Further, knowledge is
considered positive, cumulative and progressive (Deetz, 1994: 201). This entity view of
knowledge means that the quality and nature of organizational knowledge can be
quantified and measured (Hislop, 2013: 20). The role of knowledge is to help individuals
and organizations reach an ideal state of insight. There is an assumption of a natural
tendency to social order and stability in organizations and society. The social relations in
organizations are regarded as non-problematic (Schultze and Stabell 2004: 556).
Within this discourse, social science is considered objective and value-free. This
approach seeks to provide rational explanations of social life. It is often pragmatic and
problem-oriented, in the sense that it is concerned with understanding society in a way
that can generate useful knowledge, and providing practical solutions to practical
problems (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; see also Hassard, 1991). The organization is usually
treated as an existing object produced for instrumental ends, such as making money.
This is also well integrated with other social goals (Deetz, 1994: 201). In this view,
research is useful and constitutes an ability to innovate, and the purpose of studying
organizations is to improve organization design and effectiveness. (Hayagreeva and
Pasmore 1989: 227).
The neo-functionalist discourse is most present in classical management theories,
theories of leadership, and contingency theory (Deetz, 1994: 201). In the knowledge
management literature, theories that fall within the neo-functionalist discourse aim to
identify relevant knowledge inside an organization, transform that knowledge into an
explicit form, and share it into the larger organizational context (Nonaka, 1991; 1994). In
this view, the sharing of tacit and explicit knowledge are regarded as fundamentally
different processes. While the sharing of tacit knowledge is acknowledged to be difficult,
complex and time-consuming, sharing explicit knowledge is regarded as much more
straightforward (Haas and Hansen, 2007).
The knowledge-based theory of the firm, which represents a specific development of the
resource-based theory of the firm, characterises a central theory within the knowledge
management literature that also falls within the neo-functionalist discourse. The basic
underlying assumption in knowledge-based theory is that organizations are more
efficient than markets in the transfer and integration of knowledge. Knowledge
integration is thus seen as a critical source of the organization’s competitive advantage.
The theory highlights the need for knowledge specialization and the importance of
coordination and collaboration between people with different specialized knowledge
(Grant, 1995; 1996a; 1996b; 1997; Spender; 1996a; 1996b; Kogut and Zander, 1996).
Over time, this theory has been further developed and empirically tested (Berman et al.,
2002; Un and Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004; Haas and Hansen, 2007; Gardner et al., 2012).
Other theories that fit into the neo-functionalist discourse are those that highlight the
dichotomies of knowledge, such as explicit-tacit (Nonaka, 1991; 1994), individualcollective (Kogut and Zander, 1992; Spender, 1996a; 1996b), and esoteric-common (see
Kärreman, 2010). Further dichotomies related to the functionalistic approach and
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organizational learning theory are mind-body, thought-action, and individualorganizational (see Blackler, 1995; Gherardi, 2000).
2.1.3.2

Constructivist discourse in knowledge management research

The constructivist discourse is based on the theory of structuration (Giddens, 1984). It
highlights the underlying assumption that all phenomena, both social and technical, are
complexly intertwined and mutually constitutive. This means organizational phenomena
construct each other. The view challenges the notion that knowledge can be managed as
an object separated from human action. Knowledge is seen to continuously shape and be
shaped by the social practice of individuals inside organizations. The constructivist
discourse views knowledge as a mind, which does not separate knowledge from action,
where mind signifies mindful coordinated action taken by interdependent individuals
who have only partial knowledge. Social relations in organizations are regarded as
relatively stable and non-problematic, and not affected by fundamental conflict and
structural tension (Schultze and Stabell 2004: 557-558).
The fundamental assumption in this discourse is that knowledge is embedded in people’s
work practice. In this meaning, knowledge is not regarded as something that can be
directly managed. Managerial understanding of organizational knowledge will always be
fragmented and incomplete, and attempts to collect knowledge in a central location are
likely to be limited (Tsoukas, 1996). The role of management in this view is, thus, to
facilitate interpersonal communication and collaboration between people. The
transmitter-receiver model of knowledge-sharing is challenged in the constructivist
discourse, because the sharing of knowledge does not involve a simple transfer of a fixed
entity between two people. Instead, knowledge-sharing involves people in actively
developing an understanding, constructing meaning, and appreciating some of the tacit
assumptions and value on which knowledge is based (Hislop, 2013: 41-42).
Within this discourse, social science is considered to understand the fundamental nature
of the social world at the level of subjective experience. It sees the social world as an
emergent social process, which is created by the individuals concerned. The social reality,
while possessing order and regulation, does not have an external concrete form, but is a
product of the intersubjective experience. The social wold is best understood from the
viewpoint of the participant-in-action, where shared realities are created, sustained and
changed. The idea of considering the development of a purely objective social science is
thus rejected by the interpretive approach. The premise of this approach questions
whether organizations can exist in anything but a conceptual sense (Burrell and Morgan,
1979; see also Hassard, 1991).
In this discourse, the study of the organization is a discussion on the moral future of
organizational society. Researchers are not experts but members involved in a dialogue
with others; hence, research is interaction (Hayagreeva and Pasmore 1989: 228). The
organization is seen as a social context or community that shares important
characteristics with other types of community. The emphasis in this discourse is on a
social rather than economic view of organizational activities. The workplace is seen as a
site of human activity, where people do their daily job. The aim of organizational research
is to show how particular realities are socially produced and maintained through daily
activities (Deetz, 1994: 202-202.) Central to the constructivist discourse is the
acknowledgement of the social, historical and structural context in which knowledge is
manufactured. For researchers, this provides the opportunity to study how contextual
elements shape knowledge, and how competence is built around a contingent logic of
action (Corradi, et al., 2010: 267).
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Studies and theories that relate to the constructivist discourse draw influences from e.g.,
Activity theory (Blackler, 1995), the American pragmatism (Cook and Brown, 1999), the
Interpretative philosophy (Tsoukas, 1996), Situated learning and communities of
practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Brown and Duguid, 1991, 1998), Sensemaking in
organizations (Weick, 1995; 2005), and Personal knowledge and The tacit dimension –
from the works of the Hungarian scientist and philosopher Michael Polanyi (1958, 1966).
2.1.3.3

Critical discourse in knowledge management research

As in the neo-functionalist discourse, the critical discourse is characterised by framing
the phenomena in terms of dichotomies, opposites regarded as independent and
mutually exclusive. In this discourse, knowledge is considered an entity separated from
the individual knower and knowledgeable action. Unlike the neo-functionalist discourse,
the critical assumes that society is made up of social conflicts and opposing functions, an
assumption that adds a power polarity to knowledge. In this discourse, knowledge
becomes a tool to exercise power and control. Power is thus seen as a resource that
individuals can develop and utilise to influence the attitudes, values and behaviour of
others to reach a particular objective. In short, in this discourse, knowledge is regarded
as power. In that sense, in the hands of the powerful, knowledge becomes a tool for
domination, whereas, in the hands of the underprivileged, knowledge is a tool of
liberation (Schultze and Stabell 2004: 558-559).
The critical discourse is anti-organizational, in the sense that it associates itself with the
interests of workers against managers. It illustrates managers and workers locked in a
struggle for power and control; a situation where managers, in the service of the owners
of capital, attempt to manage workers’ knowledge and own all knowledge relevant to the
labour process. The workers, on the other hand, in an act of defiance and resistance to
mangers trying to own their knowledge, are likely to hide from managers the knowledge
they generate. The creation of new organizational knowledge from this perspective
becomes, thus, dependent on the extent to which managers are capable of giving workers
sufficient control over their own work, and the extent to which workers are willing to
share their knowledge with managers (Schultze and Stabell 2004: 559, 564-565).
Social science in the critical discourse shares its view with the neo-functionalist
approach, in the sense that it views society as a real, concrete existence independent from
the individual. Here, however, the social world is characterised by fundamental tensions
and contradictions. Whereas the dialogic discourse focuses on human consciousness, the
critical approach concentrates on structural relationships within a realist social world.
This emphasises that change is built into the very nature and structure of contemporary
societies, and into the social system as a whole (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; see also
Hassard, 1991).
In this discourse, effectiveness is an ideological goal and a blend of dominant corporate
and class groupings. The research is a constant critique of power and ideology
(Hayagreeva and Pasmore 1989: 228). Researchers of this discourse typically see
organizations as social historical creations, accomplished in conditions of struggle and
domination that hides conflicts. Organizations are, in other words, seen as political sites.
There is a high sense of value commitment and attention to moral and ethical issues
(Deetz, 1994: 202). Studies adopting the critical discourse on knowledge management
assume that knowledge processes in organizations typically produce conflicts, both
between workers and management, and different workers (and groups). It is seen that
power and politics are an unavoidable element of such processes (Hislop, 2013: 195).
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Studies that relate to the critical discourse have examined the tensions between workers
and their employing organization over the ownership and control of workers’ knowledge
(Contu and Willmott, 2003). Other studies have examined the extent and ways in which
managers are able to influence their subordinates’ knowledge-sharing behaviours (Liao,
2008). Further, Yanow’s (2004) study illustrates the political process of legitimacy in
different forms of knowledge. The study described how the formal codified knowledge
(expert knowledge) was privileged, and the tacit knowledge (local knowledge) held by
organizational employees was marginalized. Willem and Scarbrough (2006) describe the
drawbacks of social capital, and highlight the interplay between organizational politics,
social capital, and knowledge-sharing. The study’s findings show how social capital, as
linked to power relations, can enhance a highly selective knowledge-sharing behaviour
reflecting opportunistic and political objectives.
2.1.3.4 Dialogic discourse in knowledge management research
As in the constructivist discourse, the dialogic discourse is based on the theory of
structuration (Giddens, 1984), constructing the phenomena as mutually constitutive.
Unlike the constructivist discourse, the dialogic shares a fundamental characteristic with
the critical. Both are concerned with social conflicts and the role of knowledge in the
exercise of power and control. However, the dialogic conceptualisation of power and
knowledge is quite different to the critical. The dialogic discourse’s inability to pick sides
suggests there are no fixed, polarized sides in a conflict, rather there are only dynamically
shifting positions in a field of force characterised by ongoing struggle (Schultze and
Stabell, 2004: 560). Power resources are not seen as fixed and stable entities that actors
can utilise and draw upon to resolve political dynamics favourably to themselves.
Instead, the extent to which knowledge claims are regarded as legitimate is an outcome
of a negotiation process over meaning in which actors engage (Hislop, 2013: 198).
According to several management and organizational scholars, the work of French
philosopher Michael Foucault has been a central influence in the dialogic discourse (see
e.g., Townley, 1993; Alvesson, 1996; Burrell, 1998; Fox, 2000; McKinlay, 2002; Sewell,
2005; McKinlay et al., 2010; Heizmann, 2011). His work has also been highly significant
in the business and management literatures, and in the area of human resource
management (Hislop, 2013: 179). Foucault conceptualises power and knowledge as
completely inseparable. He explains that it is not possible for power to be exercised
without knowledge, or knowledge not to engender power (Foucault, 1980: 52). Thus, all
acts of power are embedded in knowledge. To exercise power is, to some extent, to retain
a particular way of how we understand knowledge. Whereas, all statements of knowledge
involve the exercise of power by implicitly and unavoidably favouring a particular
perspective, and simultaneously questioning the legitimacy of other claims to knowledge
(Hislop, 2013: 189; see also Styhre, 2002).
From this perspective, power is exercised rather than possessed. Power, in this sense,
rather than being a discrete resource that social actors can utilise, is produced and
reproduced within and through the dynamics of evolving social relationships. It is
exposed in the way people act, talk, and interact with each other. This conceptualisation
also relates to the practice-based perspective of knowledge, as being embedded in a
particular context and work practice (Hislop, 2013: 197). This perspective is interested
less in who has power and more in how people are able to exercise power. It aims to
answer questions such as how the arenas in which power is exercised are structured for
power to be exercised (Clegg et al., 2006: 254). Further, it seeks to enlighten the
processes via which certain forms and types of knowledge claim come to be regarded as
legitimate, while others become marginalized with less legitimacy (Hislop, 2013: 189).

21

In the dialogic discourse, knowledge is considered discipline. The underlying assumption
is that (organizational) disciplinary practices both shape and are shaped by knowledge.
The role of knowledge is to create space for multiple views and marginalized voices. Also,
knowledge is used to deconstruct self-evident concepts and power relations. The creation
and management of knowledge, from this perspective, is not a means of achieving
progress towards a goal, but an ongoing cycle of self-reflection, avowal, confession, and
self-discipline (Schultze and Stabell, 2004: 560-561).
Social science within this discourse shares its view with the constructivist approach that
everyday reality is socially constructed. However, one of the most basic notions of this
approach is that human consciousness is dominated by ideological superstructures. It
places emphasis on the social constructions tied to a situation where actors find
themselves prisoners of the social world they create. So, social science within this
discourse seeks to change the social world through a change in consciousness. It provides
a critique of the status quo, and places emphasis on change, and liberation from existing
modes of domination. These premises are based on an anti-organizational theory, which
on almost every count is an inversion of the assumptions of a functionalist organization
theory (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; see also Hassard, 1991). In the dialogic discourse, the
study of the organization may be seen as a type of conversation between members of a
specialized interpretative community. Research is a form of play, where researchers are
contestants in the game of defining truth (Hayagreeva and Pasmore 1989: 228).
The process via which certain knowledge claims become established as legitimate, and
others are marginalized or rejected, is a collaborative social process of negotiation and
struggle over meaning between actors with different truth claims. This process of
negotiation is examined by Marshall and Rollinson (2004), who examine the dynamics
of conflicts in a problem-solving situation. Other studies that examine this include
Heizmann (2011), who analyses the power/knowledge disputes between HR
practitioners within a single multinational corporation. Also, Sewell (2005) uses this
conceptualisation on power/knowledge when analysing the idea that workers and
managers are likely to have competing interests. A central aspect of this conflict is the
process via which management try to control how workers think and act, through
strategies aimed at establishing the legitimacy of managerial truth claims.
2.2

The contradictions in knowledge management research

Knowledge is clearly an ambiguous term (Kärreman, 2010: 1406). It is a concept far too
loose, rich, and manifesting in far too many directions simultaneously to be neatly
organized, co-ordinated and controlled. It holds a strong symbolic value, and can easily
create biases when discussed. Not only is knowledge ambiguous, but so are the context
and values related to it and which give it meaning (e.g., in an organizational context).
Perspectives on knowledge, and what it means to manage knowledge, vary systematically
and significantly across the knowledge management literature, which makes it
inherently problematic as a concept. The knowledge management literature can even be
described as being contradictory and double-edged, that knowledge and management
are contradictory concepts. Typically, authors struggling with the concept move to either
a ‘knowledge’ or a ‘management’ pole. In this sense, the more management matters, the
less knowledge there is left to ‘manage’, and the more ‘knowledge’ matters, the less space
there is for management to make a difference (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001: 996, see
also Alvesson, 1993; Alvesson, 2001).
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One apparent contradiction that arises from the knowledge management research
relates to managing the tacit. The research suggests that in order to manage tacit
knowledge, it must be made explicit (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), and
that tacit knowledge has to be managed to ensure a firm’s growth and competitiveness
(Kogut and Zander, 1992). However, once the tacit knowledge is made explicit, it can
more easily be imitated, which implies the potential loss of a firm’s competitive
advantage. The underlying paradox here is that attempting to manage tacit knowledge
would seem to counter the firm’s knowledge advantage. This contradiction is located in
discourses characterised by dualism, such as the neo-functionalist and the critical
discourse (Schultze and Stabell 2004). Further, given that the discourses are
fundamentally different, the framework suggests that contradictions will prevail. In the
practice-based perspective, which is characterised by duality, there is no place for the
tacit and explicit contradiction. Utilising the practice-based perspective involves,
however, embracing the contradictions between consensus versus dissensus and dialogic
versus constructivist (Deetz, 1996).
Contradictions and tensions appear to be inherent and ubiquitous in organizational life,
arising from the interplay between different knowledge traditions, each with different
and changing goals, functions and expectations. The management of an organization and
professional practice ultimately involves the management of contradictions (Morgan,
1997). The paradox perspective offers an approach to address contradictions and to
support opposing demands related to management and professional practice (Poole and
Van de Ven, 1989; McKenzie et al., 2009; Lewis and Smith, 2014). A paradox usually
involves contradictory yet interrelated elements that seem logical in isolation but
irrational or even absurd when appearing simultaneously. The paradox perspective shifts
the focus beyond ‘either/or’ debates towards ‘both/and’ expectations. Put another way,
rather than seeking the most effective strategy under a given set (should we emphasise
either A or B?), the perspective seeks to engage in exploring the simultaneous and
ongoing engagement with competing forces (how can we engage strategies A and B
simultaneously?). The underlying assumption of the paradox perspective is that
sustainable high performance stems from embracing multiple, opposing or competing
forces simultaneously. The paradox perspective offers an alternative to approaching
tensions as problems that can be resolved through rational analysis and formal logic.
Instead it emphasizes the need for a holistic understanding of tensions and cognitive and
social influences on decision-making. As with the yin yang symbol, paradoxical tensions
reflect polarities that are interrelated aspects of a greater whole (Lewis and Smith, 2014).
2.3

Directions for my own theory-building: a summary

This chapter has presented an overview of the extant knowledge management literature.
As presented in this chapter, perspectives on organizational knowledge and what it
means to manage knowledge vary systematically and significantly across the knowledge
management literature. All this makes the word knowledge inherently problematic as a
concept. A number of broad perspectives can, however, be identified from the knowledge
management literature. The first of these key distinctions relates to epistemology. In this
study, the two identified epistemologies of knowledge are referred to as the objectivist
and practice-based perspectives. Another key distinction relates to social order, where I
distinguish between consensus and dissensus. From these distinctions related to
epistemology and social order, I further present a four-discourse framework, comprising
neo-functionalist, constructivist, critical, and dialogic discourses. The four-discourse
framework presented in this chapter, enables mapping the intellectual journeys and
assessing the state of knowledge management research in more general terms. Of these,
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I have identified the neo-functionalist discourse as the most dominant in the knowledge
management literature. Further, there appear to be few articles representing the critical
and dialogic discourses, encouraging me to employ a power-sensitive view. The
framework has also served as a useful tool to examine and develop my own concept of
knowledge or knowing and power for this study, which will be further discussed in
Chapter 3.
From the four-discourse framework discussed in this chapter, I present the theoretical
standpoint for the study. My theoretical view of both knowledge and power follows the
practice-based philosophy. The theory of knowing developed here may best be placed in
the constructivist discourse, while my view of power fits best in the dialogic discourse.
The choice of theories applied in this study looks to avoid employing an overly wide
intellectual spectrum, wherein it would become difficult to address the same empirical
material. The constructivist and dialogic discourses are characterised by duality, where
tacit and explicit knowledge are viewed as mutually constitutive. The theories share a
concern to shift from the object- or entity-like conceptualisation, and focus on the
relational and emergent nature of power or knowledge, and their mutually constitutive
relationship with practice. The adopted standpoint sees it possible not only to
communicate across different discourses but also to operate analytically in a satisfactory
manner within an area, which includes part of your own discourse and an interface from
another. Thus, we can expand and change our intellectual horizons. Rather than
emphasising paradigmatic (or discourse) boundaries, I look to address the degree of
intellectual distance between various positions. Finally, I take the position that
contradictions are an intricate part of our everyday life. Utilising the practice-based
perspective characterised by duality involves embracing the contradictions between
consensus versus dissensus and dialogic versus constructivist. Reinforcing paradoxical
thinking offers an approach to address contradictions and to support opposing demands
related to management and professional practice.
The value of adopting a practice-based perspective here is that it emphasises the
collective, situated and provisional character of knowledge, and moves us closer to
recognising, and focusing our studies on, the challenges of knowledge in organizational
life. Moreover, the value of considering a more power-sensitive view of knowledge is that
it advances our understanding of the dynamics of organizational knowledge processes,
and recognises how and why people contest, accept and challenge the legitimacy of
others’ knowledge and practice. Thus, I believe this approach has the potential to provide
a better understanding of professional practice, and the dynamics related to working
across different knowledge traditions.

24

3

BUILDING ON THE PRACTICE-BASED PHILOSOPHY

In this chapter, building on the practice-based philosophy, I start to develop a powersensitive view of knowing. This highlights knowing as a form of art, and the inherent
relationship between power and our knowing.
As described in the Chapter 2, my theoretical standpoint for conducting organizational
research follows the practice-based philosophy. Knowledge is not regarded as a discrete
entity or object that can be codified and separated from people. Instead knowledge, or
knowing, is embedded in, developed through, and inseparable from people’s workplaces,
practices, and the contexts in which those occur. It is an ongoing social accomplishment
shaping and reshaping as actors engage in practice. Here, the focus is on knowing (a verb
meaning acting, doing, practising) rather than knowledge (a noun meaning things,
elements, facts). Knowledge is seen as an activity that would be better described as
knowing, and this thesis applies that concept. Further, the aim here is to recognise the
relational aspect of power, which highlights power created by tacit knowing, and that
actors are themselves subject to power relations.
My view of knowing developed in this study builds on the work of Michael Polanyi, and
his ideas that all knowledge is personal knowledge and the tacit dimension is everpresent. During the last four decades, Polanyi’s works, such as Personal Knowledge and
The Tacit Dimension, have had a major influence on studies within the organization and
management literature. Studies of organizational learning and knowledge management
frequently cite Polanyi’s theory of knowing, from which they have constructed theories
of routines, practices, and managing knowledge. My view of power builds further on
Mark Haugaard’s theory of the relationship between tacit and discursive thought.
3.1

Michael Polanyi’s personal knowledge

Michael Polanyi (1891-1976) was a Hungarian scientist and philosopher. He served as a
medical doctor in World War I. After the war, he began a second career as a chemist,
with degrees in medicine, chemistry, and physics. As a medical scientist his research was
mainly in physical chemistry but became increasingly involved in political and economic
matters. Later, at the age of 55, Polanyi exchanged his chemistry professorship for a chair
in social studies and philosophy, moving from Berlin to the University of Manchester.
Polanyi is best known for his writings in philosophy. By the mid-1930s, he was writing
about his opposition to the positivist science method. Polanyi could be described as an
anti-positivist radical thinker at a time when positivism ruled the science and philosophy
traditions. His motivating interest in science was the shortfalls he saw in positivism, and
argued that positivism does not offer a correct description of the scientific process.
Polanyi’s ideas do not therefore relate to Kant, Popper, Durkheim, or the Darwinist
tradition (Rolf, 1991; Miller, 2008; Nye, 2012; Brown, 2012).
Polanyi, like other social scientists, approached his subject via certain assumptions about
the nature of the social world and how it may be investigated. First, the ontological
assumption, which concerns the very essence of the phenomena under investigation. The
basic ontological question is whether the ‘reality’ to be investigated is external to the
individual; that is, whether ‘reality’ is something external to the individual, or a product
of the individual’s cognitions or mind. Second, the epistemological assumption, which
concerns the grounds of knowledge, and how we might begin to understand the world
and communicate this knowledge to others. The basic epistemological question is
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whether it is possible to identify and communicate the character of knowledge in a hard,
objective and tangible form, or whether knowledge is softer, more subjective, based on
experience, and personal in nature; that is, whether knowledge is something that can be
acquired or that has to be personally experienced (Burrell and Morgan, 1979).
On a basic ontological assumption, Polanyi can be termed a realist (Meek, 2017: 12), for
whom the social world exists independently of an individual’s appreciation of it (Burrell
and Morgan, 1979). Polanyi regards the external reality as independent from the
individual. Reality is something with which we can establish contact, and be gradually
accessible to our knowing. He saw the scientists as exploring within a given world, and
viewed language as referential, i.e. pointing to the real things themselves (Miller, 2008).
On a further assumption, Polanyi may also be described as a critical realist, which is
primarily a British tradition, and presents as an alternative to the positivist tradition
(Alvsson and Sköldberg, 2008). The core arguments of Polanyi ‘post-critical philosophy’,
which presents a realist ontology and a fallible human understanding, corresponds with
the critical realists’ understanding of science (Miller, 2008).
On an epistemological dimension, Polanyi was anti-positivist. For the anti-positivists,
the social world is essentially relativistic and can only be understood from the
individuals’ point of view, those who are directly involved in the activities to be studied
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979). As an anti-positivist tends to, Polanyi rejects the notion that
science can generate objective knowledge of any kind. For Polanyi, all knowledge is
personal knowledge. He recognises a tacit dimension to all knowledge, which makes all
knowing inherently personal rather than objective. Understanding and reflection of any
explicit knowledge requires a tacit dimension, such as our ability to interpret patterns,
language, or symbols, and to understand how the whole is connected. For Polanyi,
knowledge is never fully articulable and always in process (Miller, 2008).
Polanyi’s work may also be characterised in line with the philosophical perspective of
pragmatism, emphasising the tacit dimension of knowing which is expressed in action:
“I regard knowing as an active comprehension of the things known, an action that requires skill.”
(Polanyi, 1958: vii).

A basic assumption of the pragmatic perspective, in both theory and practice, is that our
primary research attention should not be focused on abstract concepts and principles but
on the concrete action. The pragmatists’ primary concern is not with knowledge, which
is seen as abstract and static, but with knowing, which is understood as part of a
concrete, dynamic human action (Cook and Brown, 1999: 387). A distinguishing feature
of Polanyi’s work is his insistence on overcoming well-established dichotomies, such as
theoretical versus practical knowledge, and science versus the humanities. Instead, his
purpose is to show the common structure underlying all kinds of knowledge (Tsoukas,
2002). A basic assumption of the pragmatic perspective is to overcome the classic
philosophical dichotomies, such as subjective-objective, idealism-realism, by focusing
on the practical human action (Alvsson and Sköldberg, 2008).
From his work, it might be possible to say that Polanyi has developed a Gestalt
epistemology. One of the main formative influences on Polanyi’s work was the ideas
taken from the Gestalt psychology of perception, from the late 1930s, from which he
developed a comprehensive philosophy, and his theory of knowing that can be thought
of as a Gestalt epistemology. It takes the ground relation as the model for all knowing;
that is, tacit knowledge is always present. Gestalt psychology has taught us we can know
a whole, without being able to specify its part. This is how we recognise a physiognomy
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without being able to tell what the signs are by which we recognise it. This is also how we
exercise a skill. Polanyi describes the theme of Gestalt psychology as follows:
“…the particulars of a pattern or tune must be apprehended jointly, for if you observe the
particulars separately they form no pattern or tune” (Polanyi, 1958: 56-7).

Polanyi saw scientists and philosophers backing away from the implications of Gestalt
psychology, and proposed instead, in his book Personal Knowledge, to take the
implications presented there seriously:
“I have used the findings of Gestalt psychology as my first clues to this conceptual reform.
Scientists have run away from the philosophic implications of gestalt; I want to countenance them
uncompromisingly.” (Polanyi, 1958: vii).

Polanyi approves of the findings of Gestalt psychology, and makes common cause with
the Gestalt psychologists against empiricist, positivist, mechanical, and atomistic
approaches to the mind, and science. Positioning himself in opposition to the
contemporary philosophies of science, Polanyi declared his starting point for his theory
of knowledge (Polanyi, 1958).
Polanyi wanted to re-think objectivity. His underlying opposition is to what he called
scientific rationalism and what he thought of as a distorted idea of objectivity. He saw
this idea of objectivity as much too impersonal, and that it must be replaced by a more
modest, human and personal version. He wanted to blur the boundary, arguing that
differences between natural and social science were merely differences in the degree to
which their objects are indwelt. For him, all research is being grounded in tacit knowing.
Polanyi was no enemy of science. He saw it as the only uncontested intellectual authority,
and that scientific inquiry cannot be reduced to following explicit rules. No rules can
account for the way a good idea is found to start an inquiry. He therefore stood up for an
independent “pure” science not founded on social and economic needs, with autonomy
for the individual scientist to choose the research agenda. He strived for a mutually
supportive relationship between scientist and society. Polanyi saw scientists as engaged
in problem-solving, and that the scientist must find the problem interesting enough to
stay engaged in searching for a solution. He also considered drawing on prior knowledge
as critical in the search for a solution. He saw science as skilful performance with the
tacit dimension at every turn. The scientific process can never thus be impersonal; it
necessarily involves a personal judgement. He stressed that it is not through objectivity
that we pursue a scientific question. Rather, we choose to engage in a certain question,
as an expression of intellectual passion. Our questions and hypotheses reflect our
personal values and visions of reality, and our vision of reality shapes our perceptions in
answering a question, and the likelihood of confirming a particular hypothesis. We
attend focally to empirical phenomena while employing a set of subsidiary physical
capacities, tools and assumptions (Miller, 2008; Nye, 2012; Brown, 2012)
3.1.1

The personal element of knowing

In his book, Personal Knowledge (1958), Polanyi discusses the personal character of
knowledge. This work represents a critique on the positivist tradition of doing science by
formulating precise rules that can be formally set out and empirically tested, and on the
notion of purely explicit knowledge devoid of any tacit dimensions. Polanyi argues that
complete objectivity, as is usually attributed to exact science, is a delusion and in fact a
false ideal. He sees the attempt to eliminate the human perspective from our picture of
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the world as absurd. Polanyi offers Personal Knowledge as a substitute for the positivist
tradition of science, positing that knowledge always comprises a personal element (see
also Meek, 2017):
“…into every act of knowing there enters a passionate contribution of the person knowing what is
being known, and that this coefficient is no mere imperfection but a vital component of his
knowledge” (Polanyi, 1958: viii).

Throughout his work, Polanyi looks to make it apparent that tacit knowing is always
present and involves the contribution of the person, which should be seen as a strength
rather than a weakness. For Polanyi, even the most exact science such as mathematics
relies on personal knowing, such as individual experiences, personal skill, and non-exact
personal judgements on the part of the scientist. Every procedure that leaves something
to personal skill in the exercise brings in the aspect of individual bias. Knowing, to a
greater or lesser extent, is a skilful accomplishment or an art. In other words, you cannot
be indifferent to your knowledge, which always requires a form of engagement and thus
becomes personal. Hence, all knowing is personal knowing, a participation through
indwelling, or living within a particular, limited perspective. In this meaning, indwelling
involves commitment, how we define ourselves, understanding, experience, and how we
operate in the social world. As an individual, we indwell the norms and practices of a
particular social context or tradition. Moreover, we are usually unable to articulate the
fundamental foundations of the beliefs we indwell. Through his theory of personal
knowledge, Polanyi aims to frame how the individual, tradition and society relate to each
other. Personal knowledge in this sense is not the same as one’s subjective opinion, and
goes beyond the subjective. Knowledge does not just refer to individual experience but
to a common reality. Personal knowledge links the individual with their culture.
Knowledge is, thus, not subjective or private, though it is personal, and is also socially
constructed (Miller, 2008; see also Meek, 2017).
Polanyi’s most quoted line is probably his idea of human knowledge, in The Tacit
Dimension (1966), his statement that there are things we know but cannot tell.
“I shall reconsider human knowledge by starting from the fact that we can know more than we can
tell.” (Polanyi, 1966: 4).

A central idea in Polanyi’s theory of knowing is that language is not enough to articulate
the tacit dimension. The knowing we have built through our experiences over time from
the reality in which we live is too complex to articulate. Our awareness in our use of
knowing in a particular situation comprises more subsidiary particulars than may be
captured in language. The totality of knowledge is impossible to fit into language. To
illustrate this, Polanyi describes how we can know a person’s face among thousands, but
cannot usually tell how we recognise a face we know. Further, we can recognise a person’s
mood by a look at their face, without being able to tell exactly by what signs we know.
For Polanyi, this is knowledge that cannot be put into words (Polanyi, 1966).
This unspeakable knowledge Polanyi refers to, that people appear to know more than
they can tell, has often been used to justify the idea that there are two kinds of knowledge,
tacit and explicit. Polanyi does not use the concept of tacit knowledge but speaks instead
of tacit knowing, personal knowledge, or the tacit dimension of knowledge. He speaks of
knowing as encompassing both practical and theoretical knowledge. While this
distinction between knowledge and knowing may seem meaningless, it has an important
conceptual implication. In particular, it may have led us to miss a fundamental aspect of
Polanyi’s notions, as can be seen today. Although Polanyi has been widely cited, his work,
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for the most part, has not really been engaged with, and even misinterpreted (Brown and
Duguid, 2001; Tsoukas, 2002; Miller, 2008)
In theorising about knowledge, several authors draw on Polanyi’s work for the
distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge. Further, this classic distinction has
been used to elaborate additional knowledge dichotomies, for example, individual vs.
collective, local vs. universal, codified vs. uncodified, canonical vs. non-canonical,
procedural vs. declarative, and know how vs. know what (e.g., Kogut and Zander, 1992;
Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Spender, 1996a; 1996b).
Polanyi, in contrast, is not arguing for two different types of knowledge, merely for two
interdependent dimensions, which he refers to as the explicit and the tacit. For Polanyi,
knowledge always has an inarticulate component, which he terms the tacit dimension,
that is always present and a necessary component of all knowledge. All articulated
knowledge is based on an unarticulated background, a set of subsidiary particulars tacitly
integrated by individuals, and that reside in the social practices in which we happen to
participate. In Polanyi’s theory, the tacit is used as a tool, in order to be able to perform
an act or acquire new knowledge. What is tacit is thus situation dependent. Hence, tacit
and explicit knowledge are not two separate types but inherently inseparable. Explicit
knowledge is always grounded in tacit knowledge, and tacit knowledge is required in
order to understand explicit knowledge. Neither is ever present without the other. Thus,
tacit knowledge is not something that can be converted into explicit knowledge. Although
knowledge can undoubtedly be usefully articulated, in use the explicit nonetheless
always possesses a tacit dimension. Rather than a thing (object), Polanyi regards
knowledge as an activity that would be better described as a process of knowing (Polanyi,
1958, 1961; 1966).
Polanyi’s (1966) distinction between tacit and explicit is similar to Gilbert Ryle’s (1949)
between know how and know that. Both authors claim these are not independent types
of knowledge but interdependent, and cannot be reduced to one another. They both have
similar structures and neither is ever present without the other. Acquiring know that
does not necessarily mean being able to use it, or as Ryle explains it, the ability to
understand a performance does not involve the same degree of competence as the ability
to perform it (Ryle, 1949: 55). For example, knowing the rules of chess does not tell you
how to play chess. To make know that useful requires appropriate know how, or what
Polanyi refers to as the tacit dimension. Acquiring know how, on the other hand, requires
practice, for example playing chess. We learn how by practice.
In this context, I find it pertinent to discuss also the relation between Polanyi and Donald
Schön (1983). Both authors discuss interaction between the tacit and the reflective
practice, and emphasise the interdependent relation of knowing and doing. Although
their discussions complement each other, Polanyi is more interested in looking at the
contact between the individual and culture, while Schön focuses on that between the
individual and organization (cf. Rolf 1991). In his book, The Reflective Practitioner,
Schön (1983) offers an approach to the epistemology of practice. He examines the
practice of five professions and what practitioners actually do in their daily work to get
the job done. A central argument in his study is that the skilful practice of professionals
does not constitute applying a priori knowledge to a specific decision or action, but
utilises a kind of knowing that is inherent in their action. From his study, Schön presents
an assumption that competent practitioners usually know more than they can say. They
exhibit a kind of knowing-in-practice, most of which is tacit, yet implicit in the pattern
of action and a feel for what they are dealing with. In other words, our knowing is in our
action (Schön, 1983: 49).
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3.1.2 The structure of knowing
Central to Polanyi’s theory is his insight on the structure of knowing. Approving findings
from Gestalt psychology, Polanyi argues every act of knowing comprises the knower’s
active integration of a variety of particulars into a comprehensive whole. All knowing
involves the tacit in a subsidiary-focal integrative structure (see also Meek, 2017: 31).
“Skilful knowing and doing is performed by subordinating a set of particulars, as clues or tools, to
the shaping of a skilful achievement, whether practical or theoretical. We may then be said to
become ‘subsidiarily aware’ of these particulars within our ‘focal awareness’ of the coherent entity
that we achieve. Clues and tools are things used as such and not observed in themselves. They are
made to function as extensions of our bodily equipment and this involves a certain change of our
own being.” (Polanyi, 1958: vii).

In this sense, we may say that our action involves two kinds of awareness. First, we are
focally aware of a comprehensive whole to which we are attending. Second, we are
subsidiarily aware of the particulars, in terms of the whole into which they have been
integrated. This insight can further help us understand the structures in the processes of
knowing, as in the performance of a skill, mastery of a tool, or construction of meaning
of a given situation.
3.1.2.1

The relations between two types of tacit knowing – four aspects

For Polanyi (1966: 9), the structure of tacit knowing always involves two kinds of
knowing, which he refers to as the two terms of tacit knowing. He calls the first
proximal, which includes the particulars, and the second distal, which is their
comprehensive meaning. According to Polanyi, it is in the proximal term that we have
knowledge we may not be able to tell. Between the two terms of tacit knowing, the
proximal and distal, Polanyi identifies three different relations: functional, phenomenal
and semantic. From these he ultimately identifies a fourth relation, which he refers to as
the ontological. The relations between two types of tacit knowing are presented in Table
6.
Polanyi (1966: 10) defines, first, a functional relation between the two terms of tacit
knowing, describing that we know the first term only by relying on our awareness thereof
for attending to the second. This functional aspect exists as a from-to relation of
subsidiary particulars to the focal target (Tsoukas, 2005: 147). As Polanyi describes, in
an act of tacit knowing we attend from something to something else; from the particulars
to their comprehensive meaning. This is also how we come to know the particulars,
without being able to identify them. Polanyi uses the human face as an example, and
explains how we can know a human face from its features (eyes, nose, mouth, cheeks,
etc.), without being able to explain the features. We are attending from the features to
the entity, in order to know the face. In other words, we know a person from the entire
face, not just through one of its features. Nevertheless, it is necessary to identify the
features to be able to recognise the face. Likewise, we rely on our awareness of a
combination of muscular acts for attending to the performance of a skill (such as playing
golf). In this sense, we are attending from the elementary movements (of our body in the
golf swing) to the achievement of their joint purpose (to hit the golf ball).
Polanyi (1966: 11) defines, second, a phenomenal relation between the two terms of tacit
knowing. This involves the transformation of subsidiary experience into a new sensory
experience (Tsoukas, 2005: 147). Polanyi describes how we may be aware of the
particulars of an act of tacit knowing in the appearance of their comprehensive meaning.
Using the example of the human face, we may say that our attention is directed to
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recognizing the entire face, but we are aware of the features that make it recognizable.
Likewise, in the exercise of a skill (playing golf), we can be aware of the several muscular
acts in terms of the performance to which our attention is directed.
Polanyi (1966: 11) defines, third, a semantic relation between the two terms of tacit
knowing, which combines the functional and phenomenal aspects. This could also be
explained in terms of the meaning of subsidiaries, which is the focal target on which they
bear (Tsoukas, 2005: 147). Polanyi describes this as their meaning to us, and our
attention is directed to that meaning. Employing again the example of the human face,
we may say that we can recognise the mood of a person by the look on their face.
Likewise, when using a tool, we are attending to the meaning of its impact on our hands
in terms of the effect on what we are applying it to (e.g., we may be able to evaluate our
golf swing from the feeling in our hands of the club face striking the ball). In this sense,
all meaning tends to be displaced from ourselves. This indicates tacit knowing is situated
and needs context to give it meaning. It is difficult to mentally separate the features from
their meaning.
From the functional, phenomenal and semantic, Polanyi (1966: 13) defines, fourth, an
ontological relation between the two terms of tacit knowing. This tells us of what tacit
knowing is knowledge. For Polanyi, tacit knowing establishes a meaningful relation
between its two terms. Hence, we may identify tacit knowing from an understanding of
the comprehensive entity the two terms jointly constitute. We understand the entity by
relying on our awareness of its particulars for attending to their joint meaning. Using the
human face example, this tells us whether the face we see belongs to person we seek.
Relation

Description

Illustration

Functional

From-to relation of
particulars (or subsidiaries)
to the focal target.

We can know a human face from its features without
being able to explain the features. We attend from the
features to the entity in order to know the face. We
know a person from their entire face, not just through
one of its features.

Phenomenal

Transformation of subsidiary
experience into a new
sensory experience.

Our attention is directed to recognise the entire face
but we are aware of the features that make it
recognizable.

Semantic

Meaning of subsidiaries, the
focal target on which they
bear.

We can recognise a person’s mood by the look on
their face.

Ontological

What tacit knowing is
knowledge of.

This tells us whether the face we see belongs to the
person we seek.

Table 6 The relations between two types of tacit knowing (adapted from Polanyi, 1966;
Tsoukas, 2005)

3.1.2.2

Subsidiary-focal integration

Central to Polanyi’s theory is that knowing should be understood as a subsidiary-focal
integration, which involves elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal target, and,
crucially, a person who links these in a social context (see also Tsoukas, 2002; 2005).
This relates back to the role of awareness in our use of knowing.
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In his work, Polanyi (1958: 55-56) distinguishes between two kinds of awareness, which
he defines as subsidiary awareness and focal awareness, in effect two kinds of attention
given the same particulars. They are mutually exclusive, which means we never enact
both simultaneously.
Subsequently, the particulars can be noticed in two different ways. We may be aware of
them in themselves, or in their participation in a comprehensive entity. In the first case,
we may say that we are aware of the particulars focally, meaning we focus our attention
on the isolated particulars; we are looking at the particulars themselves. In the second
case, we may say that we notice them subsidiarily in terms of their participation in the
whole, so our attention is directed beyond them to the entity to which they contribute;
we are seeing them while looking at the context of which they form a part (Polanyi, 1961:
461).
In this sense, we can be aware of certain things in a way that is quite different from
focusing our attention on them. In the context of performing a skill, we come to know a
set of subsidiary particulars without being able to identify them, that is, we can know
more than we can tell (Polanyi, 1966: 4).
To give a practical example, we may say that we are not aware of the subsidiary part in
the same way as the focal part, in an act such as using a hammer to drive in a nail. In this
case, our focal awareness is on driving the nail in, and the subsidiary awareness is on the
feeling in the palm of our hand. Polanyi (1958: 55) explains further how we attend to
both nail and hammer, but in different ways. We watch the effect of our blows on the
nail, and try to wield the hammer so as to hit the nail most effectively. We feel its head
strike the nail when holding the hammer. The nail is the object of our attention
(otherwise we are not able to hit it), while the hammer is an instrument of it, something
of which we are intensely aware. We have a subsidiary awareness of the feeling in our
hand, which is merged into our focal awareness of driving in the nail (how heavy the
hammer is/how hard must we strike). It is in this subsidiary awareness that Polanyi
argues our tacit knowing resides, functioning as a background that assists us in
accomplishing the task in focus. Thus, what is tacit varies from one situation to another
(see also Haldin-Herrgård, 2004). An illustration of our focal and subsidiary awareness
is presented in Figure 1.

3.

1.
2.

Figure 1

1.
2.
3.

The focal awareness is on driving in the nail
The subsidiary awareness is on the feeling in the palm of the hand
The act of hammering

Illustration of focal vs. subsidiary awareness

Polanyi (1985: 56) explains further how a pianist can get confused and may have to stop
playing, if their attention is shifted to observing what they are doing with their fingers
while playing. In more general terms, this happens if we switch our focal attention to
particulars we had previously only been aware of in their subsidiary role. In other words,
when we concentrate our attention on the particulars of a comprehensive entity, our
sense of its coherent existence is temporally weakened (as in a golf swing, if our attention
is overly focused on the different elementary movements of our body during the swing).
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Likewise, every time we move in the opposite direction, towards a fuller awareness of the
whole, the particulars tend to become submerged in the whole. This indicates that we
can hold our attention on only one focus at a time, and that it would be self-contradictory
to be both subsidiarily and focally aware of the same particulars at the same time.
However, by switching focus to the particulars, we are able to improve a skill through
practice, and enhance our tacit knowing.
For Polanyi, there are no differences between tangible items such as probes or hammers,
and intangible constructions such as radiology, linguistics, or cultural knowledge. They
all represent tools enabling a skilled user to get something done. Polanyi conveys that in
order to use a tool properly, we need to assimilate and indwell it. In this meaning, for a
tool to be non-problematically or effectively used, it must not be the object of our focal
awareness but needs to become an instrument through which we act, of which we are
subsidiarily aware – not an object of our attention. Further, to indwell a tool implies
uncritically accepting it, and committing to it on an unconscious level. Ultimately, for the
skilled user, the tool becomes beneficial, as it enables them to acquire new experience
and more competently enact the task at hand (see also Tsoukas, 2002).
As a further illustration, Tsoukas (2002: 8) compares a person who is learning to drive a
car with an accomplished driver. An apprentice may have learned how to change gear
and use the brake and accelerator, but is not yet able to integrate these individual skills.
In other words, we may say that the apprentice has not yet constructed a coherent
perception of driving, and the phenomenal transformation (as described earlier) has not
yet taken place. The experienced driver, by contrast, is less conscious of the actions
through which they drive. The car’s instruments have become tools the experienced
driver has come to master, and is thus able to harness them for the purpose of driving.
Consequently, by becoming unconscious of certain actions, the experienced driver may
now expand the domain of experiences, finding new focal points, and concentrate at
another level (i.e. road conditions or the behaviour of other drivers) on driving. This
same logic could also be used to explain learning a professional practice.
Further, Polanyi (1958: 57) explains this same logic can also be formulated in terms of
meaning. He illustrates that all particulars can become meaningless, if we lose sight of
the pattern or comprehensive entity which they jointly constitute. When we focus on a
set of particulars directly, they may seem relatively meaningless compared with their
significance when noticed subsidiarily, within a comprehensive entity to which they
contribute. In this sense, we may say that the particulars have two kinds of meaning. The
particulars themselves may impede the analysis of a given meaning or restrict the
discovery of an unknown meaning. For example, when a prehistoric site is discovered
from the air, we may be able to see the meaning of particulars we cannot see in
themselves from the ground. The change of analysis may deepen our insight into the
meaning of the comprehensive entity in terms of its particulars, as well as into the
meaning of the particulars in terms of their joint significance (Polanyi, 1961: 462).
Our awareness shifts from subsidiary particulars to the focal target. If we switch our focal
attention to particulars, their meaning may be lost. Similarly, subsidiaries cannot be
separated and examined independently without losing their meaning. We can focus on
particulars, though not in the context of an act where we are subsidiarily aware of them.
When we focus on particulars, we do so in the new context of an act that itself underlies
a new set of subsidiary particulars. The idea of focusing on a set of particulars and
converting them into explicit knowledge is then unsustainable. Tacit knowledge cannot
be captured, translated or converted into explicit, only displayed in skilled performance
and practice, in new ways through social interaction (Tsoukas, 2002: 15-16).
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The exercise of skilful performance or professional practice involves an intentional
change of being, to pouring ourselves into the subsidiary awareness of particulars, which
in the performance of a skill are instruments for skilful achievement, and in professional
practice function as the elements of the observed comprehensive whole. Likewise, the
valuation and understanding of meaning can in this sense be seen as different aspects of
an act of extending ourselves into the subsidiary awareness of particulars composing a
whole. Polanyi refers to this as the arts of doing and knowing (Polanyi, 1958: 64-65).
In this sense, personal knowledge is not made (or shared as a commodity between actors)
but discovered (Polanyi, 1958: 64). It is a personal struggle to make sense of a given
situation, coming to know what you do not yet know; to subsidiarily integrate the clues
and rely on them as you attend to the focus. Linking the particular to the focal target does
not happen automatically, but is a result of an act of the knower. Eventually, you can
start seeing something in a different way, a kind of ‘aha moment’. The once independent
particulars suddenly fit into a coherent pattern. You get new focal points and new
questions that you could not ask before, and advance by starting to focus thereon. In this
sense, we may say that our tacit knowing involves not only present and past but also
future subsidiary clues. Coming to know requires that we recognise what we may call
foreknowledge of something hidden or yet undiscovered entities (Meek, 2017). It is in
this sense we may say that all knowledge is personal and knowing is in action (Tsoukas,
2005; 146).
From the discussion above, it follows that the structure of our knowing could be viewed
as a form of triangle comprising three elements: subsidiary particulars, a focal target,
and, crucially, a knower who links the two (Tsoukas, 2005: 146). The structure of
knowing, the subsidiary-focal integration, has a broad range of applications, since it is
pertinent in all fields that involve any sort of doing or knowing (Meek, 2017: 37). This is
illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2

Personal knowledge (Tsoukas, 2005: 147)

3.1.3 The concept of knowledge tradition
The concept of tradition is central to Polanyi’s theory of knowing. Tradition describes
how the processes of knowing can be shared between individuals in a social context (e.g.,
professionals in an organizational context). A tradition shares its patterns of action,
rules, values and norms, and tells us what attitude we should adopt. We may say that our
values are not subjective but part of a tradition outside ourselves. A tradition creates
social order to which we can relate the actions of others, along with the expectations of
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ourselves. We often define ourselves by submitting to a tradition (cf. Rolf, 1991, Sveiby,
1994; 1997).
The concept of tradition is dissimilar to that of an organization, although as a social
system, tradition and organization may partly overlap. Traditions do not constitute legal
entities and can exist independently of organization boundaries. Polanyi distinguishes
between a professional tradition and an organizational tradition, which are
coordinated and controlled by their own values and rules (Rolf, 1991: 151) Professionals
are linked to a professional tradition’s value system, which may also exist outside the
organization. In this sense, professional values can sometimes conflict with those of
managers, who represent the organizational tradition and take care of the organization
(Sveiby, 1997: 79).
Polanyi is mainly interested in how the processes of knowing can be shared from one
person to another. He identifies three social mechanisms for this: imitation,
identification, and learning by doing. Imitation refers to a situation where the
apprentice imitates the master’s example. By watching the master, the apprentice
unconsciously picks up the rules of the art, including those not explicitly known to the
master. A challenge for the apprentice, however, is to know what to look for; they may
lack the necessary conception to see and understand what is actually going on. Imitation
offers guidance but ultimately we must rely on discovering for ourselves the right feel for
the art. Identification refers to where one person comes to understand the skilful
performance of another, by mentally combining the movements the performer combines
practically, in patterns similar to the performer’s pattern of movement. That is, an
exploratory act to get a feel for and learn from the master’s skill (Rolf, 1991: 154-155).
Finally, learning by doing refers to a social process that integrates language and the
performance of an act or practice over a period of time, learning the language and
practice of a new knowledge tradition that may at first seem incomprehensible. The path
to comprehension involves learning both the language and practice. Tacit and focal
knowing are acquired simultaneously. Polanyi illustrates this by describing how a
medical student attending a course in the X-ray diagnosis of lung diseases may at first be
completely puzzled. The student hears technical language on the significant features of
the shadows on the picture, but is unable to see anything that is being said. Then, as the
student over a period of time carries on listening and looking carefully at new pictures of
different cases, a tentative understanding will dawn and the student begins to see and
understand significant details from the pictures that he could not before. The pictures
will begin to make sense, as well as most of the comments made thereon. Thus, as the
student has learned the language of the tradition, they will also have learned to
understand the practice. The two factors can, according to Polanyi, only happen together.
Both halves of the problem are eventually solved together by discovering a conception
that comprises a joint understanding of both language and practice. For Polanyi, the
structural relation of the arts of knowing and doing are not exercised in isolation
(Polanyi, 1958: 101).
This example illustrates the structure of tacit knowing, and phenomenal transformation.
The student has now internalized the new radiological knowledge, which (in terms of the
technical language and significant features) has become tacit, of which the student is
subsidiarily aware while attending to the X-ray itself (representing the focal target). The
X-ray is no longer a collection of fragmented radiological images of bodily organs, but a
representation of a chest full of meaningful connections. Thus, we may also distinguish
the semantic aspect of the tacit knowing that has come about, in the sense that the X-ray
conveys useful information to a skilled observer (Tsoukas, 2002).
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In describing the formation of a tradition, Polanyi seems to regard knowledge-sharing
and learning as a process in which the master is always the older, a notion that requires
the master to be more experienced and knowledgeable (Rolf, 1991, Sveiby, 1994).
However, this is not always the case in today’s rapidly changing society, where
organizations are facing trends such as the globalization of competition and acceleration
of technologies. These trends drive organizations to think of new ways of doing business
and what people in organizations should focus on in order to stay competitive. The
financial services industry is a good example, where customers are becoming more
demanding and expect a smooth and easy service experience, as well as more complete
service solutions (cf. Puustinen, 2013; Ritakallio, 2016). This may result in the formation
of new knowledge traditions, where the masters are not the older generation or the
managers. Instead of seeing tradition as a process between an older master and younger
apprentice, it could be regarded as a social process where people are being shaped by
social structures and rules (cf. Rolf, 1991, Sveiby, 1994). This discussion relates also to
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of situated learning. In contrast to Polanyi, the focus is
shifted from a master/apprentice dyad towards a richly diverse field of actors and, with
it, other forms of relationship and participation. Lave and Wenger state that a lot of
learning does not take place in a direct relationship between master and apprentice.
Rather, learning interactions are often enacted between apprentices in communities.
This notion takes the concept of learning by doing one step further: knowledge-sharing
and learning can also occur between different ‘equals’ in a knowledge tradition, or
between people from different knowledge traditions.
3.1.4 The hierarchy of practical knowledge
For Polanyi, practical knowledge is always rules-based. That is to say, rules are often
unformulated and socially constructed, defined by a social context (e.g., tradition or
organization). These rules constitute standards for what is right and wrong, what follows
the rules and what does not. Practical knowledge implies, thus, that an act is performed
according to such rules, aiming for what is better. As a result, practical knowledge
requires knowing the rules to judge what is better and what is not, which functions tacitly
when performing the act. Polanyi do not use the term rule in a fixed sense. In his theory,
he presents a dynamic view of knowledge, it is always in a state of being. The same logic
seems to follow in his usage regarding rules. They have a tacit, dynamic function for us,
and in our social environment. Polanyi uses the term rules in a different sense, too, when
he talks about a swimmer keeping himself afloat or cyclists keeping their balance on a
bike. Here, the rules are not socially defined. The actor may not be aware of following
them at a focal level (Rolf, 1991).
Based on the work of Polanyi, Rolf (1991: 114) identifies three different types of practical
knowledge, which he suggests form a hierarchy of knowing based on how the rules are
followed. Each type of practical knowledge comprises both tacit and focal knowing. Rolf
refers to the three types of practical knowledge as skill, know-how, and competence. The
hierarchy of our practical knowledge is presented in Table 7.
3.1.4.1

The concept of skill

First, on the lowest level, is skill. Skills might be the ability to ride a bike, drive in a nail,
or use a computer. The actor is able to judge whether the action has been successful or
not. Polanyi describes a skill as a combination of muscular acts that are not identifiable,
such as the principles by which a cyclist keeps their balance. We are in contact with
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reality through our senses, and can learn through our experience without any social
context. Skill might thus be defined as the ability to act according to rules that depend
on feedback from a non-social environment. Knowing, at the lowest (skill) level, may
thus be defined as following rules that can be controlled by the subject (Rolf, 1991: 116).
3.1.4.2 The concept of know-how
Second, on the next level, is know-how. The term know-how was introduced by Gilbert
Ryle (1949). The practical knowledge of know-how includes skill, and is the ability to act
in social contexts. Ryle argues that theory is neither necessary nor sufficient for knowhow. As examples of know-how that do not include any theory, Ryle mentions jokes, good
taste, and innovation. Ryle defines know-how as an intelligent act that requires
intelligence and judgement. Acquiring know-how requires practice, as in playing chess.
In other words, we may learn how through practice. In the same way, the performance
of a professional, such as a surgeon, may be regarded by a social context (tradition) as
good or bad or creative, not because of the professional’s ability to reflect on what they
are doing, but due to the results of their performance. The skill is thus shown in action
that does not need to be expressed in terms of language (Rolf, 1991: 117-119).
Rolf (1991) defines the difference between skill and know-how as explicit. He argues that
know-how is the ability to act in social contexts, whereas the performance of a skill is not
dependent on a social environment. Know-how is described as an intelligent act
associated with a degree of complexity, and implies problem-solving. It is practical
knowledge, where the act takes place in accordance with social rules or criteria. Knowhow is thus the ability to act in accordance with social rules, where the quality standard
is set by a social community, for instance, as a professional tradition or in a marketplace.
These types of rule can also be found in organizations, which distribute work, power and
responsibility. Know-how is thus more or less situated, and requires constant learning.
Knowing at this next (know-how) level may, thus, be defined as to follow rules that are
established by a social context external to the individual.
3.1.4.3

The concept of competence

Third, at the highest level, is competence, which is know-how combined with the ability
of reflection. According to Polanyi, competence implies know-how within a certain social
context (tradition), and the ability not only to submit to the rules but also by reflection
to influence or change the rules of a social context. Put another way, competence may
enable us to change what is considered as know-how. Competence in this sense is not a
property but a relation between individual actors and a social system of rules (Sveiby,
2001: 356). It requires a social position within a profession (or tradition), from which
the individual is able to act. Education does not guarantee professional competence.
Although education may provide the individual with the necessary readiness at a more
general level, professional competence embeds morals, attitudes and motivation that an
education cannot guarantee. The practices of know-how and competence require
interaction between the individual, social community, and social standards. The practice
of competence is permitted by the social community. Similarly, in an organization, a
person can be isolated or forced to follow rules, resulting in a situation where competence
cannot be exercised (Rolf, 1991: 120-123, see also Sveiby 1994)
Consequently, an individual actor (professional) may not be competent per se. Rather, it
is the actor in a role (in a profession), in a social context, who is or is not competent. An
individual actor can thus be competent in relation to one tradition, but lack competence
in relation to another. A lack of competence, in this sense, amounts to having the know-
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how to submit to a tradition without the ability to influence or change its rules; for
example, the ability to change rules, goals and procedures in an organization to adjust to
changes in the outside world. Similarly, reflection or competence may also influence
rules by preventing a change that otherwise would occur. Changing the rules may result
in an improvement or deterioration. Changing the rules for the better qualifies as
competence, while changing them for the worse does not qualify. Competence is where
the concepts of knowledge and power meet. An individual actor’s competence is
associated with some kind of power to change or influence the rules of a social context
(tradition). In this meaning, competence may be seen as the expertise of mastering the
rules of the profession so well that they no longer need to be obeyed. Knowing, at the
highest (competence) level, may thus be defined as the ability of the individual not just
to follow the rules but to influence or even change them (Rolf, 1991: 120-123, see also
Sveiby 1994).
In the context of working life, competence can further be defined as an individual’s
capacity to act successfully in a professional context. Competence, in this sense, can be
seen as a relation between an individual actor and the professional context and its social
system of rules. This includes the ability to foresee the consequences of your actions
within the professional context. Foreseeing consequences refers here to making
predictions that over a period of time prove correct. Professionals are further regarded
in their social environment as competent by the outcome of their performance (Sveiby,
2012). We may also say that professionals’ power, in for example the financial services
context, derives from their skills and ability to earn revenue for their organization. As a
result, it is likely possible to recognise any kind of power struggle between a professional
and organizational tradition, in an organization dependent on its professionals (Sveiby,
1997: 79).
In discussing competence, it is pertinent also to raise the concept of incompetence.
Polanyi draws a distinction between two types of error, namely professional predictions
that prove to be mistaken, and unprofessional predictions that are not only false but
incompetent (Polanyi, 1958: 144). In working life, the concept of incompetence could
further be seen as a situation where competent actors, following a change in the
professional context, unwittingly start making errors in prediction, over a period of time,
which eventually result in unintended and undesirable consequences (Sveiby, 2012).
The level of practical knowledge
Low
Skills
Skill is the ability to act
according to rules that depend
on feedback from a non-social
environment.

Medium
Know-how
Know-how includes skill and is
the ability to act in social
contexts in accordance with
social rules or criteria.

High
Competence
Competence is know-how
combined with the ability of
reflection.

Knowing is to follow rules that
can be controlled by the subject
itself.

Knowing is to follow rules
established by a social context
external to the individual.

Knowing is an individual’s
ability not just to follow rules
but to influence or change them.
Competence is where the
concepts of knowledge and
power meet.

Table 7 The hierarchy of knowing
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3.1.4.4 The concept of phronesis
In order to build on this discussion of practical knowledge, I want to add the concept of
phronesis or practical wisdom, and argue that we need to expand our understanding of
competence to include phronesis. The word phronesis is generally defined as practical
wisdom or practical common sense, a concept related all the way back to Aristotle
(Flyvbjerg 2001).
Phronesis is an intellectual virtue based on values, and practical ethics that enable us to
judge what we should do in a given situation. It goes beyond analytical, scientific, and
technical knowledge or know-how, and is a sense of the ethically practical rather than a
kind of science. Also, it cannot be associated with or reduced to knowledge of general
truths. Put another way, phronesis is a kind of practical knowledge or reasoning, which
helps us decide what ‘things are good and bad for man’, in a particular circumstance, to
select proper means, and for being wise practice. It is what makes us chase away false
opinions and make good decisions. A person with practical wisdom thus has knowledge
of how to behave in a particular circumstance. This requires consideration, judgement
and choice, and in particular experience (Flyvbjerg 2001, Kinsella and Pitman, 2012).
Phronesis has also been described as a virtue whose presence lends a certain evidence of
maturity (Lukes, 2005: 116).
In the context of professional life, phronesis means wise professional practice, which can
be further defined as professional competence. The whole understanding of what is ‘wise’
must, however, be considered in the light of the different positions and situatedness of
those engaged in the professional practice. In other words, phronesis is contextdepended and embodied in social practice, and becomes visible in our actions. On the
other hand, it is through our experience and action, through practice which emerges from
what we say, do and relate, that we develop phronesis (Flyvbjerg 2001).
Based on the Foucauldian view of power, Flyvbjerg (2001) develops the concept of
phronesis to include the issue of power, arguing that in modern society, conflict and
power are phenomena constitutive of social and political inquiry. To include the concept
of phronesis is thus seen to be especially appropriate for the analysis of power (cf. Clegg
et al, 2006). What makes the Foucauldian perspective interesting in developing the
concept of phronesis, according to Flyvbjerg (2001), is the view of power that integrates
rationality and power, knowledge and power, reason and power, truth and power, and
the inherent relationship between these. The original concept of phronesis might give
the impression that practical wisdom and the choices it involves in concrete
circumstances are always good. By introducing the concept of power into the discussion
of phronesis, Flyvbjerg (2001) shows, however, that this is not always the case. He
explains that choices must be considered good (or bad) in relation to certain values of
interests, in order for good and bad to have meaning. A central question concerning the
relation between power and phronesis in an organizational context is, thus, what is the
capacity of practitioners, in terms of management activities and organizational
surveillance, to act in a situation that requires the exercise of judgement (Kinsella and
Pitman, 2012).
According to Flyvbjerg (2001), what relates the Foucauldian perspective and phronesis
is their view on reflective thought, which is considered the most important intellectual
virtue. Reflective thought is described as freedom in relation to what we do. It allows an
individual actor to step back from a certain behaviour (way of thinking and doing), and
question that as to its meaning, conditions, and goals. This is the movement or action by
which individual actors may detach themselves from what they do, and reflect on it, as a
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kind of outsider, as a problem. In other words, it is the ability to think differently in order
to start acting differently (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 127).
Within a professional context, reflective thought can take many forms. It can be
intentional and based on reason, or it may be tacit, that is, embodied and revealed in
intelligent action. Further, reflective thought in a professional context can be engaged to
critically question assumptions about taken-for-granted understandings. Reflective
thought (or reflection) can develop a practical wisdom, which can never be fully
articulated but will function as a kind of guiding force. Reflection invites us to rethink
our taken-for-granted but limited understanding, and open our mind to a more
comprehensive orientation. It often begins with an interruption to a routinized
experience, where we are just working through our daily tasks as a checklist, without
looking back over even around; just getting through the day, towards a carved out space
where we ask ourselves what we are doing, and who is doing the things that seem to be
getting done (Kinsella and Pitman, 2012; Küpers, 2013).
Further, I see similarities in Flyvbjerg’s description of reflective thought and Polanyi’s
view of competence. They share the element of power and ability to critically reflect on
our practice, a liberation of an underlying tradition. They complement each other in the
sense that reflection is an ability to think differently in order to start to act differently,
which may eventually result in wise professional practice and the development of
competence. This discussion also relates to Schön (1983) and his concept of reflectionin-action. Schön (1983: 61) describes how through reflection we may surface and criticise
the tacit understandings that have grown up around the specialized practice, and make
new sense of the situation of uncertainty or uniqueness.
3.2

Towards a relational view of Power

In this section, I continue to develop a relational view of Power. My view of power builds
on Mark Haugaard’s theory of the relationship between tacit and discursive thought. This
theory emphasises the power created by tacit knowing, and that actors are themselves
subject to power relations. Before analysing the work of Haugaard in more detail, it is
pertinent to discuss the relation between Polanyi and the concept of power.
3.2.1 Polanyi and the concept of power
In the context of power and knowledge, it is pertinent to discuss the relation between
Polanyi and the concept of power. While Polanyi does not discuss the relation between
power and knowledge explicitly, it is possible to identify power from his concepts of
knowledge-sharing, tradition, and knowing (Sveiby, 1994: 29).
First, knowledge-sharing implies a direct power relation between individuals in the
hierarchy of knowing. Using the hierarchy to analyse power relations, we might say that
an individual takes three steps in liberation from the power of the master’s knowing to
being able to change the rules. On the first step the apprentice, when entering the
profession and learning by example, blindly obeys the master’s interpretation of the rules
and submits to the master’s authority. The apprentice follows the master and trusts the
manner of doing things, without being able to analyse and account in detail for its
effectiveness, or question a practice and what is the right thing to do. Then comes
liberation from the master’s to the individual’s own interpretation of what is effective
and the right thing to do, but without any ability to influence or change the rules. Finally,
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at the highest level, the individual is able to influence or bend the rules, creating new
rules. The individual has now achieved social and communicative knowledge in addition
to professional know-how, and a social position within a profession from which the
former apprentice is able to act. You are considered competent in relation to the
tradition, in order to change the rules of that tradition, and the social context enables the
exercise of power (cf. Rolf, 1991; Sveiby, 1994).
Second, a tradition implies an indirect power relation. People submit to the unwritten
rules of behaviour or accept behaving and acting within a certain set of values and rules
of a tradition. The norms of the tradition give people an identity, and they identify
themselves by submitting to the norms of that tradition. By breaking the norms, you thus
take the risk of losing your identity. We might say the tradition itself exerts power over
people (cf. Rolf, 1991; Sveiby, 1994). In this sense, a power struggle can occur between
actors from different traditions. Usually, these power struggles can be seen between the
professional tradition and the organizational tradition (Sveiby, 1997: 53).
Third, our knowing implies that we can be subject to more power than we can know or
of which we can be consciously aware. In other words, we tend to be ruled by our own
desires and taken-for-granted understanding; a need to respond to what is expected of
us. This can also be seen as a more indirect power relation (Rolf, 1991; Sveiby, 1994).
3.2.2 The power created by our tacit knowing
I have argued that our knowing should be understood as a subsidiary-focal integrative
structure, which involves elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal target, and,
crucially, a person who links these in a social context or tradition (Meek, 2017).
Connecting the particulars and the focal target does not happen automatically, but is the
result of a skilful performance on the part of the knower. In this sense, we may say that
all knowledge is personal knowledge and all our knowing being in our action (Tsoukas,
2002). Approving the findings of Gestalt psychology, we may further say that every act
of knowing comprises an active integration of a variety of particulars into a
comprehensive whole by the knower. In this sense, our knowing is not made, or shared
as an entity, but discovered as a result of an act of the knower. It is a personal struggle to
make sense of a given situation, coming to know the as yet unknown (Polanyi, 1958).
This structure of our knowing could further be used to understand the power element of
knowing, that is, we can be subject to more power than we can know, which can be
observed from the distinction between our practical consciousness and discursive
consciousness (Haugaard, 2003).
Based on the work of Giddens (1984) and his theory of structuration, Haugaard (2003:
100) defines our social knowledge as divided between practical and discursive
consciousness. He defines practical consciousness as, essentially, our tacit knowledge,
which enables us to carry on in our everyday social life. Discursive consciousness, on the
other hand, comprises knowledge that we can put into words, upon which we critically
evaluate and reflect. Haugaard explains that when we learn a second language, we
frequently learn discursively what the native speaker understands as practical
consciousness knowledge. Over time, as we learn the language more intensively, and
come to speak (more closely) as a native speaker, the knowledge that once was discursive
becomes practical consciousness knowledge. This example described by Haugaard bears
resemblance to Polanyi’s illustration of the medical student learning the language and
practice of radiology. Haugaard explains further that the distinction between practical
and discursive consciousness is not rigid. It is simply, as in Polanyi’s conception of
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knowledge, between what we might be able to tell and what is characteristically simply
done or tacit.
According to Haugaard (2003), the distinction between practical and discursive
consciousness may at first appear meaningless, but it has an important implication for
the relation between power and knowledge. To see this distinction helps us understand
an important element in the maintenance of systematic stability. Haugaard (2003: 101)
explains that actors, at the level of their practical consciousness, frequently confirm
structures (e.g., from political agendas or organizational strategies), and collaborate on
the reproduction of social order, which are central to the maintenance of the power
relations that may ultimately disadvantage them. This relates to what Schön (1983)
describes as our knowing-in-practice tending to become increasingly tacit, spontaneous,
and automatic, as our practice becomes more repetitive and routinized. This, on the
other hand, may lead to parochial narrowness of vision, experience, and understanding,
which may further lead to our missing important opportunities to think, or with regard
to what we are doing.
It could further be interpreted that actors are socially produced by the system of power
and knowledge that surrounds them. Most of our social knowledge is based in the
relations in which we are involved, and this tends to reproduce these relations. We
cannot easily deny the relations we experience every day. The relational quality of power
is thus seen as a potentially great source of systematic stability. Domination in this view
is not actor-specific, as in the tradition of Lukes (2005) (see also Clegg et al., 2006). This
discussion relates to what Polanyi describes as people submitting to the knowledge
tradition, and why the tradition itself can exert power over people. It also relates to the
Foucauldian perspective, as described by McAnulla (2009: 105), which recognises the
social relations of power. This view is based on the notion that all actors are themselves
being subjected to a prevailing network of power relations, shaped by institutional or
social norms and practices. Put another way, the social relation of power does not relate
to the coercive or repressive side of power that forces behaviour, manipulation and
domination over another. Thus, power as domination, where A in some way affects B in
a significant manner, or A exercises power over B where it affects B in a manner contrary
to B’s interests (Lukes, 2005). Instead, the social relation of power typically involves both
A and B doing what they would ordinarily do. It does not require A to seek consciously
to dominate the concerns of B, in order for the relations of dominance to be reproduced.
A critical step in liberation from these power relations of domination or discipline is to
discursively become aware of aspects of your practical consciousness, which have not
previously been confronted in a discursive fashion. Haugaard (2003: 102) explains that
while knowledge remains merely tacit, it is not confrontable, but once knowledge of
structural reproduction becomes part of our discursive consciousness, we may be able to
distance ourselves from it, re-evaluate and reject. In other words, the conversion of
practical consciousness into discursive consciousness is not a matter of truth and falsity
but of recognition. This discussion relates to what Polanyi defines as competence (Rolf,
1991), which involves the ability to critically reflect on our practice, a liberation of an
underlying tradition, and being able to change the rules of a tradition (see also Flyvbjerg,
2001).
As Haugaard (2003: 102) explains, the form of power works here in two ways. First, a
group of actors is disempowered, inasmuch as they are using their practical
consciousness knowledge to collaborate in the reproduction of social order. Second, they
have the possibility of empowerment, of changing the modalities of power production,
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through the ability to reflect and critically evaluate certain beliefs and interpretations by
making them discursive.

Towards a power-sensitive view of knowing: a summary

3.3

In this chapter, building on the practice-based philosophy, I start to develop a powersensitive view of knowing. This highlights knowing as a form of art, and the inherent
relationship between power and our knowing.
Central elements related to this constructed view are:
The Personal element of knowing
There is always more to human knowledge than exhaustive explicit information
(something that can be put into words, symbols, and numbers). Referring to the work of
Polanyi, I argue that all knowledge is personal knowledge, that a tacit dimension is
always present and a necessary component of all knowledge. Moreover, I argue that all
articulated knowledge is based on an unarticulated background, a set of subsidiary
particulars tacitly integrated by individuals, residing in the social practices in which we
happen to participate. Thus, no knowledge can be wholly focal or explicit. In use, the
explicit always has a tacit dimension.
•

First, this can help us focus on knowing (a verb meaning acting, doing,
practising), rather than knowledge (a noun meaning things, elements,
information, facts).

•

Further, this distinction can help us better understand the situatedness and
context-dependency of our knowing and our professional practice.

•

Finally, I believe this distinction can help us better understand the challenges
related to the sharing of ‘knowledge’ or best practice across traditions (in an
organizational context).

Accordingly, I see human knowledge or knowing as a form of art, which links the
individual with their culture. Moreover, I see the art of professional practice to be highly
context dependent and situated in a time and place.
The Structure element of knowing
Knowing should be understood as a subsidiary-focal integrative structure, which
involves elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal target, and, crucially, a person
who links these in a social context or tradition. Referring to the work of Polanyi, I argue
that our knowing is constructed of two kinds of awareness: subsidiary awareness, which
can be described as instruments of our attention, and focal awareness, which is in turn
the object of our attention. Thus, personal knowledge is not made or shared as an entity,
rather discovered as a result of an act of the knower.
•

First, this distinction can help us better understand how, in the context of
learning a profession, we may not, at first, see the pattern from the particulars.
The particulars themselves impede the analysis of a given meaning, or may
hamper the discovery of an unknown meaning. Subsequently, the particulars
start becoming clues and something we are subsidiarily aware of when
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discovering new focal points. Eventually, we have moved from looking at the
particulars to looking from them.
•

Further, the distinction can help us better understand how, in the context of
performing a skill, we come to know a set of subsidiary particulars without being
able to identify them. It can also help us clarify how our knowing tends to become
increasingly tacit, spontaneous and automatic, as our practice becomes more
repetitive and routine. That may lead to a parochial narrowness of vision,
experience and understanding, and missing important opportunities to think
about what we are doing.

•

Finally, I believe this distinction can help us better understand the dynamics or
challenges related to adapting to organizational change.

Accordingly, I see the knowing as a form of art that implies extending ourselves into the
subsidiary awareness of particulars which compose a whole, recognising the tacit
coefficient, and coming to know what we do not know. I also see professional practice as
an art, a matter of skill and wisdom that cannot be put into words, reduced to explicit
rules and theories. This view recognises the artistic and intuitive, and the process of
reflection practitioners bring to situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction.
The Power element of knowing
Given that Polanyi’s reflection on human knowledge takes as its point of departure the
fact that we can know more than we can tell, I have considered the concept of power, and
the relation between power and our knowing, from the standpoint of our being subject
to more power than we can know. Acknowledging the work of Haugaard, I argue that the
distinction between practical consciousness and discursive consciousness can further be
employed to view the inherent relationship between power and our knowing.
•

First, this distinction can help us better understand an important element in the
maintenance of stability and consensus in organizations. It explains how, at our
practical consciousness level, we tend to confirm the existing structure and
maintenance of power relations by submitting to organizational strategy and
rules, or to unwritten rules of behaviour, or accepting that we behave within the
values and rules of a certain tradition. Further, we may also be ruled by our own
desires and perceptions of our role, by identifying ourselves within the norms of
a certain tradition, a need to respond to what is expected of us.

•

Further, this distinction can help us better understand a critical step in liberation
from power relations of domination or discipline, which may ultimately be to our
disadvantage. This is a matter of recognition, to discursively become aware of
aspects of our practical consciousness or tacit knowing, where we may be able to
distance ourselves from it, re-evaluate and reject.

•

Finally, I believe this distinction can help explain the sense of actors balancing
and struggling between contradictory logics and conflicting values as part of their
everyday work.

Accordingly, I see the knowing as a form of art that implies extending ourselves into the
subsidiary awareness, to reflect and critically evaluate, and liberate us from power
relations of domination and perceptions of our own tradition, which may ultimately be
to our disadvantage. Further, I see the exercise of power involving the ability to reflect
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and critically evaluate, as well as to influence or change the rules of a certain domain or
tradition. This could also be explained in terms of developing competence and the ability
to act successfully in a professional context.
The developed power-sensitive view of knowing enables exploration beyond and below
the surface appearance of organizational strategies and practice. Also, to study the
underlying issues often associated with power structures, that actors may or may not be
conscious of, yet have an influence on the production of social reality. Thus, this
approach has the potential to provide a better understanding of professional practice and
the dynamics related to working across different knowledge traditions. In sum, I believe
this approach can contribute to a better grasp of the complexity of the field, increasing
our understanding of everyday practice and the art of being a professional in a financial
organization context. The central elements related to this constructed view are
summarised in Table 8.

Elements of
knowing

Central arguments

Knowing as a form of art

The Personal element
of knowing

There is always more to
human knowledge than
exhaustive explicit
information

I see human knowledge or knowing as a form of art,
which links the individual with their culture.
Thus, the art related to a professional practice is
highly context dependent, and situated in a time
and place.

Personal knowledge is
not made or shared as an
entity, rather discovered
as a result of an act of the
knower
The Structure
element of knowing

The Power element of
knowing

Knowing should be
understood as a
subsidiary-focal
integrative structure,
which involves elements
of the subsidiary
particulars, a focal target,
and, crucially, a person
who links these in a social
context or tradition

I see knowing as a form of art that implies
extending ourselves into the subsidiary awareness
of particulars which compose a whole, recognising
the tacit coefficient, and coming to know what we
do not know.

We can be subject to
more power than we can
know, which can be
further viewed from the
distinction between our
practical consciousness
and discursive
consciousness

I see knowing as a form of art that implies
extending ourselves into the subsidiary awareness,
to reflect and critically evaluate, and liberate us
from power relations of domination and
perceptions of our own tradition.

I see professional practice as an art, a matter of skill
and wisdom that cannot be put into words, reduced
to explicit rules and theories.

I see the exercise of power involving the ability to
reflect and critically evaluate, as well as to influence
or change the rules of a certain domain or tradition.
This could also be explained in terms of developing
competence and the ability to act successfully in a
professional context.

Table 8 Central elements related to the constructed view
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4

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In this chapter, I present the methodological considerations in the study. I discuss the
ontological and epistemological approaches, and describe the processes of my
ethnographic longitudinal study. Finally, I present the ethical foundation of my study.
4.1

My own philosophical commitments

In this study, I have approached the subject in focus via certain assumptions about the
nature of the social world and how it may be investigated. The first assumption is about
its ontological nature, which concerns the very essence of the phenomena under
investigation. The basic ontological question is whether the ‘reality’ to be investigated is
something external to the individual, or a product of the individual’s cognitions or mind.
The second assumption is about the epistemological nature, which in turn concerns the
grounds of knowledge, and how we might begin to understand the world and
communicate that knowledge to others. The basic epistemological question is whether it
is possible to identify and communicate the character of knowledge in a hard, objective
and tangible form, or whether knowledge is softer, more subjective, experience-based,
and personal in nature. In essence, whether knowledge is something that can be acquired
or has to be personally experienced (Burrell and Morgan, 1979: 1; see also Hatch, 1997:
69).
Building my theoretical framework on Michael Polanyi’s theory of knowing, I agree to a
great extent with his ontological and epistemological position on social science.
Employing a basic ontological assumption, I see myself as a critical realist, which
presents as an alternative to the positivist tradition (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008).
Polanyi regards the external reality as independent from the individual. Reality is
something with which we can establish contact, and be gradually accessible to our
knowing (Miller, 2008). My aim of bringing the concept of power into the analysis using
ethnography is a good fit with the critical realist view, which draws on the notion of
underlying power structures that may or may not be conscious to people (Parry, 2008).
On a basic epistemological assumption, I relate to the epistemology of practice (Gherardi
and Strati, 2012), or the epistemology of Gestalt as defined by the work of Polanyi (1958)
that tacit knowledge is always present.
Further, I consider myself a pragmatist. My view of both power and knowledge follows
the practice-based philosophy. Rather than seeing power and knowledge as abstract and
static, I see them as part of concrete, dynamic human action (Cook and Brown, 1999). I
also look to overcome the classic philosophical dichotomies, such as subjective-objective
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979), tacit-explicit (Nonaka, 1994), and individual-collective
(Spender, 1996a; 1996b), by focusing on practical human action (Alvesson and
Sköldberg, 2008).
My philosophical approach also bears resemblance to what Alvesson (1996) refers to as
the critical-interpretive approach, which notes the existence of social contradictions and
the tendency to social conflict, and that power relations and ideologies interfere with the
potentially free development of meaning and understanding. Organizations are seen as
social constructions, not as neutral or value free, rather reflecting asymmetrical power
relationships and different interests. This implies that the way people behave and think
is not conscious or grounded in reflection. Thus, the approach goes beyond the subjects’
own perception of reality, seeking to uncover new meanings and question the apparently
obvious. The purpose is to contribute alternative interpretations and inspire rethinking
of fixed self-conceptions and taken-for-granted ideas and priorities.
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4.2

Ethnography inside a financial services organization

The term ethnography refers both to a particular research methodology, the process of
conducting the study, and to its eventual outcome, the written product. In a broad sense,
we may say that as a research approach, an ethnography is based on an emergent logic
that includes fieldwork employing a variety of techniques over an extended period of
time (van Maanen, 2011).
For my thesis, I have conducted an ethnographic longitudinal study inside a financial
services organization. I started this ethnographic research with a broad and open
question in mind. That is, to closely examine what happens in a financial organization
between the different business segments of banking, non-life insurance, and wealth
management.
Ethnography means writing about or describing people and culture, using first-hand
observations, and participating in a setting or situation. It is a perspective, a framework
for thinking about the world and a way of being in the world as an involved participant.
The fieldwork includes everything you do in gathering information in a setting, such as
informal and formal meetings and conversations, gatherings and interviews (Ellis, 2004:
26). Ethnographic research takes place in the field. It requires, per definition, living with
a group of people for an extended period, in order to document and interpret their
distinctive way of life, beliefs and values (Hammersley and Atkison, 2007: 1).
Ethnographic research is active creation rather than passive recording of narratives and
events, which requires an intellectual or personal involvement with our subjects
(Thomas, 1993: 46). Moreover, ethnographic fieldwork requires the researcher to
participate, at least to some extent, in the social life of the actors they observe (Gobo and
Molle, 2017: 8). Writing an ethnography requires an understanding of the language,
concepts, practices, rules, and beliefs used by those being studied (Van Maanen, 2011:
13). Ethnographic fieldwork relies upon the establishment and building of social
relations with key members in the field. It is these relations that give the ethnographic
work its intensity, quality and insight into the everyday social world (Coffey, 1999: 57).
During the entire research process, I have participated as a full-time member and
employee of the organization in focus, and therefore had the opportunity as researcher
to focus on everyday activities in context within the organization, making an
ethnographic method pertinent to this study. This has, to a great extent, helped me
understand and capture the ongoing, situated and provisional nature of organizational
knowledge and power (Carlile, 2002; Bechky, 2003; Marshall and Rollinson, 2004).
Further, as an employee of the target organization, and a member of the social context
under study, I have had access to a range of events and participated in the organizational
change process over a long period of time, which would be very difficult to achieve from
a university position. This has also given me the opportunity to influence ongoing
organizational teamwork, and feed my own observations back into the field
(Gummesson, 2000). Moreover, my practical experience has helped me develop both
social and professional relations and a comprehensive network within the target
organization. All in all, I believe this has provided richness and depth to the empirical
data, along with a solid understanding of the described phenomenon, and supported the
generation of good data and interesting analyses. Although the contribution of this study
is to science, I believe the practical implications may also be useful in action to the
organization.
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The strength of the chosen ethnographical approach, and the great advantages to the
scientific community in this type of study, is indeed the researcher’s unique access to the
field, and pre-understanding thereof (Gummesson, 2000: 122), as well as the real
involvement of the fieldworker in the context under study (Coffey, 1999: 36). Gaining
access to the field has been described as the most difficult phase of the entire process of
ethnographic research. This kind of research requires a great amount of interfacing with
the research subject, which reduces the number of organizations wherein the study can
be conducted. It also requires the expenditure of a great deal of time and energy to gain
the trust of organizational members, and maintain it throughout the research (Gobo and
Molle, 2017: 122). In my case, the position of company employee brings certain
advantages such as access to information, participation in the system, company culture
and everyday operational issues, and the opportunity for close contact with individual
employees and the management. The researcher-employee position may provide a much
more realistic picture of the strategy and organizational change than is available to
outside researchers, consultants, or even the top management (Gummesson, 2000: 45).
My ethnographical research approach involves features from autoethnography, which
highlight the use of my own life experience as a company employee in the writing process.
The ethnographical approach applied in this study is similar to that of Sveiby (1994). In
his doctoral dissertation, Towards a knowledge perspective on organization, the author
borrows from the ethnographic and action research approaches, and describes himself
as an observant participator. The empirical data for the study are combined with the
author’s own practical experiences from the target company, which was run as a
partnership. The author also recognises the important power aspect of knowledge, and
describes the notion that any concept of knowledge contains (at least) one power aspect
and one knowledge aspect.
4.2.1 The ethnographic ‘I’ in the research process
As mentioned above, one of the main methods applied in my study is autoethnography,
which is a relatively new though increasingly popular method for organizational
research. Autoethnography cannot be considered conventional organizational research
(Parry, 2008), and typically the researcher identifies with the group and as a full internal
member of the target organization (Hayano, 1979: 100).
The use of my own practical experience in the writing process, and the fact that I am part
of the social context I study, highlight the autoethnographic dimension of the study. In
fact, I believe it would be quite difficult, if not impossible, in my case to separate the
researcher from the social and intellectual context of the fieldwork. It is essential and
desirable to recognise that I am part of what I study, shaping and being shaped by the
relationships, interactions, and experiences of the field. However, it is not my intention
to make myself the key focus of the fieldwork, and write an autobiography of my practical
experience in banking and finance; rather, I seek to understand and make sense of the
social world, using myself as a key research instrument (see Coffey, 1999: 37).
4.2.2 Freeing myself from the positivist paradigm
A consistent line in my chosen research philosophy for this study, the ontological and
epistemological approaches, is to free myself from the positivist paradigm. However, this
has been somewhat of a dilemma in the process of conducting the study itself, given that
I am part of what I aim to study. In order to better understand my position, we have to
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ask ourselves: What do banks and financial organizations do? They serve their
customers, naturally, but in order to do so they have to be efficient and profitable with a
strong capital base. Working in a financial organization and in close relation to our
customers, my daily job often circles closely around issues such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

How can we be become more efficient?
How can we transfer our knowledge more efficiently?
How can we earn more money?
How can we acquire new clients?
How can we better serve our current clients?
How can we sell them more of our products and services?

Put another way, I am acting in a social world that assumes the neo-functionalistic
discourse (Schultze and Stabell, 2004). In this social world, knowledge is often seen as
an asset, and the organization a marketplace where different professionals can meet and
share our knowledge to create more value. The meaning of social relations to co-workers,
customers and other stakeholders is economic: the more people you know, the better
your chances of doing business and making money. This also becomes visible when I
review the empirical material, that is, notes from my field observations, discussions,
interviews, and personal reports. In fact, the empirical data for my ethnographic study,
to a great extent, concern discussing these specific issues recognised above, which do not
directly relate to my research questions.
At first, it felt unscientific to fill this gap with my own reflections and experiences.
However, choosing an ethnographical/autoethnographical approach for my study
resolves this dilemma. The approach enables me to place myself in the social context I
am studying, and bring my own practical experiences and emotions into the process of
unpacking the phenomenon under investigation. Autoethnography is seen as a very
personal and emotional process and method (Ellis, 2004; see also Vickers, 2007).
Emotions have a central role in the process of unpacking the phenomenon in
autoethnographic research (Parry, 2008). Autoethnography, thus, provides a tool for the
researcher to connect both physically and emotionally with the field, allowing me to view
myself as a creator or producer of knowledge (Coffey, 1999: 132). Autoethnography does
not aim at objectivity. This means instead of pretending to objectively understand,
researchers seek fuller self-understanding by uncovering their prejudices, ideologies and
tacit knowledge. I included myself in the writing process, positioning myself within the
social context, and gaining a deep understanding thereof. (Gobo and Molle, 2017: 65).
The method thus allows for an insightful, culturally and emotionally rich reading of
organizational life (Parry, 2008).
Further, through reflexivity, autoethnography enables me to look at and analyse the
situation from an outsider perspective. Autoethnography is basically a reflexive process
of explaining the self to others, and analysing the situation of being an outsider (Gobo
and Molle, 2017: 66). Reflexivity enables a deeper understanding of the phenomena and
reveals issues that would be difficult to explore in more traditional qualitative research.
The reflexive nature of autoethnography allows the researcher to connect the person with
the organization by peeling back multiple layers of consciousness, thoughts, feelings, and
beliefs. Autoethnography is, in other words, a self-reflexive research genre (Parry, 2008;
see also Vickers, 2007). In this sense, reflexivity can be seen as engaging ourselves
through thinking about our own thinking (Johnson and Duberley, 2003: 1279; see also
Weick, 1999). Further, reflexivity is not seen as primarily an end in itself. It is a type of
practice, shaped by practice, and enacted by the researcher in a specific context.
Reflexivity’s main purpose is to improve the research in some way (Alvesson et al.,
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2008). As a result, I believe I have a good chance of conducting an insightful, culturally
and emotionally rich piece of reading of organizational life.
Considering the above, I recognise the risk of becoming too involved with the social
context under study, and losing my research focus. Combining academic work and
professional life may be very problematic. Doing both is very time consuming, and
insufficient time for academic research may result in a rather short-sighted perspective
due to becoming too much a part of the system. Being part of the social context under
examination involves the risk of “going native”, where the researcher becomes so
involved with and sympathetic to the group that you lose your objectivity and research
focus (Gummesson, 2000; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008; Bryman and Bell, 2013).
I need to separate myself from the natural attitudes that take everyday behaviour for
granted as normal and obvious (Gobo and Molle, 2017). In order to do so, I can think of
myself as a stranger or a good detective in the field. I look not just at the data but also
behind them. I follow the leads wherever they may take me and am open to challenging
my own preconceptions. This, on the other hand, will hamper my ability to distance
myself and exercise self-discipline (Van Maanen, 1979).
In this study, I do not deny that the questions listed above (characterising the everyday
work) are not central to a financial organization. My aim here is to approach the social
reality from a different perspective. I believe my research approach has the potential to
advance our theoretical understanding in a way that has practical relevance to mangers
and other organizational members, as well as to influence current and future
organizational practice (Corley and Gioia, 2011).
4.2.3 Through the lens of critical realism
Critical realism (CR) is a useful philosophical framework for social science that
distinguishes between the real world and the observable world. CR emerged from the
work of Roy Bhaskar during the 1970s and 1980s as a scientific alternative to both
positivism and constructivism (Fletcher, 2016: 181). It often begins with a critique of
positivism, which is based on the idea of objectivity and neutrality using scientific
methods, and where science is viewed as the pursuit of general laws through value-free
empirical research (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008).
Critical realism disapproves of the positivist production of ‘epistemic fallacy’. Put
another way, the reduction of ontology to epistemology, or the limitation of ‘reality’ to
what can be empirically known. In the same sense, the CR critique applies to the
constructivist perspective, which views reality as constructed through and within human
knowledge or discourse. In this respect, CR deviates from the idea of reducing reality to
human knowledge, whether that knowledge acts as a lens or container of reality. One of
the most important notions of CR is that ontology (i.e. what is real, the nature of reality)
is not reducible to epistemology (i.e. our knowledge of reality). Thus, human knowledge
can only capture a small part of a deeper and vaster reality (Fletcher, 2016: 182).
In CR ontology, reality is viewed as three different levels that are all part of the same
entity or reality: the empirical level, the actual level, and the real level. The first of these
three levels contains the experienced and observed events, understood through human
interpretation. The second contains the events that occurred, whether observed or not.
The third contains the casual mechanism within objects or structures that causes the
events at the empirical level to occur. This iceberg metaphor illustrates the CR ontology
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and epistemology as it relates to human knowledge of reality. The casual mechanism is
social products that exist within phenomena at the empirical level (e.g., human actions
and ideas that are generated by these mechanisms or structures) (Fletcher, 2016: 183).
Social phenomena (e.g., in organizations) are, according to critical realism, the result of
a plurality of structures (Sharpe, 2018: 387). The underlying assumption here is that
human action is both enabled and constrained by social structures, which in turn
reproduces or transforms them. Put another way, the existence of social structure is a
pre-condition for any human activity, and these structures are reproduced and
transformed in our everyday activities (Porter, 1993: 142-143). Within CR, the aim of
social science, therefore, becomes the identification of structures and mechanisms that
generate tendencies in the behaviour of phenomena (Porter, 1993: 144).
An ethnography within the model of critical realism is an appropriate approach to shed
light on the relationship between agency (human action) and structure (Porter, 1993). It
can also provide an in-depth insight into how management practices translate across
different social contexts (business segments), and the ways in which different social
groups (traditions) and individuals (professionals) may make sense of and respond to
the practice (Sharpe, 2018: 387).
Considering these main objectives in this study, the critical realist approach guides me
to analyse the duality of structure and agency, and to look for the underlying structures
and mechanisms that may be operating in specific conditions (Sharpe, 2018: 391). Also,
to examine the underlying issues often associated with power structures, that actors may
or may not be conscious of, yet have an influence on the production of social reality
(Parry, 2008: 130).
In line with the critical realist ethnography, the aim in this study is not just to describe
events but also to explain them, by identifying the influence of structural factors on
human agency, and how agency maintains or transforms these structures (e.g., human
activity in relation to organizational Agile and ICT structures). Put another way, I am
more concerned about active creating than passive recording, and challenging the
conventional, taken-for-granted conceptions on how we see and think about the
organization. As described by Sharpe (2018: 387), I believe these types of study are well
suited to the exploration of the ongoing social processes at the individual and work group
level, and providing a more nuanced analysis of actors at the micro level. Also, as
described by the author, these studies offer a lens to examine the ways in which power is
exercised through, for example, the management of meaning by different groups and the
intended and unintended outcomes of practices.
In my findings, and from my own experience, organizational life is intensely personal.
Put another way, there seem to be as many stories or realities out there as there are
people in the organization. According to Parry (2008: 132), autoethnography turns this
personal facet into an epistemological research strength. It opens up a more complete
understanding of what is happening in people’s everyday lives. The critical realists
assume that any understanding and explanation of reality is fundamentally socially
constructed. Thus, there is no absolute reality, only the reality that works for people.
Accordingly, I believe the choice of autoethnography, critical realism, and narrative, is a
suitable combination for the selected research methodology. According to Parry (2008:
133), they all appreciate the relativist approach to reality.
The critical realist approach enables us to study the organization as a political arena, in
which social interactions, power and political games become more central to the analysis
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and understanding of organizational life. This approach has, thus, the potential to
provide a better understanding of the issues, such as conflicts and tensions, and how and
why people contest, accept and challenge the legitimacy of others’ knowledge and
practice. Put another way, this approach can help me explore beyond and below the
surface appearance of organizational strategies and practice (Sharpe, 2018: 399).
Finally, I believe my study can shed light on how stability and change has taken place
within specific structural, cultural and power relations in the organization (Sharpe,
2018). By adopting a critical stance in an ethnographic study, I see the social world as a
multilayered and complex market, with situations involving uncertainty, ambiguity, and
contradiction. Also, I seek to recognise the two-sided capacity of our knowing to both
control and liberate.
4.3

My journey of combining academic work and professional life

My journey started in 2008, when I entered the field of financial services and became a
full-time employee of the target organization where I have conducted the empirical
research for my dissertation. My position is located at one of the organization’s regional
branches in Finland. Later that same year, I became a doctoral student. My intention
from the outset was to be a part-time student and combine the roles of academic
researcher and company employee. During my years in the target organization, I have
gained experience and practical knowledge of a wide range of financial services for both
private and business customers. Since 2009, my daily work has primarily concentrated
around our organization’s business customer segment. For the past ten years, I been
working as banking account manager (banking account director) for our business clients.
As a banking account manager, I am responsible for following up on the quality and
profitability of a client portfolio, and acquiring and maintain key client relationships. My
own client portfolio includes some 50 business customer entities (most with an annual
revenue of 5-20 million euros and employing 10-50 people). I also play a central role,
with the assistance of other experts, in ensuring that the client is being provided with a
comprehensive and diversified range of our financial solutions. This requires some
degree of teamwork with other experts to get the job done properly. As a banking account
manager, my own expertise is centred on different financial solutions for e.g. business
growth, and mergers and acquisitions, including short- and long-term capital
requirements. That involves product knowledge of, for instance, corporate loans, credit
accounts, and bank guarantees. My position in the organization is purely an expert role
and does not involve any managerial/supervisory responsibilities.
My journey took an important turn in 2013. This is the time when I started to find an
empirical problem for my study. I began with a broad and open question in mind. That
is, to closely examine what happens in a financial organization between the different
business segments of banking, investment, and insurance.
During this time, I participated in a workshop, including a total of 14 seminar days. It
was arranged by my employee organization in cooperation with the University of
Jyväskylä. The purpose was to deepen the participants’ insight into the variety of
financial services available to our business customers, with teamwork as a logic thread.
Most of the participants were experienced with a long history of work in the field. The
participants were all employees of the organization, from different part of Finland.
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A main theme throughout the whole workshop related to an Agile practice for managing
customer relations, directed at our organization’s business customer segments. This
Agile practice stemmed from our organizational strategy of 2009, which highlighted the
firm’s response to the changing market trends, and the aim to increase our market share
in every business segment. More specifically, we were to strive for greater efficiency, new
clients, and increase the share of wallet of existing clients. The Agile practice highlights
issues such as customer focus, cooperation across knowledge traditions (such as
banking, insurance, and investment), an actor’s ability to learn new competences, as well
as reducing bureaucracy, and clarifying decision-making and responsibilities. The
participant discussions during the seminar days often related to different practical
challenges in adapting to the new Agile practice, and learning this new way of both
thinking and doing.
At the end of the workshop, all participants were to write and present to the group a
personal report (15-20 pages). The report was to identify a current problem in your own
working environment, and via gathering empirical data from that environment, to
present solutions and your reflections on the problem identified. The different reports
addressed issues relating the Agile practice.
At that time, I was also becoming interested in the Agile practice for managing customer
relations, and decided not only to make this topic the focus of my report for the
workshop, but also central to my dissertation. Hence, my ethnographic research has been
neither conscious nor systematic since I joined the organization in 2008. I interviewed
four people from my own working environment for my workshop report. After the
workshop was completed, the reports was shared among willing participants. Thus, I
have also been able to use the shared personal reports as a source of empirical data for
this study. An overview of these reports is presented in Appendix 4.
4.4 Collecting empirical material
The empirical material for this study has been collected via a combination of three main
methods: 1) participant observations, 2) interviews and informal discussions, and 3)
personal reports and organizational documents.
4.4.1 Being part of what I observe
One of the main methods of collecting empirical material for this study was field
observations, during which field notes were taken and later gathered and transcribed
into a diary.
Field observation is the central cognitive device for an ethnographic study, and there are
two main approaches. The first is non-participant observation, where the researcher
observes the subject from a distance and avoids any interaction. The second is
participant observation, where the researcher interacts and establishes a direct
relationship with the social actors in the (working) environment (Gobo and Molle, 2017:
6). The researcher’s role can thus vary between complete outsider or observer, and
complete insider or participant where the researcher has become or already is a member
of the organization and social setting under study (Bang, 1995: 170).
My role as a researcher may best be described as participant-observer, which means I
have been, more or less, a participant in the situations observed. As an employee of the
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target organization, I recognise that I am part of the social context I am studying. In my
case, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, to separate myself from the social and
intellectual context under examination. This means I shape and am being shaped by the
relationships, interactions, and experiences of the field.
The participant observations conducted for the study have taken place during seminars
and conferences, team meetings, informal discussion sessions, and customer meetings.
These events have been selected as those best suited to the study, given the research
topic. During these observations, I have taken field notes, a research instrument that
describes places, people and events. They are also used to record the researcher’s
emotions, personal reflections, and experiences. They serve as a private record,
document a personal journey, as diaries of our experience. They can also be very personal
texts and therefore difficult to share. Field notes are highly evocative. They constitute
textual memories of field work, and sharing is usually managed and partial (Coffey, 1999:
120-121). The field note texts for my study are inevitably also selective.
Field notes were taken throughout my observations, later transcribed in an ethnographic
diary. I mainly used a notebook to record my observations in the field. They were
recorded mostly in Finnish and Swedish, and documented in an electronic diary using
Microsoft OneNote. I converted that into a pdf per specific event, later inserted into
NVivo (version 11.4.3) software for codification as qualitative research data. In the
translation process from my diary into empirical material in English, I have tried to
convey the meanings as accurately as possible. Some adjustments were, however,
necessary to better ensure anonymity for the organization and informants.
4.4.2 Interviews and informal discussions
Scheduled interviews and informal discussion sessions were documented as empirical
material for this study.
The interviews were semi-structured. For the interview sessions, I had some themes and
initial questions prepared. The discussions did not, however, exactly follow the question
list. The purpose was in fact to create a relaxed atmosphere for discussion between
colleagues, where the interviewees could speak more freely. During the process, I have
recognised that by keeping the discussions less formal, the respondents answer with
what they actually have to say, rather than what they think I want or expect them to say
or what they should be supposed to say. During the field work, I conducted a total of nine
interviews with respondents representing different areas of expertise from our
organization. None of the interviews were audio-recorded to this study. The interviews
were conducted in June 2013 and December 2014.
The informal discussions conducted for this study were not scheduled beforehand. The
documented sessions represent ‘normal conversations’ between colleagues. I acted in my
role as company employee, and later transcribed the discussions in the diary and
reflected on them in the role of academic researcher.
4.4.3 Personal reports and organizational documents
Personal reports and organizational documents were collected as empirical material for
this study.

54

The personal reports were written for the 2013 workshop. At the end of the workshop,
all participants were to write a personal report (15-20 pages), and address issues related
to the Agile practice for managing customer relations. The reports were all written in
Finnish, except for one in Swedish. In the translation process into English, I have tried
to convey the meanings as accurately as possible. Some adjustments were, however,
necessary to better ensure anonymity for the organization and informants.
The organizational documents used as empirical material for this study include public
domain materials, such as the company’s annual reports and financial statements (from
2006-2018). Non-public, internal documents include internal handbooks and risk
policies, software descriptions and manuals, as well as PowerPoint slides and other
seminar materials. New internal articles from the organization’s intranet were also used.
4.4.4 An overview of the empirical data collected
In gathering empirical material for this study, I observed and took field notes from 17
seminars, totalling 91 hours, and 21 team meetings, totalling 27 hours. Appendix 5
summarises some of the central themes of each seminar day, and Appendix 6 some of
the central themes, topics of discussion, and comments from each team meeting. I
conducted a total of nine scheduled, semi-structured interviews with key informants. The
interviews ranged in duration from one hour to one-and-a-half hours, totalling 11 hours.
Appendix 3 presents an overview of the interviews and Appendix 1 lists the interview
questions. I gathered 10 personal reports, amounting to a total of approx. 18o pages.
Appendix 4 summarises some of the central themes, findings, and suggestions from each
report. Finally, the organizational documents, such as internal documents and Annual
Reports, used as empirical material for this study are listed in Appendix 2. An overview
of the empirical data for this study is presented in Table 9.
Source of empirical data

Number and time-frame

Overview

Semi-structured interviews
Observed seminars
Observed meetings

9 (approx. 11 hours)
17 (approx. 91 hours)
21 (approx. 27 hours)

Appendix 3
Appendix 5
Appendix 6

Field notes and documents
Ethnographic diary entries
Personal reports
Internal documents
Annual Reports and Financial Statements

81 (approx. 150 pages)
1o (approx. 180 pages)
32 (approx. 250 pages)
2006-2018 (approx. 1000 pages)

Appendix 4
Appendix 2
Appendix 2

Table 9 Summary of the empirical data for this study

Table 10 presents the key informants for this study, who were mostly colleagues from my
own working environment at our regional branch. They participated in the observed
meetings and seminars, agreed to be interviewed, had taken part in discussions and
client meetings, and contributed with their personal reports. In the presentation of the
empirical results (see Chapter 7), I use non-verbatim quotations from some of these
informants. The role of these informants is more indirect. They were observed and their
actions transcribed in the diary, and quoted in the form of diary entries. Also, some
quotations have been omitted in the writing process. The names of all informants are
aliases, to ensure anonymity, except from myself (Lauri). Given the research objectives,
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the informants play a key role in this study. As noted in earlier studies, it is crucial to
identify the types of informant who are most likely to possess “insider knowledge” of the
research topic (Thomas, 1993: 37).
Alias
Oliver
Noah
Jake
Connor
Amelia
Margaret
Jack
Samantha
James
Liam
Mason
Olivia
Callum
Charlie
Kyle
William

Knowledge Tradition
Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Supervisor
Finance
Finance
Banking
Banking
Insurance
Insurance
Insurance
Investment
Investment
Investment

Job description (title)
Director of Banking Operations
Director of Banking Operations
Director of Non-life Insurance Operations
Director of Non-life Insurance Operations
Director of Non-life Insurance Operations
Director of Wealth Management Operations
Sales Manager, Financial Services
Sales Manager, Financial Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Sales Manager, Non-life Insurance Services
Sales Manager, Non-life Insurance Services
Sales Manager, Non-life Insurance Services
Assets Manager, Investments and Liquidity
Assets Manager, Investments and Liquidity
Private Banker, Wealth and Portfolios

Joe
Sophia
Thomas
Lauri
Reece
Joanne
Ethan
David
Isabella
Lucas
John
Oscar
George
Steven
Richard

Investment
Cash and Payment
Markets
Banking
Finance
Banking
Banking
Banking
Banking
Finance
Banking
Risk Manager
Risk Manager
Supervisor
Analyst

Private Banker, Wealth and Portfolios
Expert, Cash and Payment Transfers
Sales Manager, Market Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Sales Manager, Financial Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Sales Manager, Financial Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Risk Manager, Banking Operations
Risk Manager, Banking Operations
Director of Banking Operations
Business Analyst

Table 10

4.5

Key informants for my study

Analysing the empirical material

A challenge with an ethnographic study, and one that every ethnographer faces, is how
to represent and make comprehensible a large collection of observations of everyday
work and practice (Carlile, 2002: 447). The empirical material refers here, during my
time in the field, to different kinds of spoken and written text generated from the
observations and field notes, interviews, and informal discussions, as well as personal
reports and organizational documents.
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The analysis of the empirical material or the analytical path of this study can by
categorized into four different stages. These four stages are shown in Figure 3.
•

The first stage of data analysis resulted in directing the focus to an Agile practice
and different knowledge traditions inside the organization. The Agile practice
highlights issues such as customer focus, teamwork and cooperation across
knowledge traditions, the ability to learn new competence, reducing bureaucracy,
and clarifying decision-making and responsibilities. This stage of the data analysis
involved mainly internal documents, such as the Agile operating model descriptions,
teamwork model handbooks, job descriptions, and written instructions, rules and
policies. The internal documents for this study are listed in Appendix 2. These kinds
of data tend to tell us how things should be, rather than how they actually are. The
results of this data analysis stage are presented in Chapter 6.

•

The second stage of data analysis resulted in the construction of multiple mini
cases from my empirical study. The analysis was built on empirical illustrations (First
order codes), which in this thesis are based on participant observations, interviews
and informal discussions, personal reports, and my own practical experience and
personal emotions. I participated in various seminars and team meetings where field
notes were taken. These events are listed in Appendices 5 and 6. The personal reports
address issues related to the Agile practice and are listed in Appendix 4.
Patterns (Second order codes) are identified from the empirical illustrations. This is
illustrated in Table 11. Aggregate dimensions (Third order codes) are then identified
from the patterns, as illustrated in Figure 4. The aggregate dimensions can further
be seen as the particulars (instruments of our knowing) in the subsidiary-focal
integrative structure in the power-sensitive view of knowing (See Figure 21).
The mini cases in this study are all linked to the Agile practice, and describe different
dimensions (or themes) related thereto: 1) The implementation of a new ICT tool to
facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing across traditions; 2) The
organizational members’ ability to adopt the Agile practice; 3) The complexity and
inherent contradictions of everyday practice; and, 4) The management actions to
implement the Agile practice. More generally, the mini cases describe how changes
in the culture have taken root in the organization, and expose how things actually
are. The results of this data analysis stage are presented in Chapter 7.

•

The third stage of data analysis resulted in identifying central themes from the
mini cases. The themes were constructed based on the study objectives, to learn more
about professional practice and the dynamics related to working across different
knowledge traditions. The themes identified from the constructed mini cases are: 1)
The limited role of ICT to facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing between
actors from different traditions, 2) The challenging nature of adapting to
organizational change, 3) The sense of actors balancing and struggling between
contradictory logics and conflicting values as part of their everyday work, and 4) The
situatedness and context-dependency of our knowing and our professional practice.
The results of this data analysis stage are presented in the summary section of
Chapter 7 and further discussed in Chapter 8.

•

The fourth stage of data analysis resulted in the constitution of the artistic nature
of our knowing, which I refer to in this study as the art of knowing (the art of
professional practice). This concept is constructed from the central themes and
discussions in chapters 7 and 8. In this context, the art of knowing refers to the
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practitioner’s ability to reflect and make sense of a situation involving uncertainty,
ambiguity, and contradiction. In detail, this involves an act of extending ourselves
into the subsidiary awareness of particulars composing a whole, to recognize the tacit
coefficient, and to liberate ourselves from relations of domination and perceptions of
our own tradition, which may ultimately be to our disadvantage. This concept is
developed in Chapter 8.
Also, this data analysis resulted in answering the study’s research questions: 1) What
are the challenges related to knowledge in organizational life? 2) What are the
elements that characterise power exerted by a knowledge tradition? This is presented
in Chapter 9.

The second
stage
analysis

The first
stage
analysis
An Agile practice
• Customer focus
• Teamwork
• Learn new
competence
• Reducing
bureaucracy
• Clarifying
responsibilities

Figure 3

Four mini cases
• Empirical
illustration (First
order codes)
• Patterns (Second
order codes)
• Aggregate
dimensions (Third
order codes)

My analytical path

The third
stage
analysis
Identidying
central themes
• The limited role of
ICT to facilitate
collaboration
• The challenging
nature of adapting
to organizational
change
• The sense of actors
balancing and
struggling between
contradictory logics
and conflicting
values
• The situatedness
and contextdependency of our
knowing and our
professional
practice

The fourth
stage
analysis
The construction
of the artistic
nature of our
knowing
• The practitioner’s
ability to reflect
and make sense of
a situation
involving
uncertainty,
ambiguity, and
contradiction
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Technical language - Aggregate dimension (Third order code)
Patterns (Second order
codes)
Portfolio reports from ICT

Empirical illustrations (First order codes)

Information about products
and services available

It’s important to get more information on the client’s different income
streams. It would help the job of the account manager, which is to look
after the client’s profitability from an organizational perspective…

The new ICT tool is an easy and efficient way to share information
among members of the expert-team. (Isabella, Banking, personal
report, 2013)

Diary entry, 2.10.2014
Written instructions, rules,
policies, principles, guidelines,
and recommendations for
professional practice

…Besides binding instructions, there are also different kinds of policies,
principles, guidelines, and recommendations. These are also to be
followed. However, in some cases, there may be exceptions if there is a
valid business reason. Even then, individual cases cannot be repeated.
Sometimes these are mixed up, and what’s binding and what can be
deviated from is misjudged. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

Performance and activity
results

…The software also helps create clearer activity reports for the
supervisors, which assists them in monitoring the state and potential
of a client relationship, and which they can use for one-on-one
discussions with the account manager. (Ethan, Banking, personal
report, 2013)

Significant features - Aggregate dimension (Third order code)
Patterns (Second order
codes)
The technical language and
features of the ICT

Empirical illustrations (First order codes)

The service offerings used by
the client, their pricing and
capital requirement

…A major share of FINCOs earnings before tax are generated from
various cash-flow streams from the business client segment. As a result,
customer selection as well as the concentration of resources and
organization of activities become essential matters within our business
client operations.

…The new tool enables closer cooperation between the different experts
working with business clients. It creates an easy and comprehensive
view of the current and potential state of the client, thus facilitating a
focus on doing the right things. It supports an organized, systematic
and proactive way to manage customer relations and have the expertteam do the practical work. The ICT tool provides its users with an easy
way to schedule, plan and monitor their own work, offering new, clear
reports… (Internal document)

Diary entry, 28.11.2018
The clients operating numbers,
rating, and exposures in
relation to the organizations
risk policies

The bank’s profitability is measured in relation to risk-weighted
assets… (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)

The features of becoming both
effective and efficient

It’s important to have the right kind of focus in what we do. We should
focus what we’re doing on the right things, rather than just doing things
right. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)

The capital requirement is established based on the borrower’s credit
rating and expected loss… The better the client’s rating and the lower
the expected loss, the lower the bank’s capital requirement for the
client’s liabilities. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
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According to my own observations, account managers easily spend too
much of their time servicing customers who in terms of their volume
and financial situation do not merit it. The question is of course about
allocating resources and prioritising of the account manager’s time.
(Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
…A central task of leadership is also to ensure that work is both effective
and efficient…
Summarised from internal news article 5.10.2018

Authoritative guides - Aggregate dimension (Third order code)
Patterns (Second order
codes)
The expectations to document
in ICT

Empirical illustrations (First order codes)

The expectations of
continuously learning new
skills

Our customers are becoming more aware of price and quality of service.
Competition and global markets have had the effect that companies
have begun to understand the importance of clients. Organizations
need to focus on knowing their clients better and understanding and
meeting their needs. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)

… A competitive environment emphasises the need for organizations to
proactively and systematically manage their customer relationships,
which in turn highlights the use of the ICT tool in our everyday practice
to document customer related information and client engagement
plans. (David, Banking, personal report, 2013)

A challenge in terms of cooperation is that we don’t learn to see things
from a broader perspective. Instead of thinking and acting as one whole
financial organization, we’re driven by our own functional objectives
and personal sales goals. (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
…Eventually, we all have a responsibility to keep up with the changes.
A tool for change is the ability to learn new skills. Continuous learning
is also essential for every organization that wants to exist in the future.
Since organizations are made up of people, this is something that
affects us all. It is not enough to learn just what your own job
description says. Instead, it is important to ensure the continuous
learning of new skills, and to be aware of maintaining your own marketvalue….
Summarised from internal news article 6.8.2018
The expectations of risk
awareness, risk management
and moderate risk-taking in
every business decision

The financial services industry has in recent times undergone and is
undergoing a number of changes, which affect banks’ short- and longterm operating conditions. The international financial crises have
triggered several changes increasing the sector’s regulation … The
importance of risk management has been and will continue to be
emphasised in the financial sector. Banks will be required to further
develop and analyse their risk management activities in the context of
the current regulatory framework. (Steven, Supervisor, personal
report, 2013)
…An important part of employee skills is managing instructions and
careful documentation as part of their everyday practice as a financial
professional. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

The expectations of
performing and succeeding

…The nature of our work has changed dramatically in recent years.
What I feel is important and meaningful in my job has somehow lost its
meaning. Everything today is about performance. We’ve moved
towards a quarterly economy, where as an employee you’re only as

60

good as your previous quarterly sales figures… (Olivia, Insurance,
27.6.2019)

Bodily clues - Aggregate dimension (Third order code)
Patterns (Second order
codes)
To judge what is the ‘right’ and
relevant information to
document

Empirical illustrations (First order codes)
The ICT tool is confusing and I haven’t started using it yet. Perhaps I
don’t see any value in it yet, because so many others think the same
thing. In the end, it’s all about people, who do the work. The technology
is just a tool to help us do the job and for documentation. (Mason,
Insurance, 12.12.2014)
The ICT tool is sometimes frustrating. It feels ineffective and pointless
to spend time writing and documenting in a system that just a few of us
use. (Charlie, Investment, 12.12.2014)

To evaluate what does the
client expect and value

A good customer experience does not always comprise the same
elements. People are different and some appreciate learning something
new from the contact, getting support for their own ideas, acquiring
some concrete benefit. On the other hand, challenging one another’s
thoughts can lead them to expand their thinking and thereby better
understand the subject matter. Even a debate can be constructive and
result in a pleasant customer experience. (Lucas, Finance, personal
report, 2013)

The personal judgement in the
process of customer selection

The assessment of what constitutes a good and profitable client
relationship is often subjective, a combination of quantitative and
qualitative factors, emphasising different issues. (John, Banking,
personal report, 2013)
First, it is important to consider, evaluate and state what is a ‘good’,
profitable business client for the bank … Targeted customer selection
involves acquiring new and profitable client relationships, but also
quitting some of those that are risky and unprofitable. (John, Banking,
personal report, 2013)
…As an account manager, you need to negotiate with your decisionmakers and reinforce the importance of holding on to clients, especially
those who exhibit real future potential. This results in a satisfactory
outcome for both the decision-makers and customers. (Lucas, Finance,
personal report, 2013)

To explore how we can learn
from each other’s practices

Cooperation between the banking and non-life insurance operations
can only be created through repeated practice, comprising everyday
activities. (Connor, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)
In order to reach the sales goals, our sales managers need to learn how
to network with the banking account manager and also with other
experts in order to find new clients. (Connor, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

Picking up the hidden rules of an art - Aggregate dimension (Third order
code)
Patterns (Second order
codes)
Handling of parallel ICT
systems

Empirical illustrations (First order codes)
…There are many parallel systems we have to use and cope with…
(Amelia, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)
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Once we know how to use the tools properly, and cooperate as a team,
the returns will eventually be greater than the time expended. We
should see it as an investment. At first, we have to spend time and effort
learning the new ways of working, and unlearn our old practices.
Ultimately, we’d have a great opportunity to add more value. Also,
success has a tendency to feed itself.
Diary entry 14.9.2017
To see how a matter fits into a
bigger picture

We have to become better at seeing things from a broader perspective.
Too often we view our client just from our own function, and miss
seeing the client as a whole. Our biggest challenge is that we see our
clients from too narrow a perspective, which leads to our actions being
too narrow. We have to shift from this kind of thinking and acting…
(Charlie, Investment, 12.12.2014)
We should move from a single product or a service-centred focus
towards a more comprehensive view, and to evaluating the whole client
relationship and its development. (Reece, Finance, personal report,
2013)
This work requires an ongoing interaction and sharing of knowledge
between people at the functional level… (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
Ongoing interaction and doing between experts is the basis for effective
cooperation. It will increase our understanding of how others think and
act, which will help build a more complete view of how different things
relate to each other...
Diary entry, 4.11.2014

To analyse and evaluate
customer relations on a set of
both quantitative and
qualitative aspects

The task of assessing what makes for a good and profitable business
customer is neither easy nor simple. The profit derived from a customer
is the result of many different factors. It is often based on future
expectations of the development of the client firm’s business or the
customer relationship. In addition, the profitability factor should, at
some level, include not only the income but also the cost of managing
the customer relationship. (John, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Profitability-thinking based on the gross margin alone is also
insufficient. The mind-set involved in capital requirement
management thus challenges the traditional approach. (Oscar, Risk
Manager, personal report, 2013)
In addition to the credit risk element, customer profitability from a
bank’s perspective comprises a variety of factors, such as the scope of
the services used by the customer, the volume of services used, their
pricing, the capital requirement generated by the customer’s liabilities,
and the time it takes to manage the customer relationship within the
organization. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)

To evaluate the appropriate
surveillance, monitoring and
evaluation of the work
progress

The exhaustive monitoring of the new Sprint practice left employees
feeling pressured and constantly watched, which led to the impression
of a lack of trust. This model, and the management philosophy it
represents, also contrasted deeply with what our supervisor had
previously emphasised…
Diary entry, 18.10.2018
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Submitting to an evolving tradition - Aggregate dimension (Third order
code)
Patterns (Second order
codes)
Submitting to an active use of
ICT

Empirical illustrations (First order codes)

Submitting to the Agile
practice for managing
customer relations

The role of the banking account manager is entering a new phase. The
increasing requirements of documentation require a larger part of the
account manager’s working day, which is time away from the customer.
This as a result will require the account manager to learn to prioritise
activities, which first and foremost means identifying the most
important customers and to be sure that your own time is spent
efficiently. This also means learning how to utilise other experts in
managing customer relationships. That is team-working in which the
account manager should find his own leading role. (John, Banking,
personal report, 2013)

The banking account managers should commit to the Agile practice and
expert-team, and require the other team members (experts) to actively
use the new ICT tool to document and manage customer relationships
in their own work…(David, Banking, personal report, 2013)

The banking account manager has to ensure he/she has a sufficient
network of expertise to get the job done … Delivering high-quality
customer service, and being productive, requires knowing your own
organization and the right co-workers. (Joanne, Banking, personal
report, 2013)
The banking account managers need to become active and committed
to the Agile practice, and take a strong lead in developing expert-team
construction. (Reece, Finance, personal report, 2013)
Submitting to an
organizational culture where
instructions, rules and risk
management are accepted as
part of our work

We should have a culture where instructions and risk management are
accepted as part of our everyday practice. In fact, most work related to
risk management in our organization is done at the very first line of
defence, not by actors representing risk management but by sales staff
and experts. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

Submitting to an evolving
leadership tradition,
empowering teams, and
professionals to take
responsibility

Leadership is a service profession. One of a leader’s most important
tasks is to help create a good employee experience. It improves
productivity and innovation, which has a positive impact on the
customer experience…. It is important to empower teams and
professionals to take responsibility, to think and decide for themselves
how to achieve their goals. The role of the leader is to coach and help
teams and professionals to achieve their goals...
Summarised from internal news article 5.10.2018

Table 11

First and second order codes
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Aggregate dimensions
(Third order codes)

Technical language

Significant features

Authoritative guides

Bodily clues

Picking up the hidden
rules of an art

Submitting to an
evolving tradition

Figure 4

Patterns
(Second order codes)

Related mini case

Portfolio reports from ICT

The ICT tool

Information about products and services available

Adapting to Organizational
Change

Written instructions, rules, policies, principles, guidelines,
and recommendations for professional practice

Competing Traditions

Performance and activity results

Leading Agile

The technical language and features of the ICT

The ICT tool

The service offerings used by the client, their pricing and
capital requirement

Adapting to Organizational
Change

The clients operating numbers, rating, and exposures in
relation to the organizations risk policies

Competing Traditions

The features of becoming both effective and efficient

Leading Agile

The expectations to document in ICT

The ICT tool

The expectations of continuously learning new skills

Adapting to Organizational
Change

The expectations of risk awareness, risk management and
moderate risk-taking in every business decision

Competing Traditions

The expectations of performing and succeeding

Leading Agile

To judge what is the ‘right’ and relevant information to
document

The ICT tool

To evaluate what does the client expect and value

Adapting to Organizational
Change

The personal judgement in the process of customer
selection

Competing Traditions

To explore how we can learn from each other’s practices

Leading Agile

Handling of parallel ICT systems

The ICT tool

To see how a matter fits into a bigger picture

Adapting to Organizational
Change

To analyse and evaluate customer relations on a set of both
quantitative and qualitative aspects

Competing Traditions

To evaluate the appropriate surveillance, monitoring and
evaluation of the work progress

Leading Agile

Submitting to an active use of ICT

The ICT tool

Submitting to the Agile practice for managing customer
relations

Adapting to Organizational
Change

Submitting to an organizational culture where instructions,
rules and risk management are accepted as part of our work

Competing Traditions

Submitting to an evolving leadership tradition, empowering
teams, and professionals to take responsibility

Leading Agile

The aggregate dimensions of the second order codes
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4.6 Presenting in the form of mini cases
In this study, I will present the empirical results of my ethnographic longitudinal study
inside a financial services organization, in the form of four mini cases. The mini cases are
presented in Chapter 7.
According to Winkle Giulioni and Voloshin (2014), the aim with a mini case is to engage
the reader with a compelling storyline, as well as to offer an offbeat and quick way to
capture the reader’s attention and imagination. A mini case can illustrate concepts in a
manageable way, and without losing depth, identifying messy problems to be explored,
while stripping out unnecessary detail (McBride, 2009). In this respect, a mini case
enables others to understand the context in a more holistic way.
Like any good story, a mini case takes the reader from the past to the present, and on to
the future (Parry, 2008). It should be constructed on a strong storyline, reflecting
meaningful past experience and future expectations. Accordingly, a mini case should
begin with an appropriately complex and realistic problem. Next, a ‘rising action’, a series
of events that increase the tension in the story to a point where some further action must
be taken. (Winkle Giulioni and Voloshin, 2014). To capture the storyline, the mini cases
in this study follow a specific structure. First, the introductory part provides an overview
of the case. Second, background information is presented, situating the case in a more
extensive organizational or environmental context. Third, the problem area is described,
identifying challenges related to the specific case. Fourth, I present the actions taken to
respond to the problem. Finally, the main theme and findings are summarised.
A mini case can be considered a powerful learning tool (Winkle Giulioni and Voloshin,
2014), providing an inspiring story or narrative that readers can work towards.
According to Parry (2008; 128), a central feature of autoethnography is its use of a more
artistic style of writing, which can take a variety of forms including personal essays, short
stories, streams of consciousness, and emotive narratives that help communicate the
message to the reader. The mini cases presented in this study can be described as events
of experiences that occurred during my time in the field. Each represents a deeper insight
into, and a way to understand, situations in organizational life. The mini cases are all
linked to the Agile practice, describing how the change in culture has taken root, wherein
I communicate real-life experiences, and a variety of perspectives, reflections, and
emotions, which I believe can impact the reader and enhance our understanding of the
social context of a financial organization. Each mini case can produce its own stream of
conversation, and thus enhance learning (Winkle Giulioni and Voloshin, 2014).
Finally, I use the mini cases to raise some issues that need to be considered in order to
learn more about professional practice and the dynamics related to working across
different knowledge traditions. As described by (McBride, 2009), my intention with the
mini cases is to identify issues and generate questions, rather than offer clean solutions.
4.7

Using abductive reasoning to draw conclusions

My ethnographic study follows abductive reasoning to draw conclusions (Mantere and
Ketokivi, 2013). Abduction refers here to the process of moving from describing
meanings given by people, to categories and concepts that create the basis of an
understanding or explanation of the phenomenon. Abduction can be considered the logic
of exploratory data analysis, which means the study does not aim to test the extant
theories but intends to gain new insights regarding the investigated phenomena and
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extend the extant theory (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). Abduction can be seen as the
process of a systematic combination of theory and empirical data. It starts by building a
pre-understanding through examination of the extant literature. Then, it moves to
finding new explanations through empirical results and relating them to the theory.
Finally, it revisits practice, should the formulated explanations be insufficient. The
abduction approach is well-suited to case studies and ethnographic studies (Alvesson
and Sköldberg, 2008).
My research can be explained as a process of theory and empirical data, where my own
judgment plays a crucial role in interpretation. This research is more a product of
reflexive narratives than explanatory models or theoretical propositions. My abductive
reasoning is highly contextual, so that every act of reasoning takes place in a context. The
conclusions of interpretive research are not just reflections of the author’s own preunderstanding (Mantere and Ketokivi, 2013). During the research process, in trying to
make sense of the organization, I have attempted to remain rigorous yet open to where
the data may take me, and also open to surprise by my own data: seeing myself as a good
detective, following the leads and where they take me, and open to challenging my own
pre-understanding (Van Maanen, 1979).
In considering different styles of theorising, I am more interested in “the big picture”,
narratives, and developing broad arguments showing patterns and connections, rather
than specific casual mechanisms and correlational propositions. With the chosen
research methodology for my study, I aim to contribute to more diversity within
organization and management studies, a field that has been dominated by the
correlational proposition approach to theorising (Delbridge, et al., 2013).
In gathering empirical material for the study, there were several data collection phases
that resulted in several data sets. The process was not systematic. The situations
observed and documented were selected as those best suited to the study, according to
the empirical problem and research subject. During the empirical data analysis phase, I
move back and forth between theory and the empirical data to re-check the literature,
which has further led to new conclusions about the data.
4.8 Ethical foundations of my study
During the research process phases, I as the author must take decisions that impact my
code of ethics (Gobo and Molle, 2017: 139). In ethnographic research, discussions and
debates around ethical dimensions involve issues such as the distinction between public
and private, the status of privacy, harm and exploitation, and risk. Further, there are
ethical dimensions to the relationships we have with the people studied, observed and
interviewed (Coffey, 1999; 74).
As noted earlier, I participated throughout the research process as a full-time member
and employee of the organization in focus. As an employee of the target organization, I
have access to a range of events and have participated in the organizational change
process over a long period of time, which would be very difficult from a university
position. Further, I have over the years of working in the target organization developed
a comprehensive network including both social and professional relations. The
downside, as the author and simultaneously part of the social context under study, is that
it is very difficult to step back in order to detach myself from the social context.
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For these reasons, I considered it important to add a section addressing ethics to further
explain the conflicting role of being both a researcher and a full-time employee. In
addition, I added a discussion considering ethics and anonymity in my study. Further,
my work follows the guidelines of the Finnish Advisory Board on research integrity and
the responsible conduct of research (2012).
4.8.1 The conflicting role of being a researcher and a full-time employee
This type of ethnography requires a high level of long-term personal and emotional
commitment on the part of the researcher. The commitment is not just to the field and
academic scholarship, but also to ourselves to undertake fieldwork that is ethical on our
own terms, for our needs, emotions and personal development (Coffey, 1999: 161). In my
case, writing a doctoral dissertation has been a very long and demanding process of
combining the roles of researcher and employee.
As an employee of the target organization, I recognise it would be very difficult, if not
impossible, to separate myself from the social and intellectual context under
examination. This means I shape and am being shaped by the relationships, interactions,
and experiences of the field. As the author, it is thus very difficult to ‘leave’ the field and
become detached from the social context. The best possible solution in my case has been
to take a total of four months extra leave from work to finish my writing and, hence, be
able to concentrate fully on the research aspect and better mentally detach myself, at
least for a moment, from the work environment.
The key informants for my study have known of the intentions of my research, as well as
my role as both researcher and employee. Throughout the field process, I was upfront
with both the organization and informants about my research role. The informants were
not, however, given complete information on the aims of my research, in order not to
prejudice their decision on whether or not to consent (Gobo and Molle, 2017: 140). As I
have described, the specific research objectives were not entirely clear from the start.
Rather, I started this research with a broad and open question: what happens between
our different business segments of banking, non-life insurance, and wealth management.
The question became more focused during the process.
I also acknowledge that at times my research role may have been very fuzzy or forgotten
in everyday practice. For example, during seminars and meetings people may have seen
me taking notes but not necessarily recognised me in the role of researcher, as I was
simultaneously participating as a company employee, and more specifically in the role of
a banking account manager.
On other occasions, my role was simply that of researcher. For example, I remember
participating in a supervisors’ meeting in the role of observer and researcher. Before the
meeting started, my own supervisor explained to the attendees my purpose in being there
in the role of researcher. However, in my own experience, at this particular meeting as
well as overall, that knowledge had no visible influence on people’s behaviours.
4.8.2 Anonymity in my study
There are two central areas of anonymity in my study, related to the target organization
and the research subjects. My aim throughout the thesis has been, to the best of my
ability, to protect the organization and key informants (in this case my own colleagues)
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from identification. In other words, my ethical foundation is built on my intention of
‘doing no harm’ to those involved in my study (Miles et al., 2014: 61). As an ethnographer,
I have a responsibility not only to protect research participants from harm, but also to
respect their rights (Gobo and Molle, 2017: 139).
First, I have aimed to protect the anonymity of the target organization by withholding
specific information such as name, history, specific locations, and statistical data (in the
form of precise numbers), that would lead to identification. The target organization will
be referred to as FINCO in this study. Second, I have protected individuals by using
aliases. In this way, I have tried to maintain both the anonymity of and confidentiality
for the research participants. This applies to all individuals’ names in this study, except
for myself. In an ethnographic study, the one participant I cannot hide is myself as the
researcher, and employee of the target organization.
4.9 A summary of the methodology
In this chapter, I have discussed the ontological and epistemological approaches, and
described my ethnographic longitudinal study processes. The methodological approach
provides an alternative way in which to study organizations. Employing a critical realist
autoethnography enables an exploration beyond and below the surface appearance of
organizational strategies and practice. Also, to study the underlying issues often
associated with power structures, that actors may or may not be conscious of, yet have
an influence on the production of social reality. Thus, this approach has the potential to
provide a better understanding of professional practice and the dynamics related to
working across different knowledge traditions.
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5

WORKING IN THE FINANCIAL SERVICES SECTOR

This chapter provides an overview of the financial services sector, presents the case
organization, anonymised here as FINCO, and acts as an introduction to chapters 6 and
7 that detail the results of my ethnographic longitudinal study.
5.1

The financial services sector in turmoil

The financial services sector is in turmoil and FINCOs position reflects this. An overview
of megatrends and phenomena reshaping the financial sector is presented in Table 12.
Customers’ changing behaviour and increasing expectations for services, along with globalizing
competition, accelerating technologies, economic transformation, and changing demographics,
are some of today’s trends and phenomena reshaping the financial services sector. The financial
sector is expected to be faced with a strong need for change in the coming years. (Summarised
from FINCOs Annual Report 2017.)

Moreover, the global financial crises that started in 2007 triggered several changes in
and increased the regulation and supervision of the sector, for instance, regarding capital
adequacy and solvency. These changes constraining the financial industry drive
organizations towards specialization and becoming more efficient and profitable.
The international financial crisis triggered several changes in the sector’s regulation in the EU. The
emphasis on risk awareness and risk management has changed significantly. For example, the
development of capital adequacy regulation for credit institutions, new solvency rules, as well as
international financial inspection and supervision. Increasing regulation and supervision
standards constraining the financial industry drive organizations towards specialization of their
activities. (Summarised from FINCOs Annual Report 2017.)

Further, the financial institutions in Finland have an important role to play.
The financial institutions in Finland have an important role in supporting the operating
fundamentals of Finnish companies. The business sector plays a vital role in the Finnish economy,
and for its future economic growth and employment. (Summarised from FINCOs Annual Report
2017.)

The financial crisis has also left the sector operating with historic lows in interest rates.
Figure 5 shows the GDP, export, and import annual volume change % in Finland from
2006 to 2016. Further, Figure 6 shows the monthly average of the 12 months Euribor
rate from January 2008 to August 2017.
In 2009, the world economy drifted into its deepest recession in decades, which also had an effect
on Finnish trade and the national economy. The financial crisis coming to its peak in 2008 spread
worldwide through a lack of confidence in financial markets and through international trade. In
Finland, GDP growth in 2009 (-8.3%) was one of the poorest ever experienced. Since the financial
crisis in 2009, the euro area has experienced historic lows in interest rate levels. The Euribor rate
remained negative in year 2017. (Summarised from FINCOs Annual Report 2017.)

All in all, these environment changes have challenged the financial organizations and
their top management and boards to review and reshape their strategies. This issue has
also been noted by previous studies in the field (e.g., Ritakallio, 2016).
Traditional financial earnings are expected to decrease as a result of the digitalization
and globalization of markets. In the future, alongside traditional competition from other
banks and insurance companies, financial services are expected to be provided also by
international technology companies, such as Google, Apple, Facebook, and Alibaba. In
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addition, smaller fintech firms are creating new services and products, challenging the
traditional financial services providers. How exactly this competition is going to affect
the financial services industry is yet to be seen. For a traditional financial organization,
it is, however, important to be able to adapt to these market changes. Ultimately, the
pace of change in customer behaviour will be decisive. Technology will be able to
complete a lot of the traditional daily work. In the financial services sector, this has
already been and will continue to be an ongoing trend; for example, in the development
of internet and mobile banking customer and consumer services. In fact, a major part of
financial services is digitally produced, which also puts pressure on traditional financial
organizations to reduce their local branch networks. These organizations have succeeded
in reducing the time spent on loan applications considerably during the last 20 years,
due to technological development and analytics (Ritakallio and Vuori, 2018).
This development has, and will further drive financial organizations to think of new ways
of doing business, and on what people in organizations should focus. The value of
customer service will not disappear, but it will certainly take new forms in the future.
More aggressive use of technological solutions may be required for lower-margin
products to improve organizational profitability. At the same time, however, there is an
increasing need for the personal touch and service quality at the higher end.
Globalization and technological development facilitate entries for new competition, enabling
newcomers’ new ways of doing business and operating digitally in the financial market. In 2018,
regulation will open up bank customers’ data to third parties, which will make it possible for nonfinancial industries to enter the sector. In the future, alongside traditional competition from other
banks and insurance companies, financial services are expected to be provided also by
international technology companies. Customers become more demanding and expect a smooth
and easy service experience, as well as more complete service solutions (Summarised from
FINCOs Annual Report 2017.)

The financial sector represents an industry where traditional product differentiation has
been exceptionally difficult. Ensuring a high-end customer experience, via features such
as new digital solutions, service quality, and customer relationship management, can
thus become an important competitive factor for the service providers. Customer
selection, the concentration of resources, and organizing activities are, thus, important
strategic issues for financial organizations.
Prior academic research shows that relationship management is an important element
for financial organizations operating in the business client segment. The studies have
emphasised that in order to build stronger relationships, organizations need to
understand how to retain existing customers and increase their loyalty to the
organization (Lam and Burton, 2006; Lam et al., 2009). Inappropriate relationship
management, on the other hand, appears to be a key contributor towards clients
switching their service provider. This suggests that the existing relationship influences
the customer’s decision on whether to increase or decrease usage, and that influences the
share of wallet. Effective relationship management therefore has the potential to increase
both share of wallet and customer retention (Lam and Burton, 2006).
In their study, Lam et al. (2009) present three factors that are important predictors of
customer loyalty: pricing, service quality, and developing sustained social bonds with the
customers. Another factor central to customer loyalty is the relationship investment,
which can be characterised either by the length of the relationship and/or a strong
relationship with one or more individuals between the customer and supplier. Moreover,
business customers are more likely to share information (e.g., their potential financial
needs), if the financial services organization has maintained a good relationship with
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them, and if it can respond by customising services or providing offerings that deliver
‘more’ value to the customer (Lam and Burton, 2006).
Further, financial organizations should develop products or services that account for
their customers’ needs for “one-stop shopping”. Yet, a lack of employee knowledge has
been identified as a barrier to the effectiveness of cross-selling. There appears to be a
conventional barrier between different financial services functions (e.g., banking,
finance, cash and payment transfer, investments, insurance, markets). A key element in
cross-selling initiatives is, as a result, to increase the employee’s knowledge of the
different products and services offered, and the integration of knowledge between
different specializations. Professionals inside the organization are perceived as
trustworthy, thus increasing customer retention and the number of cross-selling
opportunities. For a financial organization, the mission is not just to provide different
products but also to deliver locational convenience, satisfactory convenience of one-stop
shopping, as well as firm expertise and reputation worthy of the customers’ trust (Liu
and Wu, 2007).
Networking and alliance formation (between banks and insurance companies) has been
a growing trend in the financial industry in the past decade, also in the financial services
sector in Finland. The forces driving this trend are narrowing profit margins in those
companies, striving for new sources of income by cross-selling, and effectivity enacted
by closer alliance structures (Voutilainen, 2005; 2006).
Findings from earlier studies of cross-sectoral selling of banking and insurance services,
and cross-buying behaviour among business customers, show the use of multiple banks
as the norm, whereas insurances are predominantly purchased from a single provider.
Further, the findings show that SME customers appear to prefer using separate,
independent providers for their banking and insurance services. The main factors
limiting the willingness to cross-buy are identified as unfavourable pricing of the total
offering, image conflicts, and an absence of customer loyalty programs. Further, the
findings highlight that in bank selection, personal relationships and customer
orientation are clearly valued over the cost of financing, whereas, in contrast, the
competitive price and content of the insurance coverage are identified as key factors in
the choice of insurer, and thus much more carefully evaluated than relationship-related
issues. As a result, the studies suggest that financial services providers, in order to be
successful in their share of customer wallet (to cover both banking and insurance
services), should develop their cross-selling concepts by creating customer loyalty
programs that would reward customers according to the use of multiple products in their
portfolio (Mäenpää and Voutilainen 2011; Mäenpää 2012).
The financial organizations, as identified by Puustinen (2013), need to take a new
approach in their service logic, going beyond the financial product towards delivering
more comprehensive solutions including service quality and knowledge. This involves
knowing the customer and their needs, as well as an ability to proactively predict and act
on these needs. The financial product should thus be seen more as a tool or channel to
deliver the service or solution to the customer, which has value in the customer’s process,
too. The view of this logic is that value is not created in the organization’s own processes,
but in the interaction with the customer, where the organization’s resources and
processes are integrated with those of the customer.
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Megatrends

Impact

Globalisation of competition

Increasing competition
Possible entry of new competitors
Increases interdependency in capital markets
Increases global systemic risk
Increasing political uncertainty and geographical tensions in the
operating environment

Acceleration of technological
development

Increases data’s importance and business value
Accelerates industries’ lifecycles
Opens up entry of new competition
Enables newcomers operating only digitally
Enables new ways of doing business in the financial markets
Drives the change in customer behaviour
Enables cost-efficient 24/7 multichannel services

Demographic change and
urbanisation

Aging population as a result of lengthening life expectancy
Continuing urbanisation
Increasing role of the financial sector to protect prosperity
Increasing need to provide health care services and services for senior
citizens

Fiscal consolidation and
greater regulation

Efforts to control and reduce debt as well as the need for fiscal
adjustment are slowing economic growth
The requirement to balance the economy increases the need for
structural reforms
Adjusting to the new international regulations and operating
environment increases the need to strengthen the capital base and
solvency, and liquidity
More attention is needed on transparency and consumer protection

Sustainable development
and responsibility

Limited natural resources and climate change underline resource
efficiency
Emphasis on sustainable development is creating opportunities for
responsible business
Stakeholders require more transparent and responsible activity

Table 12

Megatrends and phenomena reshaping the financial sector
(selected from Annual Reports)

5.2

FINCO: a general introduction

The target firm in focus for my study is a financial services organization located in
Finland. Financial services are provided for both private customers and households, as
well as for corporate and institutional customers. The main three financial business
segments today are banking, non-life insurance, and wealth management. The
organization is anonymised in this study as FINCO.
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5.2.1 Organization structure and strategy
The organization is made up of local branches operating regionally around Finland, and
the central organization located in Helsinki. The corporate bank operates nationally. The
organization structure is illustrated in Figure 7.

Banking
Private customers and
households
Small- and medium-sized
enterprises

Service and steering
Product and service
development

Banking
Corporate and institutional
customers

Figure 7

LOCAL BRANCHES
Non-life insurance
Private customers and
households

CENTRAL ORGANIZATION
Risk management
Finance and treasury
HR

CORPORATE BANK
Non-life insurance
Small- and medium-sized
enterprises
Corporate and institutional
customers

Wealth management
Private customers and
households
Small- and medium-sized
enterprises

Customer experience and
communication
Internal audit
Legal services

Wealth management
Corporate and institutional
customers

Organization structure (modified from Annual Reports)

The company’s strategy is based on long-term business development, customer service
activities, and continuous renewal. By means of a strong capital base and efficiency, the
company’s mission is to create sustainable security and well-being for its customers and
operating regions. The core values are a genuine concern for people, both customers and
co-workers; the responsibility to operate locally, regionally and nationally; to build
professional skills in delivering high quality, expertise, and service reliability; and
building on long-term customer relationships based on mutual trust. (Annual Reports)
The financial sector is undergoing a transformation where customers have more options,
their expectations are changing, and the traditional industry boundaries are becoming
more blurred. The transition from a traditional product-focused philosophy to a
customer-focused approach is at the core of the strategic renewal. Customers’ increasing
expectations and changes in their behaviour encourage the creation of solutions where
the focus is shifted from individual products towards customer-driven offerings. (Annual
Reports)
FINCOs key focus in HR is the renewal and development of competence, and the
management and organizational culture. The company’s organizational culture is based
on strong values and the spirit of continuous renewal and reform. Highly skilled and
motivated employees are a success factor, enabling the challenges of a changing
operational environment to be met. The personnel is offered annual performance and
career development reviews. Competence development involves providing new
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challenges and learning opportunities in present work or through career opportunities
in the whole organization. It occurs primarily through knowledge-sharing, and by
deepening understanding through various interactive situations and networks. In
addition, local employee sessions as well as video and online study solutions provide
occasions for learning. Work ability is ensured by personnel surveys conducted every two
years. The results of the 2017 personnel survey were good, and suggested that FINCOs
key success factors are customer focus, confidence in the future, and value-based
performance. (Annual Reports)
5.2.2 Economic development
From 2006 to 2017, the company’s loan portfolio increased on average by 6.9% per year,
and total assets on average by 8.0% per year. Since 2006, the loan portfolio and total
assets have more than doubled. The growth of the loan portfolio has been above the
market average. Meanwhile, the quality of the loan portfolio has remained good, and loan
losses very low. The financial crisis saw the near collapse of the global financial system.
Market value swings and higher risk premiums spread a lack of confidence in financial
markets, and the equity markets plunged by record proportions. In 2008, the company’s
earnings fell to around one-third of the year before, due the unstable economic
environment, and the earnings level of 2007 was not reached again until 2015. The
company’s economic development has been positive in recent years. Earnings have
strengthened by a growth in income on a broad basis, covering each business segment of
banking, non-life insurance, and wealth management. Due to strong results, the
company’s capital base (CET1 ratio) has also strengthened. Meanwhile, the return on
equity (ROE) ratio has remained below the level prior to the financial crisis. An overview
of the development of key figures is presented in Figure 8 (Annual Reports)
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From 2006 to 2017, FINCO grew the proportion of its shared customers (banking and
non-life insurance) from 20% to 40% of the total. Among private customers, the
proportion of shared customers at the end of 2017 was 43%. Among business customers
this development was more moderate. The proportion of shared business customers in
2006 was 11% compared with 17% at the end of 2017. An overview of the development of
the proportion of shared customers is presented in Figure 9.
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5.2.3 Business segments
FINCO has three main business segments: banking, non-life insurance, and wealth
management. It provides financial services to both private customers and households, as
well as to corporate and institutional customers. Although banking has traditionally
been, and still is, the organization’s strongest business segment (measured by earnings
before tax), its share of total earnings has declined in recent years. From 2012 to 2017,
there was clear growth in each business segment, measured by loans and deposits
(banking), non-life insurance premium revenues (non-life insurance), and assets under
management (wealth management). An overview of the financial development of the
different business segments is presented in figures 10 and 11. (Annual Reports)
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5.2.3.1

Banking

Banking is the company’s largest business segment, providing private and business
customers with an extensive and comprehensive range of products and services. Banking
services to private customers include daily banking, loans, savings, and investments.
Banking services to business customers include financing, payment transaction and cash
management services, investment services, and expert services related to business
development. The business customers range from SMEs to large corporations and
institutions.
Banking’s share of total earnings in 2017 was approximately 59%. From 2012 to 2017,
the loan portfolio increased on average by 4.8% per year, and deposits on average by
5.2% per year. At the end of 2017, the share of business loans (including corporate and
housing corporation loans) of the total loan portfolio was approximately 55%, and
housing loans 45%. An overview of the development of the loan portfolios is presented
in Figure 12. (Annual Reports)
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5.2.3.2 Non-life insurance
FINCO provides its private and business customers with a diverse range of
comprehensive insurance solutions and services. The key insurance lines to private
customers include motor vehicle, home and other property polices, as well as personal
insurance, such as accident, health, and travel polices. For business customers, the
insurance solutions and risk management services provided seek to protect customers’
business continuity, support employees’ working ability, and help to create a safe
working environment. The key insured objects include assets such as cargo, vehicles, and
property, as well as the entrepreneurs themselves, and the customer company’s staff.
FINCO highlights responsibility in its non-life insurance business. This means protecting
customers against risk and optimizing solutions individually for each customer, as well
as ensuring that each customer is sufficiently aware of the risks involved.
The non-life insurance share of total earnings in 2017 was approximately 19%. From
2012 to 2017, insurance premium revenue increased on average by 5.0% per year. At the
end of 2017, insurance premium revenues from business customers was approximately
43%, and from private customers around 57%. An overview of the development of the
insurance premium revenues is presented in Figure 13. (Annual Reports)
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5.2.3.3 Wealth management
Wealth management services facilitate savings and investment needs for both private
and business customers, providing an extensive range of savings and investment
services, including a wide range of mutual funds in various asset classes and market
areas. Portfolio management of these funds is enacted party by FINCO itself and partly
by its international partners. Services for assets and wealth management customers
include liquidity management, advisory investment management and private banking,
risk reporting, as well as portfolio analyses including forecasts and recommendations,
and reports on macroeconomics, stock markets, industries, and companies. FINCO
stresses sustainable and responsible investment policies in its business operations. This
means, for example, that the investment activities are guided by international principles
and exclude certain industries and companies.
Wealth management’s share of total earnings in 2017 was approximately 22%. From
2012 to 2017, assets under management increased on average by 11.7% per year. An
overview of the development of the total assets under management is presented in Figure
14. (Annual Reports)
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5.2.4 Risk management
The company’s mission and core values, together with the strategic and financial targets
underpinned by a strong capital base, constitute the basis for risk management.
The strategy outlines the organization’s risk appetite and risk management priorities.
The purpose of risk management is to help meet the targets set in the strategy. This is
achieved by controlling that risks are proportional to risk-bearing capacity. Seeking
growth above the market average within moderate risk-taking policy requires control
and reliance on strong risk management. Thus, risk management needs to be part of the
daily business and its management. Risk awareness and a moderate risk-taking approach
are therefore involved and reflected in every business decision.
One aspect of risk management in banking is that a borrower’s repayment capacity is a
key prerequisite for loan approval, which is in the interest of both the customer and the
banker. Lending to customers is evaluated on a holistic basis. Financing is guided by
ethical principles and guidelines, as well as regulations related to good lending practices
and the recommendations of the Financial Supervisory Authority. Responsible lending
to private customers is based on a thorough analysis of the customer’s debt-servicing
capacity, determining the appropriate loan size and explaining the risk in an
understandable way to the customer. Financing for business customers is further based
on recognizing and analysing the social and environmental effects of the finance project.
Risk awareness and risk-taking are reflected in every business decision in the
organization’s daily work. Thus, it also becomes an important part of the corporate
culture. In-depth customer knowledge and customer selection, as well as building
customer relationships on a long-term basis, are central to responsible risk management,
and provide the framework for daily business.
Risk associated with the organization’s three business segments differs in terms of
weight. Central risks in banking are credit risks, structural interest rate and funding
risks, and liquidity risks. In non-life insurance, central risks comprise interest rate and
other market risks. Compliance risks and life insurance market risks are highlighted in
wealth management. At the same time, operational risks apply to all three business
segments (see Table 13 for a detailed description of the most significant risks). The three
business segments present the organization with significant risk diversification, and at
the same time, the role of various concentration risks will increase.
The organization’s risk management is based on three lines of defence. The first is the
operational risk management applied within business operations, which controls risk
decisions and monitors risk exposure. The second is risk management independent of
operational business. And the third line of defence involves centralized internal auditing,
which audits and assesses risk management performed by the whole organization.
(Annual Reports)
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Type of risk

Risk description

Risk management tools

Strategic risk

Risk caused by changes in the operating
environment
Slow reaction to changes, poor choice of
strategy, or poor strategy
implementation.

Analysing risks while drawing upon
the strategy
Proactive and systematic monitoring
and analysing of the changes in the
operating environment
Analysing developments in different
sectors and market areas, and in the
competition
Regular planning, based on analyses
and forecasts of customer future
needs

Operational risk

Risk of financial loss or other damaging
consequences caused by poor or failed
processes, procedures or systems, or
external factors.
Operational risks also include
procedural and model risks related to
ICT, security and data security.

Ensure that control and management
tools to identify and assess
operational risks are effective and
adequate.

Compliance risk

A risk caused by non-fulfilment of
external regulation, internal policies or
procedures, or ethical principles in
customers relations.

Compliance risk management is part
of internal control and good
management practice, and the
corporate culture.
Management tools include
monitoring legislative development,
providing operative guidelines,
training and consulting based on
regulation, and supervision to ensure
procedures applied in the
organization are consistent with the
regulations.

Reputational risk

Risk of diminishing reputation or trust
caused by negative publicity or poor
fulfilment of some other risk.

Reputational risk is managed by
complying with regulation, deploying
good practices and business ethics,
and by emphasising transparency of
operations and communication
proactively in the long term.

Credit risk

Risk of a counterparty failing to fulfil its
obligation arising from a debt
relationship. Probability of default - the
borrower fails to meet a loan obligation.

Credit risk management is based on
good customer knowledge, strong
professional skills, and
comprehensive documentation.
Effective credit approval process on a
daily basis plays a key role in the
management of credit risks.
Credit risk is managed through
careful customer selection, use of
collateral, and financial covenants;
special lending terms and condition.

Market risk

Risk of loss resulting from changes in
interest rates, pricing, volatility, and
market liquidity in the financial
markets.
Market risk associated with banking is
interest rate risk that arises when a

Interest rate risk in banking is
managed by the choice of borrowing
and lending products, and the terms
and conditions offered. Interest rate
risk is also managed by limits and
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change in interest rates affects net
interest income.
Market risk associated with investment
refers to a loss that arises when market
prices change unfavourably for the
investor. In the insurance business,
interest rate risk associated with
insurance liabilities arises when
changes in interest rates affect the
present value of insurance liabilities.

control limits, and by derivatives for
hedging purposes.
Management tools related to market
risk associated with investments
include sufficiently diversifying the
investment portfolio across assets
with varying risk levels.
Interest rate risk associated with
insurance liabilities can be managed
by various investment instruments
and derivative contracts.

Liquidity risk

Liquidity risk includes funding liquidity
risk, structural funding risk, and
concentration risk.
Funding liquidity risk refers to
difficulty in meeting current and future
cash flow and collateral needs.
Structural funding risk refers to
refinancing risk arising when long-term
lending is financed by funding at
shorter maturities.
Funding concentration risk refers to
where liabilities or assets, or both, are
concentrated with respect to
counterparties, instruments, or market
segments.

The liquidity position is managed
through proactive planning of the
funding structure, risk limits and
control limits. Close monitoring of the
liquidity status, a well-balanced
liquidity buffer, and planning and
management of the daily liquidity
status also play an important role in
liquidity management.

Non-life
insurance risk

Non-life insurance risk includes risk of
loss or damage. Risk of loss or damage
occurs when there is an above-average
number of losses, or they are
exceptionally large.

Management tools for non-life
insurance risk involve risk selection
and pricing, acquisition of
reinsurance cover, monitoring claims
expenditure, and analysing insurance
liabilities.

Life insurance
risk

Life insurance risk includes biometric
risk, customer behaviour risks, and
expense risk.
Biometric risk occurs when claims paid
out are higher, or for a longer period,
than expected.
Customer behaviour risk means early
termination of insurance premium
payment or an insurance contract.
Expense risk refers to where incurred
insurance contract management
expenses differ from those estimated in
rating.

Management tools for life insurance
risk include careful premium rating
and selection of exposure and
reinsurance.
Management of risk also includes
diversifying between different
insurance types, and reinsurance of
major individual risk and
concentrations.
Customer behaviour risk is managed
through a competitive product range
and suitable product structure, as well
as by incentives and sanctions in the
insurance terms and conditions.

Concentration
risk

Risk of excessive concentration on
individual customers, products, lines of
business, maturity periods,
geographical areas.

Management of concentration risk is
closely related to other risk
management, including tools such as
limits, maximum allocations,
diversification, and economic capital
requirement.

Table 13 Most significant risks (selected from Annual Reports)
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5.3

Summary

In this chapter, I have provided an overview of the financial services sector in general,
and a presentation of the case organization in focus in this study. The target organization
is anonymised as FINCO. The chapter presents the broad context of this study. It also
serves as an introduction to the following chapters, where the results of my ethnographic
longitudinal study will be presented and analysed in greater depth.
The financial services sector, as described in this chapter, is in turmoil. Increasing
expectations of services, and the change in customer behaviour, along with the
globalization of competition, acceleration of technologies, transformation of economies,
and demographic changes, are amongst today’s trends and phenomena reshaping the
sector. Moreover, the global financial crises that started in 2007 have triggered several
changes in the sector’s regulation and supervision regarding, for instance, capital
adequacy and solvency. The emphasis on risk awareness and risk management has, thus,
changed notably since the financial crises, and the sector has experienced historic lows
in interest rates. Nevertheless, Finland’s financial institutions have an important role in
supporting the operating fundamentals of the country’s companies and business sector,
which play a vital role in the Finnish economy and its future economic growth and
employment.
FINCO, the target organization in focus in this study, is a financial services company
located and with firm roots in Finland. It provides financial services for both private
customers and households, and for corporate and institutional customers. The
company’s three main business segments are banking, non-life insurance, and wealth
management. Measured by earnings before tax, banking is, and has traditionally been,
the organization’s strongest business segment. In terms of conventional measures, such
as the development of profitability (earnings before tax), the capital base (CET 1 ratio),
and business growth (loan portfolio and total assets), FINCO can be described as a
successful organization. The proportion of shared customers (banking and non-life
insurance) is high among private customers, compared with that of the business
customer segment. The company’s strategic objective and focus is to develop its products
and services, and digital solutions. Further, to ensure regional coverage of financial
services to diverse customer groups. The human resource focus lies on the renewal and
development of competence, management, and organizational culture. Moreover,
FINCO focuses on maintaining a strong capital base to ensure business continuity, and
on transparency and customer-oriented practice.
The presentation in this chapter of the financial services sector and the case organization
has involved empirical material found in the public domain, such as the company’s
Annual Reports and Financial Statements from the period 2006-2018. Moving on to the
next two chapters, the presentation will focus on empirical material drawn from some of
the company’s internal documents, and from participant observations, interviews and
informal discussions amassed over many years of working in the target organization.
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6

KNOWLEDGE TRADITIONS AND AN AGILE PRACTICE

This chapter begins with a presentation of the different knowledge traditions in the
organization, which form part of my study. Further, I present the Agile practice for
managing customer relations, which is the overall focus of this study.
6.1

Presenting different knowledge traditions

My ethnographic study enables the identification of different competing traditions.
Originating from different groups of individuals, I have identified the two main
competing traditions, professional and organizational. The actors located in these
traditions are in the focus of my study, and I have positioned myself in the banking
(account manager) tradition, which is part of the professional tradition.
The professional tradition refers here to the actors responsible for and expert in the
provision of different financial services to the customers. These actors are the primary
income generators for the organization, the points of contact between the organization
and its customers, and those who know the customers best. In this respect, the concept
of tradition is dissimilar to that of an organizational function or team. Within the
professional tradition, different (sub) traditions can be identified, each representing
different financial expertise.
The organizational tradition refers here to the actors responsible for the organization’s
risk management activities, and for various management and supervisory activities.
These actors control the bank’s risk decision-making, monitor its risk exposure, and
ensure that risks are proportional to risk-bearing capacity. Also, they lead activities
within certain business segments or functions in the organization towards a defined goal
within a given frame of reference and with specified resources.
The different knowledge traditions identified in this study are presented in Table 14. The
table shows the two main competing traditions, and how the different (sub) traditions
are positioned within them. This gives us in a sense an overview of the ‘playing field’ and
social context of the study. It indicates the tension between breadth and specialist depth
in relation to practice and competence. The overview displays the inherent
contradictions in play in terms of performativity, such as risk management, surveillance,
and control versus customer experience, empowerment, and professional freedom. In
the next section, I provide a more detailed description of the different traditions and the
practices within them.

Table 14

Professional tradition

Organizational tradition

Analyst
Business analysts

Controller
Risk managers

Experts
Experts in financial services

Supervisor
Team leaders

Different knowledge traditions
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6.1.1 The professional tradition
The professional tradition refers here mainly to the expert actors responsible for
providing the customers with different financial services. Within the professional
tradition, different (sub) traditions can be identified, each representing different
expertise. An overview of the expert traditions is presented in Table 15.
6.1.1.1

Experts (experts of financial services)

Banking (account manager)
I have positioned myself in the Banking (account manager) tradition. As a banking
account manager for our corporate customers, I am responsible for tracking the quality
and profitability of a client portfolio, to attain and maintain key client relationships. I
also play a central role in ensuring that the client is being provided with a comprehensive
and diversified range of our financial solutions, with the help of other experts. As a
banking account manager, my own expertise centres around different financial solutions
for e.g. business growth, mergers and acquisitions, including short- and long-term
capital needs. This involves product knowledge of, for example, corporate loans, credit
accounts, and bank guarantees.
As a banking account manager, I build a credit proposal for decision-making, a process
wherein I also construct my personal judgement on a particular client case. Business
clients and larger firms with corporate exposures in capital adequacy measurement are
subject to our expert-rating model. Organizing an expert-rating proposal involves
collecting and analysing client data and storing them in the ICT systems. This
information includes data in the form of the financial statements, business forecasts, and
client firm’s plans. Further, it is essential to articulate the in-depth knowledge of the
business client, its business environment, and the client relationship, which does not
appear in the other data. This knowledge is usually most familiar to account managers,
whose role is to be the primary contact between the organization and the customer.
Finance (sales manager)
The expertise of a finance sales manager centres on financial solutions, such as
optimization of the financial structure, managing network risks, and protecting buyers’
risk. This involves product knowledge such as vehicle financing and leasing, sales
financing, as well as accounts receivable financing and selling accounts receivable.
Investment (wealth manager)
An investment wealth manager’s expertise centres on managing assets and cash funds,
investment diversification, and evaluation of strategic objectives. This involves product
knowledge of such as money market investment, mutual funds and bonds, and
investment through insurance and pension insurance.
Insurance (sales manager)
The expertise of an insurance sales manager centres on the identification and evaluation
of different strategic and operational risks, and work and personnel ability risks. This
involves product knowledge of such as corporate and property insurance, as well as
person, health and well-being insurance.
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Markets (sales manager)
The expertise of a markets sales manager centres on managing market risk, financial risk
and currency risks. This involves product knowledge of, for instance, OTC shares, and
interest rate and foreign currency derivatives.
Cash and payment transfer (sales manager)
The expertise of a cash and payment sales manager centres on different payment
transactions and cash management activities. This involves knowledge on different kinds
of tools for managing domestic and international incoming and outgoing payments, as
well as electronic services and business cards.
Banking

Finance

Investment

Insurance

Markets

Managing
business growth,
financial
solutions for e.g.
mergers and
acquisitions,
short- and longterm capital
needs
Optimization of
payment terms

Optimization of
financial
structure
Managing
network risks,
and protecting
buyers’ risk

Managing
assets, cash
funds, and
effective
investment
diversification
Evaluation of
strategic
objectives, and
advisory
investment
management

Identification
and evaluation
of strategic and
operational
risks, work and
personnel ability
risks

Managing
market risk,
financial risk,
and currency
risks

Corporate loans
Credit account
Guarantees
supporting
agreements

Vehicle
financing
Leasing
Sales financing
Accounts
receivable
financing
Selling accounts
receivable

Money market
investments
Mutual funds
Bonds
Investing
through
insurance
Pension
insurance

Corporate and
property
insurance
Personal, health
and well-being
insurance

OTC shares,
interest rate and
foreign currency
derivatives

Table 15

6.1.1.2

Cash &
payment
Payment
transactions and
cash
management

Tools for
managing
domestic and
international
payments
Electronic
services
Electronic
services and
cards

Overview of expert traditions (summarised from internal document)

Analysts (business analyst)

The analysts referenced here are the business analysts responsible for the customerrating proposal for the rating decision, using the data and materials provided by the
account manager. The issues affecting the credit rating are presented in Table 16.
All customers with exposures must have a valid credit rating. To make credit decisions, the
customer must have a valid and up-to-date credit rating. The customer’s rating must also be
reviewed at least once a year. In expert ratings, the responsibilities overarching the business units
and risk management are separated. The business analysts’ job is to objectively propose a (stable)
credit rating that reflects the correct debt-servicing ability of the customers and the probability of
default. The customer credit rating is re-evaluated at least every 12 months. The credit rating
proposal is constructed using a model designed specifically for medium- and large-sized profit
seeking companies engaged in productive or commercial activities. The internal credit rating
categories follows a 20-step scale that follows the scale also used by international rating agencies.
In certain situations, the rating generated by the model used is unreliable. The credit rating is then
subjected to an override, where the analyst proposes a weakening or improvement of the credit
rating generated. There must always be a motivated reason for an expert override. The credit rating
decision is then made by an independent rating decision-maker from risk management in
situations where the rating has been subject to an expert review or override. (Summarised from
internal document)
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Issues under surveillance in the credit rating process
•
The company is a start-up or spin-off
•
A change in company ownership, merger or acquisition, that affects the company’s capital
structure
•
A dramatic change has occurred, or is likely to occur, in the company’s business, business
environment, or in its debt-servicing ability and repayment capacity
•
The reliability of the company’s financial statement or other financial information is
questionable or out-of-date
•
In situations where the company or its subsidiary operates outside Finland (foreign state
credit risk is considered)
•
In situations, if considered probable, that the company is unable to fulfil its obligations
without the collateral being realised
•
Indications of uncertainty in repayment capacity
o Weak liquidity
o Cash-flow forecasts are inadequate to handle future payment obligations
o The owners do not have an additional investment ability or desire
o Collaterals that can be realised are not sufficient to handle future payment
obligations

Table 16
document)

Issues affecting credit rating override (summarised from internal

6.1.2 The organizational tradition
The organizational tradition refers here to the actors responsible for the organization’s
risk management activities, and for various management and supervisory activities.
6.1.2.1

Supervision (team leaders)

Supervision here is governed by team leaders responsible for leading activities within
certain business segments or functions in the organization towards a defined goal within
a given frame of reference and with specified resources (e.g., banking, non-life insurance,
wealth management).
Leadership is founded on the organization’s values based on long-term business development,
customer services work, and continuous renewal. These values provide a flexible framework for
business operations, where the leader has a central role in participating in the organizational value
discussion, implementation, and decision-making. A leader should be motivated by a desire to lead
and unite in line with the organization vision. The leader is expected to be inspiring, encouraging
and easy to approach, to be objective and act responsibly, and be a clear communicator of the
responsibilities and rules of the game. The leader maintains well-being at work. The leader should
also have the ability to cooperate across organizational boundaries and the different business
segments and, thus, be an example to others. (Summarised from internal document)

6.1.2.2 Control (risk managers)
Here, the controller represents the credit risk manager of a regional branch. The credit
risk manager is part of the organization’s risk management and works independently
from the business unit. The credit risk manager is usually employed by the regional
branch and a member of the management team, but takes no part in operational
decision-making, such as credit decisions. The issues under risk management
surveillance are presented in Table 17.
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The credit risk manager controls the bank’s risk decision-making, monitors its risk exposure,
ensures that risks are proportional to risk-bearing capacity, supervises the bank’s rating process,
and oversees how risk management priorities (risk policy) are being followed in everyday business
decisions. The organization’s risk policy aligns special conditions related to e.g. loan periods,
collateral, concentration risk, industry regulation, construction financing, attitude to security risk,
and guidelines for credit rating categories’ lending that should be targeted. Specific business
decisions can be taken that contravene risk policy, but these exceptions should be well-motivated.
The credit risk manager issues statements according to instructions for credit exposure limit
proposals in the credit decision process. The bank must make a separate decision on an exposure
limit per customer entity, confirmed by the group credit committee, before making a binding loan
commitment. A sufficient exposure limit is required for a customer entity, as specified in
organizational policy. The purpose of the organization risk management that is independent from
the business unit is to help meet the targets set in the organizational strategy concerning the
organization’s risk appetite and risk management priorities. The organization’s mission and core
values, as well as the strategic and financial targets based on a strong capital base, profitability,
and efficiency, form the basis for risk management. (Summarised from internal document)
Issues under surveillance in the credit rating process
Quality of documentation
Quality of the client’s creditworthiness analysis and the credit proposal
Correct recognition of customer entities and risk concentration
Correct identification of potential problems and risks involved in the credit decision
Correct valuation of collateralized assets, valid and up to date
Validity of the customer credit rating
Credit decision made according to the right credit decision level
Table 17

6.1.2.3

Issues under risk management surveillance
(summarised from internal document)

Back-office functions

The back-office tradition represents here the actors from the organization’s centralized
back-office functions, responsible for producing various documents for frontline experts
and salespeople. They control and check the quality and validity of the signed documents
and handle the storage of various documents, collaterals and securities. Their work is
characterised by repeated practice, following written instructions and procedures.
6.2

Agile practice for organizational change

In recent years, our organization has developed its Agile practice, a new way of working
that challenges actors to start thinking and acting in a new way. It marks a significant
change in both the mind-set of the individuals and the organization’s culture. The
background for our organization moving towards a new kind of Agile practice is the
changing world around us. Changes in customer behaviour, the competitive
environment, technologies, regulation and supervision are just some of the factors that
are pushing us to change the way we think and act.
The world around is constantly changing. Factors pushing us to reinvent ourselves include changes
in customer behaviour, the competitive environment, technologies, regulation, and supervision.
(Internal document)

Professionals today are increasingly facing the challenge to broaden their competence
alongside their own deep competence, to help them understand the impact of their own
work and expertise, and collaborate with other experts across different knowledge
traditions.
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All experts are challenged to broaden their competence alongside their own deep competence.
(Internal document)

Irrespective of external factors, there appears to be a strong motivation from within our
organization to develop practices in order to adapt to changes in the environment. A
prior personnel survey had highlighted issues such as employees’ desire to put the focus
back on customers, improve cooperation across organizational boundaries, reduce
bureaucracy, and clarify decision-making and responsibilities.
In the personnel survey, responses highlighted the employees' desire to put the focus back on
customers, improve cooperation across organizational boundaries, reduce bureaucracy and clarify
decision-making and responsibilities. (Internal document)

The Agile practice is designed to serve these organizational needs. It is inspired by
Enterprise Agile, an operating model successfully adopted by many international banks.
It manifests an Agile framework and targets actually doing our work as opposed to
following a precise list of rules or a ready-made user manual.
The Agile operating model is not a list of rules or a guidebook telling us exactly what to do. Neither
is it a fully-formed model from the outset but something we will develop together. (Internal
document)

The core of the Agile practice is to improve our organization in three main areas: the
employee experience, customer experience, and operational efficiency.
Our change in practice aims to markedly improve the following three areas: the employee
experience, customer experience, and operational efficiency. (Internal document)

This implies moving towards cross-functional autonomous teams with clear
responsibilities and the power to make decisions. The teams takes the initiative, defining
how targets are converted into actions. This means also that the team resolves conflicts,
and negotiates and makes decisions together. Operations and actions are focused to
generate customer value, enabling actors to do more and faster. It is an approach
involving continuous development, experimentation and learning, and sharing best
practice with team members across otherwise traditional boundaries.
The learning culture is based on proactive individuals and learning together in teams, where
learning is diverse and target-oriented. This puts on-the-job learning and development at the heart
of the process, including learning from each other, shared sparring sessions, working in pairs,
mentoring, and work rotation. (Internal document)

Moreover, the Agile practice looks to deliver greater transparency to enable rapid
progress and lighter documentation. Decision-making is simplified by reducing the need
to request authorization and eliminating organization hierarchy. This means fewer
traditional supervisory roles are needed. In the Agile practice, management moves
increasingly towards involving coaching and facilitating the team’s work performance.
The new practice means we need fewer traditional supervisory roles. Management will
increasingly involve coaching and facilitating the teams' work performance. The role of supervisors
is to support different learners and create opportunities for learning and growth. (Internal
document)
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6.2.1 Managing customer relationships
Overall, in the focus of this study, is the Agile practice that has been introduced and in
use for several years in the organization’s regional branches, directed at our business
customer segment operations. The Agile practice is an outcome of the organization’s
2009 strategy, which highlights our response to the changing market trends, looking to
increase our market share in every business segment, especially medium-sized
companies, throughout the Finnish regions. Moreover, the aim with this strategy is to
maintain competitiveness and extend the range of diversified and comprehensive
financial solutions for business customers. In so doing, it means striving for greater
efficiency, attracting new clients, and increasing the share of wallet from existing clients.
According to the 2009 strategy, FINCOs goal is to increase market share in every business segment
(of banking, non-life insurance, wealth management), within every business client segment.
Commanding special attention for growth is the group of medium-sized business clients, with a
strong credit rating, who need a diversified and comprehensive range of financial services.
(Internal document)

This Agile practice highlights issues such as customer focus, cooperation across
knowledge traditions (e.g., actors representing the banking, non-life insurance, and
wealth management business segments), the actor’s ability to learn new competence, as
well as reducing bureaucracy and clarifying decision-making and responsibilities.
The following elements are central to the Agile practice. First, customer segmentation,
which further decides the prioritisation of organizational resources into each category.
Second, the service-circle, is a tool for the professionals to increase the solution-based
sales of a wide range of financial services to business clients. Third, the expert-team, a
team of professionals to deliver the different financial services to the client. Fourth, there
are steps, involving analysing the current state, to planning and setting a target mode for
a specific client relationship. Finally, developing competence, which can be further
categorized into value-based competence, strategic competence, and financial-service
competence.
Next, I will present a more detailed description of each element, reflecting how the Agile
practice is presented in the internal documents and service model handbooks designed
for the practitioners (not how the practical work is actually carried out).
6.2.1.1

Customer segmentation

A basic element included in the Agile practice for managing customer relations is the
segmentation of business customers into different customer segments. The underlying
segment of a specific client relationship will further decide the prioritisation of
organizational resources, and what kind of approach will be applied to properly manage
the client relationship.
According to the organizational strategy, current and potential business clients are divided into
four different customer segments. Customers representing the public sector are not divided. The
segmentation is enacted primarily according to the target firm’s turnover and number of
personnel. Other segmentation factors include the nature of the client’s business, the ownership
structure, and the clients’ current and future needs. (Internal document)

For the purpose and limitation of this study, I will focus solely on the approach to
managing small- and medium-sized business customer relationships. This limitation
also applies to the organizational strategy, emphasising special attention on growth in
the group of medium-sized business clients, with a strong credit rating, who need a
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diversified and comprehensive range of financial services. The different customer
segments are presented in Table 18.
Customer segment
Large corporations
Medium-sized businesses
Small businesses
Micro enterprises
Table 18

Turnover and staff number
Turnover > 20 million € or personnel > 249
Turnover 10–20 million € or personnel 50–249
Turnover 2–10 million € or personnel 10–49
Turnover < 2 million € or personnel < 10

Business customer segments (from internal document)

6.2.1.2 Service-circle – What is going to be done?
An important element of the Agile practice for managing customer relations is to increase
the solution-based sales of a wide range of financial services to small- and medium-sized
business clients. In order to support professionals in their work and to increase solutionbased sales to their business clients, a service-circle is introduced. This service-circle
could be viewed as a tool for the work of the banking account managers and other experts
in finding the right solutions to the clients’ needs and supporting their strategy. The
service-circle is divided into six different service entities: Business growth, Liquidity,
Risks, Networks, HR and well-being, and Wealth. This is illustrated in Figure 15.
The first category is Business growth.

This involves supporting business growth by providing the client firm with various financial
arrangements, as well as offering solutions and advice for the optimization of the client firm’s
financial structure. It also involves analysing and providing solutions to manage market risk and
the firm’s balance sheet risk. (Internal document)

The second category is Liquidity.

This involves supporting the client firm’s liquidity and short-term capital needs, as well as
providing the client with solutions and advice on short-term capital investments. (Internal
document)

The third category is Risks.

This involves the identification and evaluation of various risks attached to the client firm’s own
business, as well as providing the client with proper solutions to manage risks, such as operational,
property and financial risks. (Internal document)

The forth category is Networks.

This involves the identification and evaluation of risks attached to the client firm’s business
network. That is, to provide the client with proper solutions related to the optimization of payment
terms and payment transactions, as well as the protection of buyer’s risk. (Internal document)

The fifth category is HR and well-being.

This involves the identification and evaluation of personnel and work ability risks. That is, to
provide the client firm with solutions related to strengthening its productivity and
competitiveness, by offering tools that reward and commit key personnel and improve the
employer’s image. (Internal document)

The sixth category is Wealth.

This involves the evaluation of the client firm’s strategic objectives, advising on and offering wealth
management services. (Internal document)
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Wealth

HR and
well-being

Networks

Figure 15

6.2.1.3

Business
growth

Liquidity

Risks

The service-circle (from internal document)

Expert-team – How is it going to be done?

Another important element of the Agile practice for managing customer relations is to
increase cooperation between the professionals representing different traditions. In
order to help support the banking account manager’s work, an expert-team is
introduced. The team is a gathering of different expertise, whose mission is to deliver the
different financial services to the organization’s current and potential clients. An
illustration of an expert-team is provided in Figure 16.
The first step in this process is to nominate an account manager for each client in the
small- and medium-sized business customer segments.
According to the organizational strategy, an account manager is nominated for each client in the
small- and medium-sized business customer segment. (Internal document)

An expert-team is constructed around each client, comprising a banking account
manager and the most relevant financial experts needed to properly manage the client
relationship. For the purposes of this study, I will be referring to this social construction
comprising different types of expert knowledge as the expert-team.
A strategic goal for FINCO is to offer its medium-sized business clients a wide and diversified range
of financial services. The organization’s three main business segments are banking, non-life
insurance, and wealth management. The expert-team’s operational model is centrally constructed
around these three segments. (Internal document)
The basic structure of the expert-team is built by the account manager, an expert in corporate
banking (if not the account manager), in cash and payment transfer, in investments and wealth
management, and in non-life insurance. Further, according to the particular needs of the client,
the expert-team can be expanded to include members expert in, for example, foreign operations,
financial services, market services, HR solutions, and personal banking for the business owners.
(Internal document)

The account manager is the primary contact between the client and the organization.
They play a central role in ensuring the client is provided with a comprehensive and
diversified range of financial solutions, with the help of other experts.
The account manager is actively in contact with the client and offers the wide range of financial
products and services available, to create opportunities for the other experts. The account manager
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is responsible for following up on the quality and profitability of a client portfolio, to acquire and
maintain key client relationships. (Internal document)

The account manager plays a central role in constructing the client engagement plan and
steering the everyday activities of the expert-team.
The account manager is responsible for forming and nominating the expert-team, comprising a
range of experts. The account manager is further responsible for steering the operational activities
of the expert-team, and constructing the client engagement plan, with the help of other experts
given the organization’s products and services. A central element of the client engagement plan is
that it recognises the extent of the financial services offerings provided. The account manager has
then to entrust the experts with the responsibilities appropriate to their own competence. (Internal
document)

The experts’ role in the expert-team is to contribute their own specific expertise and to
keep the account manager informed of possible changes in the customer relationship.
The expert’s role is to participate in the construction of the client engagement plan, and to
contribute to the fulfilment of the plan for their own expert area, including sales, relationship
management, and acquire new clients. The expert supports the account manager in managing
customer relations, and informs them of any changes in a client relationship. (Internal document)

The actors should utilise the ICT infrastructure and support tools provided for the
practical work of managing customer relationships. A client engagement plan should be
constructed for each small- and medium-sized customer, with the help of the ICT.
The client engagement plan for small- and medium-sized customers should be comprehensive and
analytical. It should include a concrete plan, what is going to be done and by whom. The coverage
of the engagement plan can vary depending on the extent and importance of the specific client
relationship. The plan covers the sales targets for the next 6-12 months, depending on the specific
client. Sales target fulfilment progress is updated accordingly. (Internal document)

Figure 16

Illustration of an expert-team (from internal document)
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6.2.1.4 Steps – When is it going to be done?
The Agile practice for managing customer relations can be seen as a circular process
divided into three steps: 1) planning and setting a target mode, 2) setting up activities
striving towards the target mode, and 3) follow-up and evaluation. This is illustrated in
Figure 17.
The first step includes analysing the current state, and then planning and setting a target
mode for the specific client relationship. This involves first getting to know the client and
the client’s needs. Based on this analysis of the current state, we are now able to set goals
for our work.
The analysis includes identifying and analysing the client company’s business logic, the key
persons in the client company, the risk concentration, and documenting customer-related issues
and information in the organization’s databases. It also involves identifying and analysing the sales
potential and related risk, and understanding the different business logics of banking and non-life
insurance. Planning includes the construction of a customer engagement plan and setting sales
goals, documenting this in the organizational database. (Internal document)

The second step is to set up activities striving towards the target mode of the relationship.
The purpose for the account manager and expert-team when meeting the client is to get to know
the needs of the client better, which provides a basis for proactive contact and solution-based sales.
The activities of client contacts and solution-based sales are based on the customer engagement
plan and careful preparation. (Internal document)

The third and final step is to follow up and evaluate. This is a reflective process on the
activities carried out and their effect on the client relationship.
The purpose of following up and evaluating is to ensure the account manager’s and expert-team’s
ability to react swiftly to any changes in the client relationship. This involves following up on the
development of the customer relationship and any changes that the client undergoes. It also
involves evaluation of the client response. (Internal document)

Analyse and
plan

Follow up and
evaluate

Figure 17

Activities

Steps in managing customer relations (from internal document)
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6.2.1.5

Developing competence

Finally, an important element of the Agile practice for managing customer relations is
for the organization to ensure the development and maintenance of its employees’
professional competence. In more practical terms, this involves people participating in
seminars and gaining special qualifications, as well as learning in the practical work. In
this context, the development of competence can be categorized into three main areas:
value-based competence, strategic competence, and financial services competence. This
is illustrated in Figure 18 and described in greater detail in Table 19.
Value-based competence refers to learning and knowing how to create value-added for the client’s
and organization’s strategy. This highlights the importance of learning and knowing how to
cooperate across different knowledge traditions. Further, it points up the need to continuously
learn new ways of thinking and doing. Strategic competence, on the other hand, refers to learning
and knowing the financial industry and your own position in the competitive market. It also points
up the importance of learning and knowing how to acquire and maintain important customer
relations. Finally, the financial services competence refers to learning and knowing the different
financial solutions available for the customer. It points up the importance of recognising different
customer needs and finding the right solutions to complex customer problems. (Summarised from
internal document)

Value-basesd
competence

Financial-service
competence

Figure 18

Developing our competence

Strategic
competence
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Value-based competence

Strategic competence

Financial services
competence

Customer orientation
Understands the customer’s
business operations and needs.
Knows how to add value to the
client’s and organization’s strategy

Business operation
Knows the financial industry,
the competitive situation, and
the organization’s position in
the competitive market.
Knows how to act to promote
new business for the
organization.
Knows how to identify
different risks and use that
information in decisionmaking.
Knows how to collaborate and
promote different
organizational business
segments.

Financing
Knows the different financial
solutions available for
business customers, and finds
the right solution for the
client’s need.
Knows the bank’s credit
decision process and credit
rating system.
Knows how to manage
customer relations and
customer-centred work in line
with the organization’s credit
policy.
Understands different types of
business, customer risk
concentrations, and the credit
risk associated with credit
decisions.
Knows how to analyse the
customer’s business operation
and recognise the customer’s
debt-servicing ability.

Knowing the organization
Knows how to utilise the range of
expert knowledge.
Knows how to promote the
organization’s competitive
advantage.
Knows how to operate according
to the organization’s values,
overall benefit, rules, and
procedures.
Working together
Knows how to cooperate across
organizational business segments.
Knows how to promote the success
of co-workers and superiors.
Knows how to communicate and
take responsibility.
Continuous development
Understands how their own role
fits in the organization as a whole.
Knows how to organize and
prioritise different tasks and the
use of time.
Knows how to advance new
innovations and organizational
change.
Knows how to evaluate the
profitability and effectiveness of
work and to develop new ways of
working.

Customer relations
Knows how to promote the
organizational strategy.
Knows how to acquire and
maintain important customer
relations.
Knows how to evaluate and
manage customer relations and
maintain the profitability of a
client portfolio.
Knows how to cooperate with
other players in the
organization in order to
provide a diversified range of
financial solutions to the
customer.
Knows how to make a stand for
solutions to promote them
further.
Procedures
Knows how to operate
according to organizational
values, overall benefit, rules
and procedures.
Knows how to make use of
important customer feedback
to develop your own practice.
Knows how to develop their
own activities to ensure the
quality and efficiency of service
delivery.
Knows how to utilise
organizational expertise using
internal and external networks.

Cash management
Understands the importance
of cash management and
payment transfers for the
customer and the bank.
Understands the cash
management process and
banking services as part of
that.
Investment
Understands the investment
procedure and rules related to
wealth management services.
Knows the different solutions
for short- and long-term
investment.
Recognises the customer’s
need for investment, and
finds the right solution in
cooperation with other
investment and wealth
management experts.
Non-life insurance
Understands the insurance
procedures and processes.
Knows the different insurance
solutions available.
Recognises the client’s need
for different insurance and
risk management services,
and finds the right solution in
cooperation with other
experts.

Table 19 Competence description of banking account manager (selected from internal document)
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6.3

Summary

In this chapter, I have identified different knowledge traditions. Originating from
different groups of individuals, I have described the two main competing traditions,
professional and organizational. The professional tradition refers here to the actors
responsible for providing customers with different financial services. These actors
represent the experts in financial services. The organizational tradition refers meanwhile
to the actors responsible for the organization’s risk management activities, and for the
different management and supervisory activities. As a banking account manager in my
daily work, I position myself within the professional tradition.
Further, I have presented the Agile practice for managing customer relations, which is in
the overall focus of this ethnographic study. This Agile practice is directed at operations
in our business customer segment. It represents a new way of working and challenges
actors to start thinking and acting in new ways. This approach highlights issues such as
customer focus, teamwork and cooperation across knowledge traditions, the ability to
learn new competence, reducing bureaucracy, and clarifying decision-making and
responsibilities. Shifting towards a new kind of Agile practice is being driven by the
changing world around us. Changes in customer behaviour, the competitive
environment, technologies, regulation and supervision are factors pushing us to change
the way we think and act. Professionals are increasingly facing the challenge to broaden
their competence, alongside their own deep competence, to help them understand the
impact of their own work and expertise, and collaborate with others experts across
different knowledge traditions. Simultaneously, leaders are also facing change. The
traditional supervisory roles are changing towards involving coaching and facilitating
teams’ and professionals’ work performance, and empowering those actors to take
responsibility for thinking and deciding for themselves how to achieve their goals.
Moving on to the next chapter, I will turn to presenting the results from my empirical
material in greater depth. The empirical results of my study are presented as mini case
studies, which are events of experiences that happened during my research time in the
field. The mini cases are all linked to the Agile practice. The presentation of the empirical
material in this chapter has involved simply discussion and citations from internal
documents. While these represent an important part of the empirical material, they tend
to focus on how things should be. Moving on to the next chapter and the presentation of
my mini cases and empirical material from participant observations, interviews, and
informal discussions, I now shift the perspective from how thing should be to how things
actually are. In other words, I now shift the focus to look more closely at how the Agile
practice and culture change have taken root. The changes in culture may be seen in
changes in behaviour when viewed over time, as the different practices identified are
implemented.
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7

PRESENTATION OF THE EMPIRICAL RESULTS

In this chapter, I present the empirical results of my ethnographic longitudinal study
inside a financial services organization, in the form of four mini cases. These mini case
studies are events of experiences that occurred during my time in the field. Each mini
case represents a deeper insight into, and a way to understand, situations in
organizational life. They intend to communicate real-life experience to the reader in a
relevant and meaningful way, both individual and social. In addition, I believe the mini
cases help us better understand the nature of organizational life in contexts such as
financial services organizations. They can also provide a better understanding of
management issues in an organization of this nature. For clarity, I present the findings
in this chapter and discussions thereon in Chapter 8.
The overall focus of this study is to analyse the implementation of an Agile practice,
directed at our business customer segment operations (presented in Chapter 6). The
Agile practice seeks to shift the organization from a traditional siloed way of thinking and
old ways of doing, towards greater customer focus, transparency, cooperation across
knowledge traditions, reducing bureaucracy, and clarifying decision-making and
responsibilities. The mini cases presented here are all linked to this Agile practice and
describe central themes related thereto. In more general terms, the mini cases describe
how changes in the culture driven by the implementation of the Agile practice have taken
root. The four mini cases constructed from my ethnographic longitudinal study are:
1. The ICT tool
In the first mini case, I examine the implementation of a new ICT tool to collect and
transfer customer related information, facilitate collaboration and knowledgesharing between actors from different traditions, and to help its users do their job
more efficiently and effectively, and get better results.
2. Adapting to Organizational Change
The second mini case examines the organizational members’ ability to adapt to the
Agile practice for managing customer relations, which challenges everyone involved
to start thinking and acting in a new way. A central management objective is to drive
this change of culture in our organization to respond to the changing world around
us, increase our market share in every business segment, and maintain our
competitiveness.
3. Competing Traditions
The third mini case examines the complexities and inherent contradictions of
everyday practice in the professional context. The increasing regulation and
supervision standards constraining the financial industry are forcing organizations
to specialize and become more efficient and profitable.
4. Leading Agile
Finally, I examine the management practices to implement change and the Agile
practice in the organization. In a rapidly changing environment, professionals are
increasingly facing the challenge to broaden competence alongside their own deep
competence. Similarly, organizational leaders are facing change, as leadership in a
service profession increasingly involves coaching and facilitating, and empowering
teams and professionals to take responsibility, to think and decide for themselves
how to achieve their goals.
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7.1

The ICT tool

This section presents the ICT case. The implementation of a new ICT tool for customer
relationship management in our organization aimed to facilitate collaboration and
knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions. This specific application
will be referred to here as the ICT tool. In this study, I use the term ICT to describe
organizational information and communications technology in a more general form.
The ICT tool was designed to collect, codify, store, and transfer customer related
information, client engagement plans, and best practice between its users. Also, it was
designed as a tool for supervisors to control and monitor the activity and performance of
their subordinates, and to support their daily work. All in all, the purpose of the ICT tool
was to help its users do their job more efficiently and effectively, and get better results.
The findings of this case demonstrate, however, the limited power of the ICT tool to
facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions.
Furthermore, the case identifies optimism in our organization that once information is
collected and documented in the ICT tool, its content and meaning are spread and
understood between users across traditions. The findings show, however, that this is not
always the case.
Finally, the case demonstrates that the implementation of the new ICT tool involves the
actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as time spent on
documentation versus developing social relationships. This, in turn, can cause stress and
anxiety among actors, who are dealing with situations with the best of intentions, but
without perceiving that to be adding any ‘real’ value to the work.
7.1.1

Background

A central management objective in our organization has for several years been to drive a
culture change and an Agile practice for managing customer relations. This approach
includes elements such as customer segmentation, increasing the solution-based sales of
a wide range of financial services, teamwork between professionals to deliver the
different financial services to the client, as well as analysing the current state, and
planning and setting a target mode for a specific client relationship. Nevertheless, the
implementation of the Agile practice has not yet reached a broadly functional level and
become part of the actors’ everyday thinking and doing. Instead, cooperation between
experts is occasional, and work is more reactive than proactive.
The expert-team work is according to my observations still modest. Cooperation between people
is occasional … My own analysis is this has not yet been adopted as a new way of doing the practical
everyday work. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Our work today is mostly reactive, a reaction after the client has contacted us with a problem or
case. Our work should be based on proactive thinking and doing. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)

Further, the organization’s ICT infrastructure does not effectively support this new way
of working. The current ICT infrastructure is perceived to be siloed. Users see it as oldfashioned and non-connected, whose upkeep is both time-consuming and frustrating. In
the organization, each business segment operates more or less with its own specific ICT
solution, which means actors are using different software to document (input) and
manage customer relationships (output). This results in ICT blind spots that are seen to
hinder efficient information flow between the business segments, which in turn is
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recognised to lead to problems in properly managing customer relationships and
delivering a high-end customer experience. This might result in a situation where actors
representing different business segments and knowledge traditions operate in isolation
from one another, even though they share the same business client.
Our current ICT infrastructure does not effectively support an organized, systematic and proactive
way of working and cooperation between our different business segments. (Ethan, Banking,
personal report, 2013)
It’s challenging from an expert-team perspective that experts are using different ICT software in
their work, which means actors are unaware of what’s going on between business segments.
Diary entry, 2.10.2013

Further, the current ICT infrastructure does not provide a comprehensive view of a
client’s different income streams. This can make it more difficult to manage the client
relationship, when some decisions have to be based on gut feeling.
We cannot manage the customer relationship efficiently without knowing the profitability of the
whole relationship, and decision-making is then based on gut feeling. (Oscar, Risk manager,
personal report, 2013)
It’s important to get more information on the client’s different income streams. It would help the
job of the account manager, which is to look after the client’s profitability from an organizational
perspective. At the moment, we don’t have a specific tool to provide this information.
Diary entry, 2.10.2014

7.1.2 A new ICT tool to facilitate knowledge management activities
In order to meet these challenges, the organization started to develop a new ICT tool for
managing business customer relationships, built on Microsoft Dynamics CRM and
tailored specifically for FINCO. The tool was mainly for banking account managers and
other experts that work with business clients, as well as for supervisors to monitor the
work of the professionals. The main idea was that input and output users of the ICT tool
were the banking account managers and other experts. Also, sales supervisors are output
users. This was the first time in our organization that a new software tool had been
designed and introduced for actors representing both banking and insurance traditions.
A new ICT tool is being built for the organized and systematic management of customer relations,
designed for actors working with business clients within the business segments of banking and
non-life insurance. The introduction of this new ICT tool will take place in the regional branches
during spring 2013. The new tool enables closer cooperation between the different experts working
with business clients. It creates an easy and comprehensive view of the current and potential state
of the client, thus facilitating a focus on doing the right things. It supports an organized, systematic
and proactive way to manage customer relations and have the expert-team do the practical work.
The ICT tool provides its users with an easy way to schedule, plan and monitor their own work,
offering new, clear reports. The experts will use the new tool to plan and schedule their activities,
and follow up on changes in the customer relationship. The banking account manager, together
with other experts, will use the tool to construct the customer engagement plan. The target mode
and activities are derived directly from the client’s potential. The ICT tool is used to view the
client’s current and potential state. The sales supervisor uses the tool’s reports to follow up
activities run for clients, and monitor the clients’ current state and potential. (Internal document)

The main idea behind the ICT tool was that it should enable closer cooperation between
experts from different knowledge traditions. It strived to support an organized,
systematic and proactive way to manage customer relations, and the expert-team
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model’s way of working. It should have enabled an overview and evaluation of the current
state and potential of a single customer entity, and that of an entire client portfolio. Thus,
it should have helped its users focus their activities on the right things. It should also
have enabled users to plan, schedule and monitor their own work and activities, as well
as follow up on changes in customer relationships. Finally, the ICT tool should have
helped create clear reports for the sales supervisors, assisting them in monitoring the
experts’ activities, as well as evaluating the current state and potential of a client
relationship. That information could have been used further for one-on-one discussions
and for coaching purposes.
The ICT tool helps us build on the cooperation between different experts. This is the first time
experts in the organization’s different business segments have common software for managing
customer relationships, which also enables closer collaboration between the banking and
insurance segments. It helps us provide a more comprehensive view of the current state and
potential of a specific client and, thus, to better focus our resources on doing the right things. The
software also helps create clearer activity reports for the supervisors, which assists them in
monitoring the state and potential of a client relationship, and which they can use for one-on-one
discussions with the account manager. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)

The introduction of the ICT tool started in 2013. The tool was not a unified part of the
organizational ICT infrastructure, but a separate system that used and gathered
documented information from different existing ICT systems as its source. When first
introduced and prior to testing, users were positive and saw great potential in the new
software. The actors spoke with great hope for the new ICT tool. They were convinced
that the system would guide them in the right direction and help them perform better in
in the future. They also perceived the ICT tool to be important in improving cooperation
between the different business segments.
The users see great potential in the new ICT tool for managing customer relationships. (Ethan,
Banking, personal report, 2013)
I am convinced the new ICT tool will guide us in the right direction and force us to focus more
intensively on the client relations that are most important to us. (Ethan, Banking, personal report,
2013)
I believe the new ICT tool can help me with my own work in the future, to see client potential and
manage customer relations, as well as keep better track of my own activities. All this will lead to
greater proactivity and finding the right solutions for our clients. (Isabella, Banking, personal
report, 2013)
The banking account managers should commit to the Agile practice and expert-team, and require
the other team members (experts) to actively use the new ICT tool to document and manage
customer relationships in their own work. For this purpose, it is important that every client
appointment is properly documented in the ICT tool. I strongly believe that after a few cases of
success, users will begin to see and understand the meaning and value-added for both us and our
clients of the information documented. A competitive environment emphasises the need for
organizations to proactively and systematically manage their customer relationships, which in
turn highlights the use of the ICT tool in our everyday practice to document customer related
information and client engagement plans. (David, Banking, personal report, 2013)
The new ICT tool is an easy and efficient way to share information among members of the expertteam. (Isabella, Banking, personal report, 2013)
The users can benefit in several ways from adopting the new ICT tool … With its help, we can define
and schedule our sales activities. Thus, it is of great importance that it is adopted by its users
immediately. (Joanne, Banking, personal report, 2013)
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7.1.3 Challenges related to the new ICT tool
While, expectations for the new ICT tool were positive and high, it got off to a very slow
start. The users seemed, for some reason, to be cautious about adopting the new ICT tool
as part of their everyday work. Almost one year after the software was first introduced,
there were still few active users, and the rate of constructed client engagement plans and
activities documented in the ICT tool was way behind expectations.
The implementation of the new ICT tool has been modest … Expectations have not been fulfilled.
There is just a small share of active users, which has not developed notably during the year. Thus,
the number of activities and customer engagement plans documented has also remained very low
in relation to the potential. The ratio of clients to users’ documented customer engagement plans
and activities in the ICT tool is just 3%. There are only a few people using the new ICT tool actively.
Most of that is random and just for experimentation. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)

During its first period of implementation, the new ICT tool experienced a large number
technical issues. It was perceived by users as both too slow and too complex, which
erected a substantial barrier for the users to adopt it as part of their everyday work.
The first version of the ICT tool was a pilot version, which could be used via Outlook or the web.
Using it via Outlook was at first very challenging, due to the extensiveness of the program. This
slowed Outlook down, and also led to Outlook crashing for some users. The users perceived the
ICT tool as very complex. It had many features and navigation buttons, which were hard to
identify. There were eventually some improvements to the layout, which made it somewhat easier
for users to navigate it. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
It’s been challenging to implement the new ICT tool in our organization. It was almost entirely
inadequate when first introduced, which has affected user adoption. (Jack, Finance, 12.12.2014)

Besides some technological improvements, educational seminars and videoconferences
were arranged for the users, and feedback forums created. In addition, every local branch
nominated its own contact person responsible for helping others to adopt the new ICT
tool and increase on-the-spot training.
Seminars and videoconferences have been arranged to help the users. User feedback forums have
been created … Every local site and branch has its own contact person, who is responsible for
helping others become active users. Often these persons are banking account managers, who are
busy enough handling clients. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)

Despite several initiatives regarding technological improvements, educational seminars,
videoconferences, developing clear user instructions and manuals, and nominating
contact persons to help with the introduction, users did not actively adopt the new ICT
tool in their work. Even the technological improvements left some of the problems
unresolved.
Software updates have for some users caused the program to vanish, and many are still without
the new ICT tool. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Despite several attempts to improve the features of the ICT tool, users still find it too slow, too
detached, and too complex. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)

As a result of the repeated technological difficulties related to the ICT tool, its users
started to get confused, and began to question its value-added and hesitated to adopt it
at all. Further, users started to become frustrated with spending time working with
something that was not adopted organization-wide.
The implementation of the new ICT tool has been time consuming, and the tool has yet to be
adopted by all members of the expert-team. (Isabella, Banking, personal report, 2013)
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The ICT tool is confusing and I haven’t started using it yet. Perhaps I don’t see any value in it yet,
because so many others think the same thing. In the end, it’s all about people, who do the work.
The technology is just a tool to help us do the job and for documentation. (Mason, Insurance,
12.12.2014)
The ICT tool is sometimes frustrating. It feels ineffective and pointless to spend time writing and
documenting in a system that just a few of us use. (Charlie, Investment, 12.12.2014)

Another aspect of this relates to how the professionals have adapted to the changing
nature of their work, and to the new Agile practice for managing customer relations. It
appears on closer examination that actors are cautious to adopt an organized and
proactive way of working. Cooperation between the expert-team actors is modest and
occasional. Also, the practical work seems to lack the kind of analysing, planning, and
target-setting of future work (and documenting it in the ICT tool) that the Agile practice
aims to achieve.
The banking account managers and other experts have not been serious enough in adopting new
ways of doing their jobs, and starting to use the new ICT tool for managing customer relationships.
(Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Banking account managers should begin to systematically employ expert-team assistance in their
practical work, and require the members of the team to actively use the ICT tool for documenting
and managing customer relations. (David, Banking, personal report, 2013)

The supervisors have an important role in the implementation process of the new Agile
practice for managing customer relations, and had so in adopting the ICT tool to
document customer related information and client engagement plans. They could set an
example with their own behaviour and practice, and inspire their subordinates.
As the leader of the group, I consider it my job to be exemplary in what I do, to try to inspire others,
teach others to adapt to the new Agile practice for managing customer relations, and to use the
ICT tool to document customer related information and create client engagement plans. (Oliver,
Supervisor, 12.6.2013)

Further, the management team has an important function here. Their role is to set clear
goals for the implementation of the whole Agile practice, which included the
implementation of the ICT tool. However, the actors perceive this communication and
engagement from the management team to be inadequate.
The management team has not set clear goals for implementing the new ICT tool, and should
define a clear target state. Once the technical problems are solved, there should be nothing to
hinder active use. For this reason, teams should be given a schedule for all users to bring the new
ICT tool into active everyday use. Monitoring and rewards should also be linked to its use. (Ethan,
Banking, personal report, 2013)
It’s been challenging to implement the new ICT tool in our organization. I see the problem here
not as a lack of proper introduction and education regarding the software, but a lack of leadership.
There has not been enough emphasis on the part of the leaders to ensure active use of the ICT tool.
(Jack, Finance, 12.12.2014)

Also, it was designed as a tool for supervisors to control and monitor the activity and
performance of their subordinates, and support their daily work. All in all, the ICT tool
was to help its users get better results and do their job more efficiently and effectively,
and to enhance organizational integration between the different business segments.
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Knowledge
management
activities
The ICT tool to
facilitate
collaboration and
knowledge-sharing
between actors from
different traditions

The original idea of the
ICT tool

Users’ comments on their own
experience of the ICT tool

1.

The implementation of the new ICT tool has
been time consuming. (Isabella, Banking,
personal report 2013)

2.

3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
The ICT tool to
collect, codify,
store, and transfer
customer related
information, client
engagement plans,
and best practice

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

It enables closer
cooperation between
different experts working
with business clients
It creates an easy and
comprehensive view of the
client’s current state and
potential
It helps focus on doing the
right things
It supports an organized,
systematic and proactive
way to manage customer
relations
It supports the expert-team
in doing the practical work
It gives its users an easy way
to schedule, plan, and
monitor their own work
It contains new, clear
reports
A tool for constructing the
customer engagement plan
and steering activities
A visual overview of the
current state of the client
Follow up the activities of
the expert-team
Sticky Notes for completed
activities
To scan for the potential of
the client portfolio

In the end, it’s all about people, who do the
work. The technology is just a tool to help us
do the job and for documentation. (Mason,
Insurance, 12.12.2014)
The ICT tool is sometimes frustrating. It feels
ineffective and pointless to spend time
writing and documenting in a system that just
a few of us use. (Charlie, Investment,
12.12.2014)
The ICT tool does not support the Agile
practice well for managing customer
relations. (Diary entry, 2.10.2014)

The ICT tool has yet to be adopted by all
members of the expert-team. (Isabella,
Banking, personal document, 2013)
The banking account managers and other
experts have not been serious enough in
adopting the new Agile practice and the ICT
tool for managing customer relations. (Ethan,
Banking, personal document, 2013)
The ICT tool was almost entirely inadequate
when first introduced, which has affected user
adoption. (Jack, Finance, 12.12.2014)
The ICT tool is confusing and I haven’t started
using it yet. Perhaps I don’t see any value in it
yet, because so many others think the same
thing. (Mason, Insurance, 12.12.2014)

The ICT tool for
supervisors to
control and monitor
their subordinates’
sales activities, and
to support their
everyday work

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Table 20

Support the construction of
the customer engagement
plan
Monitor the expert-team’s
sales activity
Follow up the team’s client
portfolios for coaching
purposes
Setting targets and
management of the client
portfolio potential
Supporting a qualitative
analysis of the clients’ needs

There has not been enough emphasis on the
part of the leaders to ensure active use of the
ICT tool. (Jack, Finance, 12.12.2014)
Random use of the ICT tool makes it
complicated to get any kind of clear and useful
reports from it. (Ethan, Banking, personal
document, 2013)

The ICT tool to facilitate knowledge management activities
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7.1.4 ICT tool withdrawn
During 2013-2014, several failed attempts were made to implement the ICT tool, which
faced major problems at each launch phase.
The main problem in the first launch phase was technical issues. The ICT tool was too complex,
too slow, and crashed several users’ systems, which quickly gained it a bad reputation. The
expectations for the ICT tool were seemingly too high. In the second launch phase, the main
problem was too many functions, which later appeared impossible to fulfil. Risk Management,
who control the quality of our work, would not condone the ICT tool replacing existing
documentation tools. The third phase tool is more user friendly and all the unnecessary features
have been scrapped. It’s just a complementary tool for experts to help manage customer relations.
Its active use is not managed or monitored, and it is in effect optional.
Diary entry, 20.3.2015

At the end of 2015, after a great deal of effort and resources had been expended on
technological development, user education, and seminars, the project was cancelled and
the tool withdrawn. Despite continuing for several years, its implementation had failed.
Active users, despite several attempts, had remained few in number. Users struggled
with technical difficulties during the whole implementation circle.
Developing organizational ICT involves political decision-making and
prioritising competing projects
The organization has several hundred different software programs, most of which
are more or less out of date. Each program has a number of dependencies on other
systems, which creates development bottlenecks. Megatrends such as the change in
customer behaviour, demands in the operating environment and competitive
environment, as well as increasing regulation, set demands for the development of
ICT. Prioritising choices for development is thus a huge challenge.
Summarised from internal news article 3.11.2017
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The fall of the new ICT tool
So, why did the implementation of the new ICT tool fail?
Several years on, there are a few interesting points I wish to highlight. First of all,
the ICT tool was not very user friendly. In fact, it was very complex, had a lot of
useless features, which also made it very slow to use. Second, the ICT tool was not
part of our organization’s ‘fixed’ ICT infrastructure. Its introduction did not remove
any of the existing tools, which led to users feeling irritated that they had to use
multiple systems and do the same documentation work in parallel software. The new
ICT tool, which should have become our ‘number one’ tool in our everyday work,
managing customer relations, remained merely a side project and quickly became a
‘waste’ of software. It was not a necessary tool for anybody to get the job done.
Further, the organization’s Risk Management, who control the quality of our work,
would not condone the new ICT tool replacing any of the existing tools for
documentation. Thus, its purpose remained very thin. I remember at the end of 2015,
my supervisor telling me “no need to waste time using the ICT tool any more, next
year we’ll be getting a whole new and better one to replace it”.
During 2013-2015, I remember spending a lot of time working with the ICT tool,
documenting and copying data between different systems. To my knowledge, I was
one of the more active users of the tool in our organization. I demonstrated it to my
colleagues and also to my supervisor, trying to help them overcome various barriers
to adoption. In my own use, this ICT tool worked mostly to monitor my own calendar
and activities, and to follow up on my activities. However, spending time using a
parallel system, which just a few of us used, felt sometimes pointless and even
frustrating. I observed that at our regional branch, members from the banking
tradition were the only ones ever to actively use the ICT tool. Although it was
primarily planned as a tool for the banking and insurance traditions, members of
the insurance tradition did not use it actively. Some did not even have it installed on
their computer. Moreover, our management team was not fully engaged in
implementation at our regional branch. Perhaps it appeared to them quite quickly
that it was not going to be a successful project in the long-run and something worth
emphasising. Finally, our supervisor did not use the ICT tool to create reports to
monitor our activities, or in one-on-one discussions and for coaching. Instead, I
remember that various Excel sheets were used for similar purpose.
My reflection, 13.3.2019
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7.1.5 A summary of the case
This case illustrates the limited role of an ICT tool to facilitate collaboration and
knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions.
When first introduced, the general idea of the ICT tool was to increase transparency and
information flow, thus facilitating collaboration and knowledge-sharing between actors
from different traditions. Moreover, it was expected to help improve client service
quality, boost sales of a wide range of financial services, and acquire new customers. The
ICT tool was designed to collect, codify, store, and transfer customer related information,
client engagement plans, and best practice between its users. Also, it was designed as a
tool for supervisors to control and monitor the activity and performance of their
subordinates, and to support their daily work. All in all, the purpose of the ICT tool was
to help its users get better results and do their job more efficiently and effectively, and to
enhance organizational integration between the different business segments.
The findings of this case are, first, that actors representing different traditions primarily
use different ICT for information input and output. In other words, they adopt different
ICT in their work. The case shows that besides the technical challenges the new ICT tool
faced, it did not have the power to change the underlying siloed organizational ICT
infrastructure. It remained merely a parallel application, essentially optional, which for
the individual actor required handling multiple systems, and to some extent double
documentation. This is something that actors often perceive as time consuming. A
second finding is that the new ICT tool did not really help actors perform better in their
job. Further, this case shows that if an ICT tool does not live up to its expectations, and
deliver the promised value-added to its users, those users will likely start to question the
time they put into it, or may even reject the tool altogether.
The case identifies optimism that once information is collected and documented in
organizational ICT, its content and meaning will spread and be understood between
users across traditions. The findings show, however, that this is not always the case. First,
there are many different ICT solutions and practices simultaneously in use in our
organization, which makes information sometimes hard to find. Second, the information
actors document tends to be highly tradition-specific, including phrases and words not
necessarily familiar to an actor from another tradition, which can make its entire
meaning fuzzy or even evaporate. Third, this type of highly tradition-specific ‘knowledge’
is rarely even that relevant or of interest between expert traditions. Finally, the
documented information is static and tends to become quite quickly outdated. In
practice, situations evolve and change fast, which results in static data quickly becoming
irrelevant. This, in turn, results in actors spending a great deal of time just keeping the
various databases up to date, which, further, creates frustration among experts who are
spending most of their time enacting unprofitable work.
Finally, the case demonstrates that the implementation of the new ICT tool involves the
actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as time spent on
documentation versus developing social relationships. This, in turn, can cause stress and
anxiety among actors, who are dealing with situations with the best of intentions, but
without perceiving that to be adding any ‘real’ value to the work.
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7.2

Adapting to Organizational Change

This section presents the case described as adapting to organizational change, which
details how actors inside the organization have adopted the Agile practice for managing
customer relations. A central management objective has for several years been to drive
this change of culture in our organization, which challenges everyone to start thinking
and acting in a new way.
More specifically, I will look at how actors have adopted the Agile practice elements, such
as customer segmentation, increasing solution-based sales of a wide range of financial
services, teamwork between professionals, as well as analysing, planning, and targetsetting for their client relationship, as part of their everyday work. As stated,
The findings of this case show, however, that the actors have not yet succeeded in fully
adopting the Agile practice in their everyday work. Cooperation between the experts is
occasional and the work is more reactive than proactive. This means the professionals’
work lacks the kind of analysing, planning, and target-setting that the practice seeks to
instil. Also, the findings show that professionals often seem to attend to the situation at
hand from too narrow a perspective, which leads in turn to their actions being considered
too narrow. This means the professionals’ work lacks the solution-based sales of a wide
range of financial services that the Agile practice targets.
The findings indicate that professionals need to become more open-minded and adopt a
broader approach in their work. Further, cooperation between professionals can best be
created through repeated practice and ongoing interaction, comprising everyday
activities. Moreover, the findings show this requires the actor’s ability to take the
initiative, create internal networks of trust, and develop their own leadership skills.
Finally, the case demonstrates that adopting the Agile practice involves the actors dealing
with opposing forces, related to issues such as: learning, exploring new ways of thinking
and acting, seeking out new ideas and abilities, developing social relationships versus
performance, exploiting the known, achieving by applying existing skills, and reaching
personal goals. Moreover, in managing customer relations, there is a contradiction
related to focusing on pricing (the cost of a particular service) versus emphasising the
qualitative factors in relationships (the overall economic value).
7.2.1 Background
Change is part of the nature of our work in today’s society and organizations, and we all
seem to have a responsibility to keep pace. A tool for change for actors inside
organizations is the ability to continuously learn new skills, and commit to an evolving
tradition. Learning is a skill that can be strengthened and developed. As the internal
news article below illustrates, a part of our everyday job is indeed to ensure the
continuous learning of new skills in order to keep pace with the changing environment.
Change requires a growth mind-set, curiosity and a positive attitude, and to be open to
exploring new things and see them as opportunities.
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The nature of work is changing – are you ready?
Megatrends, such as the globalization of competition, acceleration of technologies,
climate change, and urbanization, are shaping the world in which we live.
Continuous change and uncertainty in society are the new normal. The pace of
change seems to accelerate rather than slow down. This is a good moment to reflect
on what the future of work in a changing world will look like: What kind of expertise
is needed in my field and in the world?
Eventually, we all have a responsibility to keep up with the changes. A tool for change
is the ability to learn new skills. Continuous learning is also essential for every
organization that wants to exist in the future. Since organizations are made up of
people, this is something that affects us all. It is not enough to learn just what your
own job description says. Instead, it is important to ensure the continuous learning
of new skills, and to be aware of maintaining your own market-value.
Learning is a skill that can be strengthened and developed. We all have the ability to
learn new things, if we have the curiosity and openness to explore new things and
see them as opportunities. Curiosity is a resource that pushes us forward. When our
attitudes towards new learning are positive, the changing world around us appears
no longer frightening but fascinating. Change is always an opportunity. Every one
of us should grasp it and make full use of it.
Summarised from internal news article 6.8.2018
In the future, technology is expected to be capable of completing a lot of our traditional
daily tasks. This development drives financial firms to think of new ways of doing
business, and on what people in organizations should focus. The value of customer
service will not disappear, but it will certainly take new forms. More aggressive use of
technological solutions may be required for lower-margin products to improve
organizational profitability. At the same time, however, there is an increasing need for
the personal touch and service quality at the higher end. As the comment below shows,
we need to become more specialized within our organization, and to construct different
strategies for our different customer segments.
The need to become more specialized
We need to become more specialized in what we do. For example, while FINCOs
operations in private customer segments need to become more concerned with
finding and developing customer-friendly digital solutions to maintain cost
efficiency, operations in the business client segment need a greater focus on
developing relationship management and proactivity built around the needs of the
specific customer. In fact, today, a major share of FINCOs earnings before tax are
generated from various cash-flow streams from the business client segment. As a
result, customer selection as well as the concentration of resources and organization
of activities become essential matters within our business client operations.
From a seminar day
Diary entry, 28.11.2018
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Taking all these factors into account, the need for organizations to become more
specialized seems clear. In a broader sense, knowledge traditions identify organizational
specialization, and specialization has long been a key strategy for organizations to
increase efficiency and profitability. The segmentation of an organization into smaller
units and functions has enabled employee training to tackle more skilled and specific
tasks. As an organization grows, the possibility and level of specialization also tends to
increase. For example, within our organization, managing customer relations for
medium-sized firms has for the most part been concentrated in our regional branches,
where the degree of specialization and expertise in financial services is more advanced
compared with the smaller local branches. The latter focus mainly on serving our private
customers and households, micro-enterprises, and entrepreneurs. Customer relations
management for large corporations and institutional customers is handled mainly by our
central corporate bank.
The requirement for and level of expertise and specialization to properly manage the
client relationship tends to increase with client company size. So, our ability to
competitively manage relations with larger business customers requires increasing
specialization and cooperation between professionals representing different expertise.
For one actor to have a complete understanding and deep knowledge of the different
financial services is highly demanding and not likely possible. From an organizational
perspective, this is not satisfactory, reliable or competitive. In recent years, we have tried
to learn this practice at our unit. That is, moving from being a local to a regional branch,
taking on the responsibility and challenge of managing more demanding client
relationships, which has required learning new ways of thinking and doing, and adopting
the Agile practice for managing customer relations.
7.2.2 A need to adopt the Agile practice for managing customer relations
For several years now, a central management objective has been to drive a culture change
in our organization, and an Agile practice for managing customer relations. This Agile
practice stems from our 2009 organizational strategy, which highlights the
organization’s response to changing market trends, and aims to increase market share in
every business segment, especially medium-sized businesses throughout Finland.
Moreover, the strategy aims to maintain competitiveness and increase the range of
diversified and comprehensive financial solutions for business customers. Specifically,
this means striving for greater effectiveness, acquiring new clients, and increasing the
share of wallet of existing clients. The approach includes elements such as customer
segmentation, increasing solution-based sales of a wide range of financial services,
teamwork between professionals to deliver the different financial services to the client,
as well as analysing the current state, and planning and setting the target mode for a
specific client relationship.
In order to remain competitive, our company’s personnel recognise the need to adapt to
the changing world and adopt the Agile practice for managing customer relations.
It’s important to remember that no one is an expert in every area. Teamwork between experts is
necessary for us to be competitive and deliver a professional customer service in today’s financial
services markets. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)
Cooperation enables our smooth provision of a wide range of financial services. Also, teamwork is
needed to acquire and maintain key client relationships. (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
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Customers are becoming more aware of price and quality of service. In order to remain
competitive, our organization needs to go beyond just delivering financial products, to
deliver more comprehensive solutions including service quality and knowledge. What
may constitute a good customer experience is, however, a personal experience, and may
differ between our customer segments. Thus, providing a good customer experience will
require our professionals to know their key customers and their needs, and have the
ability to proactively predict these needs and act on them.
Our customers are becoming more aware of price and quality of service. Competition and global
markets have had the effect that companies have begun to understand the importance of clients.
Organizations need to focus on knowing their clients better and understanding and meeting their
needs. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
When the contact person knows the client and the client’s business, is approachable, and works
rationally and openly, there is a good chance of producing a good customer experience. (Isabella,
Banking, personal report, 2013)
A good customer experience does not always comprise the same elements. People are different and
some appreciate learning something new from the contact, getting support for their own ideas,
acquiring some concrete benefit. On the other hand, challenging one another’s thoughts can lead
them to expand their thinking and thereby better understand the subject matter. Even a debate
can be constructive and result in a pleasant customer experience. (Lucas, Finance, personal report,
2013)

According to the study results, small- and medium-sized business clients also tend to
value long-term relationships and social bonds with their financial services providers.
Moreover, they seek expertise, an initiative- and solution-based service attitude, and
courage from their service provider to introduce new ideas. Further, clients value
flexibility, and their service provider’s ability to react quickly in decision-making and to
communicate clearly.
Our clients expect from us activity, the ability to be proactive, expertise and companionship,
flexibility and the ability to react quickly in our decision-making, and clarity in our
communication. (Lucas, Finance, personal report, 2013)
The client was invited to speak of their own experiences and what they expect from their financial
services provider. The client highlighted issues such as expertise, taking the initiative, flexibility,
and smooth service. Moreover, they value their provider’s interest and getting to know the
business and the entrepreneurs. Personal chemistry is also considered important in this context.
It’s about building a trusting relationship in the long term.
Diary entry, 25.8.2015
Our clients’ value long-term business relationships and social bonds. It’s important to them to
have a nominated contact person who is easily accessible, and interested in and knows the client
and its business. In urgent matters, clients do not want to spend time searching for the right person
to contact. They do not expect one person to know everything, but do want someone that can help
connect their need with the right kind of expertise. Personal chemistry is also important in this
context. Clients value expertise, an initiative- and solution-based service attitude, and the courage
to introduce new ideas. That expertise also includes the ability to consult and bring the client’s
case forward.
Diary entry, 16.3.2016

Some of the business clients are, however, not satisfied with the proactivity, initiativetaking, and solution-orientation of their financial services provider. This may also
evidence that the financial organizations still have not been able to fully adopt an
organized and proactive approach to managing their customer relations. Put another
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way, the word from the field seems to confirm the need for the organization to better
adopt the new Agile practice for managing the customer relation to remain competitive.
Several business customers are still not satisfied with their financial services provider’s degree of
proactivity, initiative taking, and solution-orientation. Business clients also expect digital services,
to increase flexibility and efficiency, along with different integrated service solutions (for both
business and personal customers). A share of business clients see the banking and non-life
insurance services as strictly separate, and thus do not want to concentrate them to one provider.
Diary entry, 16.3.2016

7.2.3 Challenges related to the changing nature of work
Although the implementation of the Agile practice for managing customer relations has
been in play for several years now, it seems not to have reached a broadly functional level
yet as part of the professionals’ everyday work.
Cooperation between experts is perceived to be modest and occasional, and the work is
more reactive, that is, a reaction after the client has contacted us with a problem, rather
than organized and proactive. The professionals have not yet been able to apply the kind
of coordination in their practical work that is required for the organized and careful
management of business relationships. This in turn can make the organization more
vulnerable, and leave room for our competitors to interfere in our business. In other
words, it seems that the professionals’ work lacks the kind of analysing, planning, and
target-setting that the Agile practice seeks to instil.
The expert-team work is according to my own observations still modest. Cooperation between
people is occasional. The banking account managers have not yet been able to apply the kind of
coordination in their practical work that is required for the organized and careful management of
business relationships. My own analysis is this has not yet been adopted as a new way of doing the
practical everyday work. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
It’s a great challenge to get the proactive work and the cooperation between experts to a functional
level and part of our everyday work … Our work today is mostly reactive, a reaction after the client
has contacted us with a problem or case. Our work should be based on proactive thinking and
doing. If it’s not, we are easily vulnerable. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)
The greatest challenges can be found in employees’ lack of knowledge, proactivity and systematic
planning, and the ability to cooperate and how we prioritise our time. (Reece, Finance, personal
report, 2013)
There are team discussions where the supervisor highlights the role of the account manager, the
importance of fully adopting the Agile practice and expert-team model, and active use of the ICT
tool to document our everyday practice. Yet, comments from other team members show that this
is largely not happening, and the business segments mainly use their own isolated ICT software to
document customer related information. Customer relationship management is still more reactive
than organized and proactive. There is still much to improve in the teamwork between business
segments, and to be learned about how to prioritise, and use our time more effectively.
Diary entry, 30.8.2017

In recent times, there have been both internal and external elements changing the nature
of financial professionals’ work. Issues such as the Agile practice for managing customer
relations, in combination with the sector’s increasing regulation and supervision, which
reflects the increasing requirements related to risk management activities and
documentation, have affected the way we work. The changing nature of our work thus
highlights the ability of the professionals to learn to prioritise and focus on the ‘right’
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kind of activities. In our professional context, this can mean finding and focusing our
energy on productive and meaningful tasks, or the most important and profitable
customers. Similarly, this can mean refraining from unproductive tasks, such as
recurrent empty meetings or servicing unprofitable clients. The bottom line is that it
involves the individual professional learning how to spend their time more effectively.
The role of the banking account manager is entering a new phase. The increasing requirements of
documentation require a larger part of the account manager’s working day, which is time away
from the customer. This as a result will require the account manager to learn to prioritise activities,
which first and foremost means identifying the most important customers and to be sure that your
own time is spent efficiently. This also means learning how to utilise other experts in managing
customer relationships. That is team-working in which the account manager should find his own
leading role. (John, Banking, personal report, 2013)

The professionals in our organization seem, however, to understand that their practical
work partially lacks the ‘right’ kind of focus and qualitative direction. Too much time is
spent on unproductive and sometimes pointless tasks. The professionals’ work appears
sometimes to be motivated by a kind of competition, where the aim is to score activity
points (doing things right), rather than focusing their effort on the more important issues
where real potential and quality exist (doing the right things). At a more concrete level,
this is evident, for example, in account managers spending too much time servicing
customers who do not merit it in terms of volume and their financial situation. In other
words, professionals seem to lack the right kind of focus in their everyday practice that
the Agile practice seeks to instil.
It’s important to have the right kind of focus in what we do. We should focus what we’re doing on
the right things, rather than just doing things right. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)
Focus is important. I mean, putting in the effort where we see real potential and quality. Not just
doing it to collect some useless ‘activity points’. This is a culture and approach that entirely lacks
focus, from which we should be able to shift. Our goal should be the effective use of our time.
(Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
According to my own observations, account managers easily spend too much of their time
servicing customers who in terms of their volume and financial situation do not merit it. The
question is of course about allocating resources and prioritising of the account manager’s time.
(Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
I see the expert-team’s work as sitting around a table planning, and I sometimes wonder if that’s
really the most effective approach. It’s not often the case in our jobs. In practice, most of the time
we react spontaneously to emerging and evolving situations, and afterwards reflect with our
colleagues on what we’ve succeeded in and what not. (Sophia, Cash and Payment, 12.12.2014).

The Agile practice for managing customer relations challenges its practitioners to adopt
a broader mind-set in professional practice. In more concrete terms, within our
professional context, this means increasing solution-based sales of a wider range of
financial services to our customers, and commitment to expert-team work.
The professionals in our organization perceive its structure a barrier to effective adoption
of the Agile practice. They tend to submit to their own knowledge tradition, where each
is constructed and measured around their own primary interests, products and services.
As a result, they consider the success of their own work and reaching personal sales goals
more important than finding a common interest in increasing cooperation, and adopting
a broader perspective on the everyday job.
The organization’s structure is perceived as challenging, where each team and business segment
is constructed and measured around their own primary interests, products and services. The
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success of your own work and tasks seems to be more important than finding the common interest.
(Reece, Finance, personal report, 2013)
The organization structure and diversified reward systems between business segments creates
conflicts and steers the operation in different directions. In addition, issues such as geographical
distance and a lack of trust between units are mentioned. (Joanne, Banking, personal report, 2013)

As a result, professionals perceive themselves or someone in their work environment
attending to the situation at hand from too narrow a perspective, which leads to their
actions being considered too narrow. In more concrete terms, this means we evaluate
and approach our clients merely from our own area of expertise, which can often lead to
failing to see the client as a whole and its potential. This means we cannot or choose not
to see beyond our own perception, and are biased by our expert tradition’s objectives and
our personal interests. Thus, we only see one part of the puzzle, so our work lacks the
solution-based sales of a wide range of financial services, which the Agile practice seeks
to instil.
We have to become better at seeing things from a broader perspective. Too often we view our client
just from our own function, and miss seeing the client as a whole. Our biggest challenge is that we
see our clients from too narrow a perspective, which leads to our actions being too narrow. We
have to shift from this kind of thinking and acting. For example, the people from the investment
function don’t see past their own objectives and goals. But that’s understandable, they’re trained
and deeply specialized in their own profession. They only see one piece of the puzzle. This is why
the banking account managers have an important role here, which is to see the big picture. That
means we need banking account managers who are not too selfish and can adopt a wider view in
their practical work. (Charlie, Investment, 12.12.2014)
Banking account managers see the communication between business segments as insufficient and
one-sided. (Joanne, Banking, personal report, 2013)
A challenge in terms of cooperation is that we don’t learn to see things from a broader perspective.
Instead of thinking and acting as one whole financial organization, we’re driven by our own
functional objectives and personal sales goals. (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
The banking account managers do not systematically use the products and expertise available …
different kinds of expertise should be more involved in cooperation. (Reece, Finance, personal
report, 2013)
The supervisor commented during the meeting on whether teamwork has been adopted to a larger
extent and to its full potential yet. The results of the teamwork are still modest. He problematizes
the method of focusing too much on pricing when approaching a potential new client. Instead, we
should focus more on the qualitative factors of a potential relationship and on the business
partnership we can offer.
Diary entry, 20.11.2017
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Elements and objectivities
of the Agile practice

Actors’ comments on practice

1.

According to my own observations, account managers easily spend too
much of their time servicing customers, who in terms of their volume
and financial situation do not merit it. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal
report, 2013)

Customer segmentation
and prioritising resources
(finding the right kind of
focus for the practice
work)

Focus is important. I mean, putting in the effort where we see real
potential and quality. Not just doing it to collect some useless ‘activity
points’. This is a culture and approach that entirely lacks focus, from
which we should be able to shift. (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
It’s important to have the right kind of focus in what we do. We should
focus what we’re doing on the right things, rather than just doing things
right. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)

2.

Increasing the solutionbased sales of a wide
range of financial services

Our biggest challenge is that we see our clients from too narrow a
perspective, which leads to our actions being too narrow. (Charlie,
Investment, 12.12.2014)
A challenge in terms of cooperation is that we don’t learn to see things
from a broader perspective. Instead of thinking and acting as one whole
financial organization, we’re driven by our own functional objectives
and personal sales goals. (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)

3.

Team-work between
professionals

The expert-team work is according to my observations still modest.
Cooperation between people is occasional … My own analysis is this has
not yet been adopted as a new way of doing the practical everyday work.
(Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Banking account managers see the communication between business
segments as insufficient and one-sided. (Joanne, Banking, personal
report, 2013)
The banking account managers do not systematically use the products
and expertise available… different kinds of expertise should be more
involved in cooperation. (Reece, Finance, personal report, 2013)

4.

Analysing, planning, and
setting targets for client
relationships

Our work today is mostly reactive, a reaction after the client has
contacted us with a problem or case. Our work should be based on
proactive thinking and doing. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)
…I sometimes wonder if that’s really the most effective approach.
(Sophia, Cash and Payment, 12.12.2014)

5.

Developing competence

The greatest challenges can be found in employees’ lack of knowledge,
proactivity and systematic planning, and the ability to cooperate and
how we prioritise our time. (Reece, Finance, personal report, 2013)
More effort should be expended in developing the banking account
managers’ leadership skills. Leadership or the ability to lead has a
central role in the banking account manager’s profession. I believe this
is one of our major challenges today for the practical work. (Reece,
Finance, personal report, 2013)

Table 21

Adapting to the Agile practice – a summary of study results
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7.2.4 Cooperation and learning in practice
A good starting point for building teamwork includes strong employee motivation, an interest in
learning new things, and a good attitude.
Diary entry, 29.4.2015

The discussion above in essence appeals to us as professionals in our context to change
our mind-set concerning how we work, start thinking and acting in new ways, and adopt
the Agile practice for managing customer relations.
There is a need to change the way we work, to rethink our focus, and apply the new tools for
adopting the new Agile practice. (Ethan, Banking, personal report, 2013)

We could shift from a single product or service mind-set and selfishness towards a
broader mind-set and more teamwork, learning from each other to turn the wide range
of expertise available in the organization to the advantage of both our clients and
ourselves. We could, for example, include insurance and market services in our lending,
pricing, and decision-making. We could also learn to listen to our clients and recognise
their needs before offering a solution.
We should move from a single product or a service-centred focus towards a more comprehensive
view, and to evaluating the whole client relationship and its development. (Reece, Finance,
personal report, 2013)
The basic idea of constructing the expert-team is to deliver a great customer experience, every
time. The bottom line is being able to offer the services solutions at the right time, as well as having
the most suitable experts in the team to do the job in the best possible way.
Diary entry, 11.6.2013
We should not approach our clients with a specific product or solution in mind. Instead, we need
to become more open-minded with the attitude that we learn to listen to our clients and recognise
their needs before offering a solution … This is a new philosophical approach to what we are and
how we do. The first step is to get people inside the organization to change their mind-set, to shift
from a single product or service stance and selfishness towards a broader way of thinking and
teamwork… Although we have taken some steps forward here, we still have a lot to learn from each
other. The problem is not the lack of practical knowledge in our organization. The challenge is
rather to turn this wide range of expertise to the advantage of both our clients and ourselves.
Diary entry, 2.10.2014
We should offer our clients a wide range of service solutions right from the first appointment, both
banking and insurance products. We should also more effectively include insurance and market
services in our lending, pricing, and decision-making. The negotiation situation and the nature of
the whole customer relationship should be considered. By holding regular meetings and meeting
clients together, we are better able to learn from each other’s practical work, risk thinking, and
risk management priorities, and learn from our previous mistakes.
Diary entry, 18.9.2013
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According to the study results, we can best learn from each other by working together,
including analysing, planning, target-setting, meeting clients, and evaluating evolving
client relationships. This embraces creating an internal network of trust, building
personal contacts, and getting to know everyone involved. Eventually, this can help the
professionals have a better understanding of others’ work, interests and priorities. When
we know what others do, we also know who to contact and call for assistance on a specific
matter, which will eventually get the job done better. It is important to help each other
out, even if there is no direct economic gain. Also, we must be able to speak the same
‘language’ to create a shared understanding.
The banking account manager has to ensure he/she has a sufficient network of expertise to get the
job done … Delivering high-quality customer service, and being productive, requires knowing your
own organization and the right co-workers. (Joanne, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Learning from each other helps us do our own job, too. When we know what others do, it’s also
easer to seek help and direct the client to the right person to solve a problem. All this forms the
basis for the client experience. It’s fundamental that we help each other out, and use a language
that we are all able to understand. We should not make things too complex. (Sophia, Expert, Cash
and Payment, 12.12.2014)
Learning from each other is essential. It helps us get a better understanding of each other and each
other’s work, and that enables us to broaden our view and recognise opportunities for more
cooperation in our practical work. It requires personal initiative, wanting to help your colleagues,
even if you don’t gain any direct economic value from it. Just a good feeling! (Charlie, Investment,
12.12.2014)

Moving towards a broader mind-set, as part of the professional’s everyday work, does
not mean learning each other’s practice, including the details of its products and services.
It is about developing competence, increasing our understanding of how other actors
think and act, which will help professionals understand the impact of their own work and
expertise, and how the range of available expertise relates to and may complement each
other. This means also being able to see past your own expert area and interests to
recognise how the expertise of others fits the situation at hand, and which are the most
suitable actors to work with on a specific matter to add value to the client’s business and
eventually sustain our organization’ the competitive edge.
An illustration: how different traditions may complement each other
As the client’s requirements grow, requiring custom solutions, expert traditions tend to become
more dependent on each other to get their job done and solve complex problems. Special
solutions require more teamwork. Often, the banking account manager has the knowledge and
trust of the client, while the expert knows most about a specific product or service. The account
manager has an important role in recognizing a client’s potential to increase the customer share
of wallet. An ongoing dialogue between experts helps us recognise the ‘silent signs’ and
potential in everyday situations, on which we can build. The banking account manager should
know the basics of the appropriate products and services, and how they differ from each other,
in order to better grasp what could meet a specific client’s needs. It is important to understand
the client’s financial strategy. For example, does it want to own or lease its vehicles? Is it willing
to take risks on all accounts receivable? Moreover, it is important to closely examine the cash
flow of the client’s business operations. This will help us recognise how the client can benefit
from our various financial solutions.
Diary entry, 24.8.2016
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An illustration: how can we learn from other traditions in practice
The sales manager from the markets tradition briefed us on the state of the market, interest
rates, currencies, and near future forecasts. He told us what our competitors are doing and the
activities we should focus on in that near future. The market sales manager provided useful
examples on how to include different market products in lending and decision-making. The
main briefing goal was that we better recognise situations with high potential to increase share
of wallet, highlighting the advantages for both the customer and our organization.
Diary entry, 28.82016

Furthermore, adapting to the changing nature of our professional work and the Agile
practice for managing customer relations requires the ability to develop our own
leadership skills. Leadership characteristics are increasingly becoming a part of the
changing financial profession, as the expert’s job is ever more self-directed. The word
self-directed in this context does not indicate working alone. It highlights the
professionals’ ability to go beyond their own formal roles, to lead and steer various
activities, enhancing teamwork between different experts that can eventually contribute
to the success of the whole organization. For example, the ability to lead, and steer
activities, has been identified as central to the profession of banking account manager.
These activities include working together, analysing, planning, target-setting, meeting
clients, and evaluating evolving client relationships.
The banking account managers need to become active and committed to the Agile practice, and
take a strong lead in developing expert-team construction. (Reece, Finance, personal report, 2013)
In my view, the banking account manager has an important role to play here … taking the initiative
and ensuring an effective dialogue between experts at a broadly functional level in their daily work.
(Jack, Finance, 12.12.2014)
More effort should be expended in developing the banking account manager’s leadership skills.
Leadership or the ability to lead has a central role in the banking account manager’s profession. I
believe this is one of our major challenges today in our practical work. Banking account managers
are often experienced professionals within banking operations. Learning and executing this new
role without any official supervisory status is a challenging task. (Reece, Finance, personal report,
2013)
An illustration of the expert-team work: Analysing, planning, and target-setting
In my role as banking account manager, I took the initiative myself at this meeting, presenting
a list of customers that included my key client. The discussion proceeded, handling one client
relationship at the time. I asked questions of the other experts, and their views on the possibility
of seeking to increase our share of customer wallet. There was a lot of valuable information
exchanged between participants concerning different client relationships. I took notes, which I
later on documented in our ICT. We agreed on a few client cases for further development, to set
up a further engagement plan in future pair-work between myself and the expert concerned.
Diary entry, 1.9.2015

According to the study results, cooperation between professionals can best be created
through repeated practice and ongoing interaction, comprising everyday activities.
The cooperation between banking and non-life insurance operations can only be created through
repeated practice, consisting of everyday activities. (Connor, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)
This work requires an ongoing interaction and sharing of knowledge between people at the
functional level. It’s a tough challenge for the people involved, to prioritise their time to learn this
new way of working ... I believe this is a good way of working. Though it may sometimes feel hard
and time consuming, I believe it will pay off in the end. (Mason, Insurance, 14.6.2013)
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An effective model for cooperating between business segments can best be created through the
everyday practices, by working together and networking. (Joanne, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Ongoing interaction and doing between experts is the basis for effective cooperation. It will
increase our understanding of how others think and act, which will help build a more complete
view of how different things relate to each other. It will also help build trust and a ‘we-spirit’ in our
working environment.
Diary entry, 4.11.2014

A concrete and simple way to learn from each other and the other’s practical knowledge
is to meet the client together. Observing another actor in practice, for instance, when
talking to the client, may enrich our view of other knowledge traditions. Observing a realworld situation adds a kind of perspective and situatedness that is not always present
during internal seminars, where the discussion tends to remain at a more general level.
A concrete and simple way to cooperate and learn from each other’s practical knowledge is to go
meet the client together. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)

Working together at a functional level and solving complex client problems may also be
rewarding and educational. Thus, it may become a high motivation factor for employees
to go beyond their formal role, to help each other and succeed in their job.
It’s rewarding to cooperate and work together at a functional level. Then we can learn from each
other’s work. (Jack, Finance, 14.6.2013)

A client case illustration: teamwork to find the right solution for the client
Our business customer called me up and asked to arrange a meeting to discuss their future
business expansion. We had discussed the matter before, so I knew the expansion would mean
new machinery investments and financing, as well as an increasing need for seasonal financing.
After setting a date for the meeting, I called my colleague representing investment financing and
asked them to join the upcoming meeting. I knew that securities to arrange new financing would
be a pressing issue, and wanted to make sure we could optimize the available collateral. Before the
client meeting, we discussed alternatives, affirming that financing accounts receivable would not
be possible in this case. After meeting the customer and then discussing the case, we (banking and
financial services) decided to approach the customer with an offer to arrange investment financing
for the machinery, and a corporate credit account for the increasing short-term capital needs.
Diary entry, 21.8.2017

In another situation, a long-term client relationship embracing trust may enhance the
extension of business with the client, or even function as a competitive edge in not losing
part of the client’s business to a competitor. The following entry illustrates such a case.
A client case illustration: relying on a strong relationship in a cross-selling situation
A customer called me and said they had a competing and better offering from another insurance
company. I was immediately in contact with my colleague from the non-life insurance department.
I told him we had to respond to the competing offer, otherwise our shared customer relationship
could be in jeopardy. We decided to visit the customer together to present our response. The result
of the meeting was that we were able to keep the customer. I felt we succeeded partly because we
also had a long-term banking history with the customer.
Diary entry 2.10.2017
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Below I present a client case that describes some aspects of the negotiations and
cooperation between different experts inside our organization during this event. The
whole negotiation process proceeded for several months, during which we met with
client several times. Attended in the negotiation process from our organization where
besides myself (representing the banking tradition), experts representing finance,
investment, and insurance tradition. At the end, in this case, we succeeded in acquiring
a new client for our organization, including the business clients banking-, finance-,
investment-, and insurance services.
A client case illustration: acquiring a new client
My colleague from financial services called me up one morning. This is not uncommon. We talk
to each other frequently, not always with an agenda in mind, just to ask each other how’s it
going, anything interesting going on? This time she had news about a new potential case. “I’ve
got a contact to a new potential client that’s interested in meeting us,” she tells me, and has set
up an appointment. “The client would like someone from the regional bank to come along as
well. Do you want to come with me?” I agreed and we talked further about how we should run
the meeting, and decided each of us would make a short PowerPoint presentation. Hers would
focus on the different financial products and services available to our clients. Mine would focus
more on an overview of our financial organization and what we do at a more general level.
The meeting was to be held at the client’s offices. It’s a way to show respect and that we’re
interested in getting to know them and their business. The atmosphere is quite relaxed. We
listen carefully to what the client tells us about his company and their business, and I take notes.
We then make our presentations, trying to take into account what the client had just told us.
The client asks some questions during the presentations, which we answer as well as we can.
When we’re discussing something, I try to communicate clearly what I’m thinking and answer
in a way that the client understands.
We discuss the client’s current and future plans for business development, and his current
financial structure. At the end of the meeting, the client asks us whether we can offer him a
solution for his future plans and the company’s current financial structure. He also tells us that
they’ve been considering their insurance arrangements. I tell him that we’re going to look over
his requests, considering solutions for banking, finance and insurance.
After the meeting, I walk directly to our insurance sales manager’s office and tell him about our
case. He says he knows the client from the past and gives me some tips on how to proceed.
“They’re a good potential client for us, but we haven’t succeeded in doing any business with
them yet. We have to be active with them.” I later called the client and asked for another meeting
to look over their insurance structure, which we hadn’t had time to go into in detail during the
first meeting. The client agreed to meet again, and this time our insurance sales manager came.
Diary entry, 6.11.2017
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Building a cooperative network of trust
Over the years working as a banking account manager in our organization, I’ve tried
to focus on creating social bonds with different actors and professionals across
various knowledge traditions. So when a situation occurs that requires expert
knowledge beyond my core competence, e.g. concerning, finance, investments and
wealth management, insurance, or market services, I know who to get in touch with.
I often take a moment in the day to sit down with or phone a colleague from another
expert tradition, to discuss and reflect on earlier events and client cases, and plan for
upcoming and future cases. Often these become like stories we share with each other,
trying to fill in the gaps. I feel that it’s important to engage the other party in the
‘wider’ picture that I know. This implies sharing future plans on where client
relationships might be headed.
For me, cooperation between professional traditions, e.g. banking and insurance, is
more about ‘participating’ than just ‘tipping each other off’ about potential clients.
It’s an ongoing interaction and doing in practice between professionals, including
planning, analysing, target-setting, meeting clients, and evaluating our own actions.
In ongoing interaction, I seek to better understand how different professionals think
and act, and how our traditions relate and may complement each other.
Working with business clients, especially medium-sized firms, every situation tends
in its way to be unique. This means practice does not consist of applying prior
knowledge to a specific situation. It’s about understanding and evaluating different
kinds of information, and reflecting on evolving situations. There’s no one right way
or printed manual on how to approach, for example, a new potential client. There
are of course specific regulations, restrictions, and risk polices that draw certain
boundaries for practice. However, within these boundaries there’s always room for
a certain type of professional freedom.
My reflection, 31.5.2019
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7.2.5 A summary of the case
This case illustrates the challenging nature of adapting to organizational change. A
central management objective has for several years been to drive a change of culture in
our organization, which challenges everyone to start thinking and acting in a new way.
The case details how actors inside the organization have adopted the Agile practice for
managing customer relations. More specifically, I examined how actors have adopted the
Agile practice elements as part of their everyday work, such as customer segmentation,
increasing solution-based sales of a wide range of financial services, teamwork between
professionals, as well as analysing, planning, and target-setting for the client
relationship.
The findings of this case show, however, that the actors have not yet succeeded in fully
adopting the Agile practice in their everyday work. Cooperation between the experts is
modest and occasional, and the work is more reactive, a reaction after the client has
contacted us with a problem, than organized and proactive. This means the professionals’
work lacks the kind of analysing, planning, and target-setting the Agile practice seeks to
instil. This becomes evident also, for example, in how professionals use their time and
prioritise activities. In this context, that means finding and focusing our energy on the
most productive and meaningful tasks or important and profitable customers. Similarly,
it means refraining from unproductive activities, such as recurrent empty meetings or
servicing unprofitable clients. In other words, professionals seem to lack the kind of
focus in their everyday work that the Agile practice should bring, and often appear to
attend to the situation at hand from too narrow a perspective, which leads to their actions
being considered too narrow. So, we are not able to, or do not want to, see past our own
perceptions and are biased by our expert tradition’s objectives and own personal
interests. Thus, the professionals’ work also lacks the kind of solution-based sales of a
wide range of financial services that would be in line with the Agile practice.
The findings further indicate that professionals need to become more open-minded and
adopt a broader approach in their work. More concretely, this means shifting from a
single product or service mind-set, and selfishness, towards a broader mind-set and
more teamwork, to learn from each other and turn the wide range of expertise available
in the organization to the advantage of both our clients and ourselves. According to the
findings, we can best learn from each other by working together, including analysing,
planning, and target-setting, by meeting the clients together, and evaluating the evolving
client relationships. This does not mean learning each other’s practice, but developing
competence that will help professionals understand the impact of their own work and
expertise, and how expertise might be complementary. It also means being able to see
past your own expert area and interests, to recognise how the expertise of others fits the
situation at hand, and who are the most suitable actors to work with on a specific matter.
Further, cooperation between professionals can best be created through repeated
practice and ongoing interaction, comprising everyday activities. Finally, the findings
show this requires the actor’s ability to take the initiative, create internal networks of
trust, and develop their own leadership skills. For example, the ability to lead, and steer
activities, has been identified as central to the profession of banking account manager.
Finally, the case demonstrates that adopting the Agile practice involves the actors dealing
with opposing forces, related to issues such as: learning, exploring new ways of thinking
and acting, seeking out new ideas and abilities, developing social relationships versus
performance, exploiting the known, achieving by applying existing skills, and reaching
personal goals. Moreover, there is a contradiction related to focusing on pricing versus
emphasising the qualitative factors in relationships.
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7.3

Competing Traditions

This section presents a case on competing knowledge traditions in our organization. The
case details the complexities and inherent contradictions of everyday practice in a
professional context, such as a financial services organization. It will reveal the
underlying power structure and the conflicting interests and tensions between different
knowledge traditions.
In this study, I have identified the professional tradition and organizational tradition
as the two main competing traditions within the organization. On one side, there are
interests related to customer orientation, employee experience, professional freedom,
sales results, and efficiency. On the other, industry regulation, following instructions,
risk management, supervision, control, and measurement.
The findings of this case show how the specialization of activities can erect barriers
between knowledge traditions. The case also demonstrates how practical knowledge that
may drive practice within one tradition may actually hinder practice between traditions.
Further, the findings show how actors in different traditions tend to develop their own
interests and agendas, prioritising different activities, which becomes clear, for example,
in their use of time, the process of customer selection, and decision-making.
Finally, the case demonstrates that adopting this specialization and efficiency involves
actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as regulation, time spent on
documentation, accuracy and strictly following constructed rules and risk policies, risk
management, short-term thinking, risk avoidance, and looking backward. Then,
understanding customers through numbers versus employee experience, time spent on
relationship management, flexibility and following ‘professional instincts’, customer
experience, long-term thinking, risk taking, thinking forwards, and through
relationships and built trust. As a result, employees increasingly express their feeling or
anxiety of being caught between competing traditions, forces pulling the individual in
different directions. Work-related stress, pressure, and the feeling of not being enough
are increasingly in the actors’ thoughts when talking about their everyday work.
7.3.1 Background
As described earlier in Chapter 5, the global financial crises that started in 2007, have
triggered several changes in the sector’s regulation and supervision in the EU. The
emphasis on risk awareness and risk management has as a result changed considerably.
The development of capital adequacy regulations for credit institutions, new solvency
rules, and international financial inspection and supervision are just some examples. The
increasing regulation and supervision standards constraining the financial industry have
also forced organizations to specialize and become more efficient and profitable.
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7.3.2 Presenting an analogy of teamwork

A football team
Let’s take a moment to reflect, and view the expert-team (presented in Chapter 6) as
a football team. A team may be seen as a social construction of people, each
contributing their individual strengths, playing together towards the same goal.
The banking account manager represents the team’s midfielder or playmaker. He is
also the captain of the team. His mission, besides scoring, is to search for open
positions and pass the ball to the forwards to score. The other experts, such as the
finance, insurance, investment and markets sales managers, represent the forwards
or strikers. Their mission is to score goals set up by the account manager. The cash
and payment transfer experts represent the team’s more defensive players. The
supervisors and controllers or risk managers are the team coaches. Their mission is
to develop tactics for the game and coach the team. Finally, the organization’s backoffice function represents the service-team personnel for the players.
Although this analogy is relatively valid, it does have its flaws. It does not effectively
recognise conflicting interests and the use of power. It views the game according to
a strict rulebook, whereas in our reality the rules can change during the game.
Further, it does not take account of the players’ ability and willingness to adapt to
team tactics and the changing rules of the game.
In reality, this specific football team is characterised by several coaches and players
who, in order to win the game, simultaneously adopt very different tactics according
to their own interpretation of the environment. Imagine one of the coaches adopting
an offensive tactic while at the same time another opts for defensive. As a player,
which one of these competing tactics should you adopt? Or, as a professional, should
you make your own decisions on whether to play offence or defence, in line with the
changing situation.
This can further lead to a situation where individual players on the field adopt very
different tactics at the same time. As a result, they may not know when it is
appropriate to pass the ball on, or may not want to pass it at all. Imagine a team
where every player wants to score at the same time. Our players may then even begin
to play against each other on the field. Imagine what kind of team this would look
like from the stand, or from the competitors’ point of view. As a result, in situations
like these, the teamwork on the field is obviously not optimal.
The team is further characterised by the players seeing themselves more as a group
of individuals than a team. But they still try to learn to become better team players.
Especially, the playmaker or team captain still has some work to do in order to fit his
new role. He has not yet succeeded in fully adopting his new captaincy and
leadership role on the field. Also, he often tries to score himself, missing an
opportunity to pass the ball forward to a striker in a better position.
My reflection, 20.2.2019
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The football team analogy presented above might at first sound somewhat extreme.
However, similar situations constantly occur within an organization. This is not simply
because the players or coaches are poor performers. The answer may lie instead in the
underlying power structure of the whole team, of which each actor is a part. This
recognises the conflicting interests and tensions between knowledge traditions, and that
power is written into the core of organizational achievement. It offers an analogy of the
sense of actors working in between knowledge traditions, balancing and struggling
between contradictory logics and conflicting values. For an individual actor, these
conflicts may eventually start to sound like chatter in your mind, struggling for attention
and time. Many analogies of teams in organizations take sport as their theme, where the
whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Identifying the underlying power structure in
an organization and the conflicting interests between traditions, the perspective applied
here views the whole as something other, and not greater, than the sum of its parts.
Figure 19 below illustrates a network of different actors inside the organization, who may
all be involved in some way in the teamwork and decision-making for a single customer
relationship. This is not a comprehensive view of reality, but does represent my own
perspective (banking account manager). The purpose of the illustration is to show that,
in practice, situations do occur involving several independent decision-making (and risk
management) elements and traditions, which may eventually affect the progress and
development of a specific customer relationship. The case now looks to capture the
dynamics related to this picture in more detail.

Figure 19

Illustrating a banking account manager view
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7.3.3 Balancing between contradictory logics and conflicting values
In this study, I recognise two main competing traditions in the organization. Originating
from different groups of individuals, I identify these as the professional tradition and
organizational tradition. In terms of everyday work, the professional tradition involves
interests related to customer orientation, employee experience, professional freedom,
sales results, and efficiency, while the organizational is concerned with industry
regulation, following instructions, risk management, supervision, control, and
measurement.
As presented in Chapter 5, the organization’s mission and core values, as well as the
strategic and financial targets, are based on a strong capital base and seeking growth
above the market average within moderate risk-taking policy. These targets also
constitute the basis for the organization’s risk management, risk appetite, and priorities.
The purpose of risk management is, in other words, to help meet the targets set in the
strategy. Risk management should, thus, provide a framework for us as professionals to
do our work and be part of the daily business and its management. Further, risk
awareness and a moderate risk-taking approach should be involved and reflected in
every business decision.
In our everyday work, however, it is not uncommon to hear from my colleagues in
different fields of expertise, or even feel it myself, that there is a kind of conflicting
interest or tension between the organizational and professional traditions. Activities and
priorities related to the organization’s risk management have in particular been culpable.
In a sense, the increasing awareness of risk management activities has made the financial
professional’s job more complex.
Sometimes I hear the question ‘why has everything become so difficult’. This is to a great extent
due to what risk management does. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

Is it that risk management just might damage the customer and employee experience,
sales results, and efficiency? When risk management should, on the contrary, be an
important part of the whole organizational culture, where in-depth customer knowledge
and selection, as well as building customer relationships in the long-term, are seen as
central aspects of responsible and decent everyday practice.
I guess work would be more efficient and faster, if we didn’t need to pay attention to and consider
issues related to risk management, and to document so carefully. Though, risk management, while
it may sometimes just feel damaging, is a vital part of our work. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

A plausible explanation for this phenomenon may however appear when looking at it
over a longer time-frame. Banking regulation and supervision has increased dramatically
over the past 10 years. The global financial crisis that started in 2007 has since triggered
several changes in the sector’s regulation and supervision regarding, for example, capital
adequacy and solvency. The emphasis of risk awareness and risk management has thus
changed significantly since then.
Banking regulation and supervision has increased dramatically over the past 10 years. This is due
to increased risk and regulation in society as a whole. The underlying causes are the greediness
and uncontrolled risk-taking that led to the financial crisis in 2008, as well as increasing
international financial crime, such as money laundering and identity theft. Further, investment
activity has increased, which has led to investors seeking security, as reflected by MIFID-II
regulation, in the form of enhanced reporting and documentation requirements. Moreover,
indebtedness may create instability in society. This is reflected by IFRS9, which controls banks
and their financial stability, the credit process, risk concentrations, client creditworthiness,
collateral management, and how the banks manage their problem customers. (Internal document)
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The financial services industry has in recent times undergone and is undergoing a number of
changes, which affect banks’ short- and long-term operating conditions. The international
financial crises have triggered several changes increasing the sector’s regulation … The importance
of risk management has been and will continue to be emphasised in the financial sector. Banks
will be required to further develop and analyse their risk management activities in the context of
the current regulatory framework. (Steven, Supervisor, personal report, 2013)

All in all, this is a broad package that instigates more measures in banks and financial
organizations. It sets new requirements in terms of knowing your customers, and for
reporting and documentation practices. For the individual actor, as a financial
professional, this requires the ability to adopt and learn new skills in handling
instructions and careful documentation as part of everyday practice.
In the past, working in banks was probably a lot easier. Loans could be quickly settled into the
customer’s account during a single visit. Evaluation and documentation requirements where loose
and issues could be handled to a large extent on the principle of trust. This is, however, no longer
a reality. Now, trust has to be proven and documented differently. Bearing all this in mind (new
sector regulation such as MIFID-II and IFRS9), it's no wonder that we can’t work as we did and
need to be able to unlearn. In fact, an important part of employee skills is managing instructions
and careful documentation as part of their everyday practice as a financial professional. (George,
Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

The perspective adopted here is that sector regulation and supervision is a good thing
and exists to protect the state and its citizens, rather than to ensure the best employee
experience in the organization. In banks, there is perhaps more regulation and
instructions than in an average firm. Banks do, however, have an important role in the
world’s economies. For example, as presented in Chapter 5, the financial institutions in
Finland play a significant part in supporting the operating fundamentals of the Finnish
companies and business sectors that play a vital role in the Finnish economy, and for its
future economic growth, and employment. The collapse of a bank may cause uncertainty
in the financial sector and society as whole.
Regulation is a good thing. It’s there to protect the state and its citizens. In banks, there is perhaps
more regulation and instructions than in an average firm. Banks have an important role in the
world’s economies. The collapse of a big bank causes uncertainty in the financial sector and in
society as whole. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

Within a financial organization, there are many different kinds of instructions and rules
to be followed. At the general level, these may be placed into two different categories. In
one, there are binding instructions, as reflected by MIFID-II and IFRS9 regulation.
These apply to the organization per se, and must be followed by its employees and
managers. In the second, there are different kinds of organizational policies, principles,
guidelines, and recommendations. In other words, organizations are constructed of
practical rules, which have to be followed. However, these types of rule can also be
changed and exceptions made, if there is a sufficiently valid business reason.
Binding instructions must always be followed. It is not a matter for the employee, supervisor or
management to decide on. Besides binding instructions, there are also different kinds of policies,
principles, guidelines, and recommendations. These are also to be followed. However, in some
cases, there may be exceptions if there is a valid business reason. Even then, individual cases
cannot be repeated. Sometimes these are mixed up, and what’s binding and what can be deviated
from is misjudged. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

The bottom line here appears to be building an organizational culture where instructions,
rules and risk management are accepted as part of our work, and seen as central aspects
of responsible and decent everyday practice. From this perspective, risk management
activities, which are related to organizational tradition, are not separated from the work
of the financial expert and the professional tradition. In fact, it is argued that the first

128

line of the organization’s risk management defence is the operational practices applied
within business operations by financial experts.
We should have a culture where instructions and risk management are accepted as part of our
everyday practice. In fact, most work related to risk management in our organization is done at
the very first line of defence, not by actors representing risk management but by sales staff and
experts. (George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

From one perspective, the professional tradition and financial experts may be seen as the
company’s throttle, while the organizational tradition and risk management represent
the brake. Although this analogy may to some extent be true, what has been presented
here actually indicates the contrary, that they are integrated and equally important
qualities for the driver to know.
I’ve sometimes heard the expression that experts represent the company’s throttle and the risk
management the brake. This comparison may be quite true but much of what happens in our
business is interaction between the client and the experts. So an important dimension of what it is
to be a financial expert is also to know when to use the clutch and even when to brake. Let’s not
make this a confrontation with experts applying the accelerator and risk management the brake.
It’s not like that. The first line of defence and all the work related to that are very important.
(George, Risk Manager, 10.5.2019)

Next, I discuss further the matter and relation between the organizational tradition and
professional tradition, changing the perspective to view this phenomenon from a
professional tradition. This may provide an alternative angle on the question above,
whether risk management might damage the customer and employee experience, sales
results, and efficiency.
As presented earlier, banking regulation and supervision has increased dramatically over
the past 10 years, which has shifted the emphasis of risk awareness and risk
management. It sets new requirements in terms of knowing your customers, and for
reporting and documentation practices. For the individual actor, as a financial
professional, this requires the ability to adopt and learn new skills in handling
instructions and careful documentation as part of everyday practice. Examining this
phenomenon more closely from the individual employee perspective, and how it has
evolved over a longer period, increasing industry regulation and supervision now
occupies a larger proportion of the professionals’ working day. This, on the other hand,
has also brought some resistance and frustration among actors, since more time is now
required for so-called ‘non-productive’ tasks, which is time spent away from customers.
In fact, many actors perceive that too much time is required in documenting and keeping
databases up-to-date for various purposes, time they would much rather use solving
customer problems.
The increasing requirements for documentation take up a larger part of the account manager’s
working day, which is time spent away from the customer. (John, Banking, personal report, 2013)
Account managers perceive they have too little time for customer service and proactivity in their
work. Documentation and preparation, and other forms of “non-productive” task, occupy more
than 80% of their time. (Reece, Finance, personal document, 2013)
The personnel satisfaction surveys often indicate the same problem. Banking account managers
feel they do not have enough time to access customer contacts. At the same time, a large number
of customers want the bank and the contact person to have active contact and regular meetings.
(John, Banking, personal report, 2013)

This phenomenon has further evolved to the point where we may even distinguish
conflicting interests or tensions between the professional tradition and organizational
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tradition. As stated earlier, it is not uncommon to hear this from my colleagues,
representing different fields of expertise, or even feel it myself. It has reached the point
where professionals start to feel frustrated or even exhausted when the biggest obstacle
to doing their job is conflict of interest and tension inside their own organization.
The amount of bureaucracy and administrative work has increased significantly over recent years.
Today it’s no longer enough to sell an idea to the client. Selling it to our own organization is even
harder work. The best salesmen are no longer those who can sell an idea to the client but to our
own risk management. (Callum, Insurance, 7.11.2017)
Our time goes to fighting with our own risk management department and our ineffective
technological infrastructure, so less time’s left for meeting customers and for sales. (Mason,
Insurance, 7.11.2017)
Sometimes it feels like we’re not being competitive enough when most of our time goes to
struggling with our risk management department and ICT systems. (Olivia, Insurance, 7.11.2017)

Further, we may distinguish another dimension from this conflict of interest and tension
between traditions. This relates to the requirement to increase sales and performance, at
the same time as having to comply with increasing regulation and supervision.
Our sales goals have doubled since 2011 and performing well in sales is now more important than
taking care of the customer relationship. The nature of our work has changed dramatically in
recent years. What I feel is important and meaningful in my job has somehow lost its meaning.
Everything today is about performance. We’ve moved towards a quarterly economy, where as an
employee you’re only as good as your previous quarterly sales figures. The long-distance run has
become a sprint, which goes on until you pull up. Sometimes I feel and wonder whether this is any
longer according to good practice. Internal processes and ICT systems are complex and take up
more and more of our time. Managers and risk managers require more and more of our time. So
what’s left for clients and relationship management has become more limited. As financial experts,
we’re caught between a rock and a hard place, between increasing customer expectations and
increasing expectations from our management regarding our activity and performance. And then
there are the increasing limitations set by our own risk management. For example, I have many
potential clients waiting to become customers, if our risk management would just approve them.
Sometimes it feels like we’re struggling more or less between contradictory business logics. The
different objectives are in conflict with each other. The perspective is often too narrow, and we
don’t see the whole picture. (Olivia, Insurance, 27.6.2019)

As we can see from the citation above, the nature of work has changed dramatically in
recent years. Everything in organizational life seems now to be increasingly about
performing and succeeding. On one side are increasing customer expectations, and on
the other, increasing expectations from management related to activity and
performance. Moreover, there are the rising limitations set by our risk management. Put
another way, there seems to be a need for company management and risk management
to push harder on the throttle and brake at the same time. As presented earlier in Chapter
6, this phenomenon may also be explained by seeking more aggressive growth within a
particular customer segment with a high credit rating, as stated in the organizational
strategy. The story from the field and how this is perceived by employees does not,
however, present a similar consensus of the reality.
The main focus of the meeting is related to risk management issues. It’s noted that our team has
done a good job, sales and growth have been good so far this year, although the team has suffered
from limited resources. Many qualitative risk management priorities have, however, not been
achieved, and some mistakes have been made. It’s been emphasised that the qualitative priorities
have to put in order before the end of the year.
Diary entry, 23.8.2017
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As a result, employees are increasingly expressing their feeling or anxiety of being caught
between competing traditions, forces pulling the individual in different directions. The
evolving trends and phenomena that are reshaping the industry, including increasing
requirements relating to risk management, short-term sales activity and performance,
as well as customer expectations, have eventually led to the feeling among individual
actors of being between traditions, balancing and struggling with contradictory logics
and conflicting values. Work-related stress, pressure, and the feeling of not being enough
are issues that in recent times seem to be increasingly in the actors’ thoughts when
talking about their everyday job.
Emotions concerning the two competing traditions
Sometimes I feel like mentally I’m falling apart. It’s like the two competing
organizational forces are pulling me in two different directions. Further, it feels like
this force is getting stronger every year. On one side, there’s the rising requirement
to successfully manage customer relationships, to be more proactive and answer to
increasing customer expectations, and to grow the sales of a wide range of financial
services. On the other, there’s the increasing requirements of activities related to risk
management and following risk policy, to follow organizational procedures and
rules, write out plans, and document customer-related issues and information into
organization databases, explaining each move.
My reflection, 16.4.2019

Professional tradition
‘The organization throttle’
Employee experience
Time spend on relationship management
Flexibility, following ‘professional instincts’
Customer experience
Risk taking
Long-term thinking
Thinking forward
Understanding the customers through
relationships and built trust
Table 22

Organizational tradition
‘The organization brake’
Regulation
Time spend on documentation
Accuracy, strictly following constructed rules and
risk policies
Risk management
Risk avoidance
Short-term thinking
Looking backward
Understanding the customers through numbers

Contradictions between professional and organizational tradition
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7.3.4 Customer selection and organizational decision-making
Customer selection is a central part of the banking operation. Especially within the
business customer segment, the bank has the right to choose its customers, how well
each customer is served, and how much effort and time is expended on each customer.
In recent years, an ongoing discussion in our organization has been to increase our
awareness of the profitability that the various customer segments bring.
It is necessary to raise awareness within the organization of the benefits various customers bring
to the bank. The bank also has the right to choose its customers, how well each customer is served,
and how much time is devoted to each customer. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013).

However, judging what constitutes a good and profitable business client for the
organization is not as straightforward or easy at is may sound. The profitability of a
business client is the result of many different factors, quantitative and qualitative, both
emphasising different issues.
The task of assessing what makes for a good and profitable business customer is neither easy nor
simple. The profit derived from a customer is the result of many different factors. It is often based
on future expectations of the development of the client firm’s business or the customer
relationship. In addition, the profitability factor should, at some level, include not only the income
but also the cost of managing the customer relationship. (John, Banking, personal report, 2013)

Measuring the profitability of a bank is very different to that of a normal business,
involving very different elements. Striving for greater volume and to increase the
organization’s market share in the business client segment does not automatically
translate into more profit. Profitability has to be evaluated in relation to risk-weighted
assets and to the capital requirement generated by the client’s liabilities. Further, the
bank’s risk taking is evaluated by the change in its risk position, measured by the change
(over a time period) in capital requirement.
The bank’s profitability is measured in relation to risk-weighted assets. Profitability measurement
is therefore very different process to that adopted by a normal business. So, a bank's profitability
management contains elements that are significantly different from those of a normal business.
(Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
The capital requirement is established based on the borrower’s credit rating and expected loss…
The better the client’s rating and the lower the expected loss, the lower the bank’s capital
requirement for the client’s liabilities. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
The bank’s risk taking is evaluated by the change in its risk position. The risk position is measured
by the change in the bank’s capital requirement (generated by its liabilities), in comparison to the
credit portfolio. (Internal document)

This means that profitability-thinking based on the gross margin alone is insufficient in
managing customer relationships. The focus on the capital requirement generated by the
client’s liabilities, which is the risk management perspective, challenges professionals in
their everyday work in terms of the traditional approach.
Profitability-thinking based on the gross margin alone is also insufficient. The mind-set involved
in capital requirement management thus challenges the traditional approach. (Oscar, Risk
Manager, personal report, 2013)

Traditionally, customer selection has largely been based on credit risk (liabilities in
relation to collateral), attempting to avoid high credit-risk customers, where those with
a low credit risk have automatically been assessed as a good prospect.
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The basis for customer selection is managing the credit risk. Credit risk refers to a situation where
the borrower fails to meet its loan obligations and the placed collateral is insufficient to cover the
obligation. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)

These results show how managing customer relationships is constructed on a set of
particulars, evaluating both quantitative and qualitative aspects. In addition to the credit
risk element, the profitability of a business client comprises numerous factors, such as
the extent of the service offerings used, the volume of the services used, and their pricing.
The evaluation may also be based on future expectations regarding issues such as the
development of the client firm’s business or the customer relationship. On the cost side,
we have the time expended in the organization on managing the relationship, and the
capital requirement generated by the client’s liabilities.
In addition to the credit risk element, customer profitability from a bank’s perspective comprises
a variety of factors, such as the scope of the services used by the customer, the volume of services
used, their pricing, the capital requirement generated by the customer’s liabilities, and the time it
takes to manage the customer relationship within the organization. (Oscar, Risk Manager,
personal report, 2013)

Further, this means determining a relationship based on a single measure, just one side
of the coin, is far too narrow an approach in this profession. For example, managing the
client relationship aiming to minimize the capital requirement will probably lead to a
decline in the bank’s business and, consequently, a reduction in revenue and operating
profit.
Although the bank’s profitability is determined using the capital requirement ratio, the mere
pursuit of profitability aimed at minimizing the capital requirement would probably lead to a
decline in the bank’s business and, consequently, a reduction in revenue and operating profit. The
decline in operating profit, for its part, reduces the return on equity. Hence, it is important to
manage customer margins. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
Customer relations management should thus be able to consider both approaches, client margin
and the capital requirement, in addition to sales and credit risk, and use them all as tools for better
and more profitable CRM. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)

Additionally, it should be noted that a client’s profitability also involves qualitative issues
that can be very difficult to assess, such as the reference value provided by the client and
the future potential in the client’s business contacts. Thus, managing customer relations
does not just involve measuring quantitative data, but also evaluating and reflecting on
various qualitative aspects of the client relationship.
All the ‘good’ generated by the customer relationship is not measurable as direct returns or
margins. (John, Banking, personal report, 2013)

A key point here is that there is room for personal judgment in the process of customer
selection, in the valuation of what is the ‘right’ decision in a specific situation, what
constitutes a ‘good’ client, or what will turn out to be a fruitful client relationship in the
long run. Moreover, managing customer relations is not merely acquiring and
maintaining profitable client relationships. It is also about building an understanding,
and knowing when to break with risky and unprofitable clients.
The assessment of what constitutes a good and profitable client relationship is often subjective, a
combination of quantitative and qualitative factors, emphasising different issues. (John, Banking,
personal report, 2013)
First, it is important to consider, evaluate and state what is a ‘good’, profitable business client for
the bank … Targeted customer selection involves acquiring new and profitable client relationships,
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but also quitting some of those that are risky and unprofitable. (John, Banking, personal report,
2013)

Looking further at the personal judgement aspect involved in the decision-making
process, there is, as a result, also the potential for a conflict of interests and different
views in any such situation. More importantly, personal judgement is often based on the
underlying professional tradition. For example, within our organization, different
business segments (banking, insurance, investment) are constructed around their own
primary interests. In other words, different interests and perspectives can conflict.
Agreeing on a common direction in the development of a specific client relationship may,
thus, sometimes be difficult or even pointless.
A customer can be unprofitable from the bank’s perspective, but valuable from the point of view
of the insurance operations. (Oscar, Risk Manager, personal report, 2013)
It’s challenging for the expert-team, if the bank’s and insurance operation’s risk analysis have
opposing views on how to develop a specific client relationship … The banking and insurance
traditions’ business logic and risk policy are based on different assumptions, which makes
cooperation between the traditions in many cases challenging or even pointless.
Diary entry, 2.10.2013
We concluded that in some situations the teamwork between our functions works quite well. But
in some client cases it’s very hard to build on the relationship due to the different business logics
and risk management priorities and interests between the functions.
Diary entry, 30.10.2017

At a more practical level, the results show that an underlying reason for conflicting
interests is often an opposing risk analysis and direction on how to develop a specific
client relationship. The business logic and risk policy of the banking and insurance
traditions are based on different assumptions, which makes cooperation between the
traditions in many cases challenging or even pointless. In other words, different
traditions may draw opposite conclusions on the same cases. For example, a client
relationship can be unprofitable from the bank’s perspective, be valuable from that of the
insurance operations, or vice versa. Too much effort expended on trying to find a
common path may turn out to be a waste of time, or even detrimental to one party, in
terms say of a credit loss due to a biased decision on the client’s credit-servicing ability.
Situations have occurred where a valuable non-life insurance customer is too risky for the bank to
finance. The underlying causes have been a bad credit rating, weak debt bearing capacity or
debt/equity ratio, poor customer history, and insufficient guarantees. Conversely, there have been
situations where a valuable banking client has no potential for the non-life insurance segment,
where the underlying causes have been a restricted ‘high-risk’ sector, and a client with a history of
extensive accident statistics. Further, there have been challenging situations where the client’s
profitability or risk profile has changed radically in one business segment but not in the other. For
example, non-life insurance is forced to change pricing for a profitable banking customer due to a
loss or damage, or a profitable non-life insurance customer has defaulted and the bank has to
decide whether to rearrange loans or liquidate and declare the customer bankrupt
Diary entry, 1.10.2013
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A customer case illustration
My client started a new restaurant business. We agreed on a short schedule for the transactions
for payment and cash management. The economic situation at that time made it more challenging
to get a positive credit decision for the new loan. I arranged a meeting with the client and the
insurance sales manager, and they quickly agreed to expedite the matter. In this part of the
process, the insurance sales manager contacted the insurance risk manager for support in pricing
the insurances. However, the insurance risk manager took a different view and rejected the whole
case. I tried to convince him otherwise, offering further clarification about the client relationship,
but with no result. The insurance sales manager was finally forced to inform the client that we
could not insure the new business.
(Isabella, Banking, personal report, 2013).

Looking at a situation from a banking account manager’s perspective (representing my
own view), the first step in the process is to make your own personal judgement on the
client case. As described earlier, I make this judgement by investigating a variety of
measures, such as the client’s operating numbers, future estimates, and guarantees,
which will eventually determine the rating and calculated credit risk of the specific client.
In addition, I examine some qualitative factors, such as the client’s value and future
potential. More importantly, I view these targets from a specific tradition, within its
norms, values and rules. I am also ruled by my own desires and perceptions of my role,
the need to respond to what is expected of me in this particular situation and in a broader
context, and what is expected of our organization in the bigger picture.
As described earlier, the process of constructing a customer rating is one of cooperation
between the banking account manager and the business analysts. The analysts construct
the rating proposal for the rating decision using the data and materials provided by the
account manager. The credit rating shall reflect the client’s correct debt-servicing ability
and the probability of default. Though this process follows a certain model, it does leave
room for judgment concerning the ‘right’ credit rating. Further, the client’s valid credit
rating has a significant effect on the bank’s ability and willingness to develop the client
relationship. The personal judgment factor involved in a specific customer’s rating
makes the business analysts quite influential or indirectly powerful in the processes of
customer selection and organizational decision-making.
The analyst tradition
From my study and my own experience in the field, I would characterise this person
as analytical, whose expertise lies in analysing businesses from their financial
statements and financial indicators. The ‘analyst’ is usually very aware of the
different risks involved, for example, in different types of business investment or
related to specific types of industry. However, they are not always experienced in
working closely with customers and being sales-oriented. Usually, the analyst has no
direct contact with the customer, and does not know the entrepreneurs behind the
business personally.
My reflection, 24.8.2018
As a sales-oriented banking account manager, I admit that my personal judgment
concerning the ‘right’ client rating does not always correspond with that of the business
analysts (or of the risk managers who are responsible for making the rating decision in
some cases). I recognise that in any such situation, as the account manager, I may be
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biased towards the client’s partial view of reality, or driven away, in order to meet
organizational sales targets or my own personal goals.
Further into this process of decision-making, the risk manager delivers an assessment of
the customer relationship. This statement is enacted in light of the valid customer rating
in its relation to the proposed credit risk. In addition, there is an assessment of the risk
exposure proportional to the bank’s risk-bearing capacity and risk management
priorities (risk policy). The risk manager’s statement may have serious implications for
the final decision-making process. A credit risk manager’s personal judgment of a certain
exposure limit makes them influential or indirectly powerful in the processes of customer
selection and organizational decision-making.
Over the years, I have experienced that occasionally decisions have to be proposed that
do not directly support the organization’s risk management priorities. In any such
situation, it is however vital for the account manager to find and argue for the qualitative
factors of a client relationship as a valid business reason for the bank to make a positive
credit decision. For example, arrangements to avoid a credit loss for the bank, or on a
specific customer relationship where you see significant future potential and want to
assure others and decision-makers to hold on to that client.
The importance of communication should be kept in mind. Things should be explained in a clear
and understandable way, and without professional jargon. This applies to internal communication
as well as communication with the client. For example, as an account manager, you need to
negotiate with your decision-makers and reinforce the importance of holding on to clients,
especially those who exhibit real future potential. This results in a satisfactory outcome for both
the decision-makers and customers. (Lucas, Finance, personal report, 2013)

The client case illustration presented below, Project Titanium, is an example of the
organization’s customer selection process and organizational decision-making. What
characterises this specific case is the high level of uncertainty involved. As the case
illustrates, in a situation where uncertainty is involved, there is more room for conflicts
of interest and different views of the direction to follow, but (from my own point of view)
also the opportunity to highlight the legitimacy of professional competence, and to
influence the outcome of a specific situation.
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A client case illustration: Project Titanium
The client company is a firm with a long operating history in its industry, and a
significant regional employer. However, due to a bad track record, the company is now
planning a management buyout (MBO), where the management has arranged to
purchase the majority of the company’s shares. The MBO is expected to have a directly
positive effect on the company’s cost structure, thus improving its future prospects.
For us, the planed MBO has opened up a new business opportunity. The decisionmaking is, however, not straightforward because of the size and risk involved. A
positive credit decision would require the bank to accept risk that goes beyond the risktaking priorities defined in the strategy. On the other hand, there is strong potential
for the bank to acquire a new, extensive, long-term and profitable customer
relationship. The case shows how different issues are stressed between our business
unit and risk management.
The project started when the customer contacted me by phone. We arranged a meeting
to discuss the matter. Our first meeting was set up at our local office, with
representatives from the company, bank, and a Finnish state-owned financing
company (Finnvera). The financiers were offered a comprehensive materials package
covering the company’s financial statements, business and financial forecast, and
future business plans. After the first meeting, we continued to discus and negotiate
several details over the phone with the parties involved. Before the final credit
proposal, I visited the company to get a better view of their business operations and to
get to know the local management group.
As the account manager, I was responsible for constructing the credit proposal. The
first step in the process was to construct my own analysis of the company’s
creditworthiness and a plan for the customer relationship. The second was to order an
expert credit rating for the customer, and to send all the available materials, including
my own comments, to our business analyst for a credit rating proposal. This step
involves collecting and analysing customer data and storing it in the ICT systems.
During the process, I also talked on the phone with our business analyst on several
occasions to further explain details and my own views. At that time, I was convinced
the project would be worth presenting to our decision-makers and risk management.
My mission now was to try to convince or influence the other parties involved.
In the third step, the business analyst constructed a credit rating proposal for the risk
management, for decision-making based on the materials and notes I had gathered, as
well our phone calls and discussions. Issues stressed in the final rating proposal were:
The company operates in a volatile business environment and its track record has been poor in
the previous years under the current owner. The planned arrangement and change in the
company ownership would, however, have a directly positive effect on the company’s heavy cost
structure. The arrangement would also create an entrepreneurial culture. There are some
positive signs in the economy, as well as in the market situation, as industrial investment is
increasing. The company’s sales and forecasts for the year are stronger than those of the
previous year. The new owners’ investment capability is however limited.

After the review, the credit rating decision-makers overrode the rating due to the
outstanding unknown factors producing uncertainty. They also stressed that the
company’s liquidity would remain weak, unless profitability was significantly
improved. As a result, the rating was reduced to a level deemed inadequate.
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The company’s credit rating was now in a category that did not support our
organization’s risk management priorities. The strategic priority is, primarily, to strive
for growth within satisfactory and good credit-rating category clients. A reasonable
course of action in this situation would be simply to reject the whole project. In many
cases, this is the right and most rational thing to do. However, in this specific case, I
did not concede but continued the process, to negotiate a special arrangement and
precautions from the bank’s point of view, to ensure an adequate capital base for the
company, an issue stressed by the credit rating decision-makers. I felt pressurised not
to give up so easily, and also I believed in the case. My statements and motivations for
the project were:
The project, credit rating and risk proposal do not meet the bank’s risk management priorities.
However, in this case, I recommend the bank accepts the new exposure limit for the customer
entity. The project provides a significant business opportunity for our organization, including
financial, cash management, and non-life insurance solutions. The central risks associated with
the project are related to the company’s economic development, whether the new owners can
change the company’s course as they claim, and to cash flow adequacy pertinent to the volatile
business environment in which the company operates. The account manager evaluates the new
owners have good opportunities to implement the necessary measures to improve the
company’s profitability. Furthermore, special arrangements and precautions have been taken
to ensure the company’s operating capital base and to reduce the risk of default. The account
manager sees a positive outlook in the company’s credit rating.

The next step was to propose an exposure limit for the customer entity, for our credit
risk manager to review, before the credit executive group could make a decision on the
exposure limit. In his statement, our credit risk manager stressed the following issues
and concerns:
The customer credit rating and the proposed risk do not follow the organization’s risk
management priorities and policy. The account manager sees, however, a positive development
in the company’s credit rating in the future. The proposed financial arrangement would
increase exposure to undesirable credit rating categories beyond the bank’s target level. The
proposed exposure limit for the customer entity is, however, moderate in proportion to our
equity capital base.

Following the statement from our credit risk manager, the exposure limit for the
customer entity was presented to our credit executive group for decision-making. Prior
to that, I had the opportunity to talk with and explain to the people involved, the
further measures that were being taken to tackle the concerns of the rating decisionmakers concerning the company’s weak liquidity. Finally, our credit executive group
decided to approve the exposure limit and forward it to our credit risk committee.
Ultimately, the committee granted the exposure limit. Their recommendations to the
bank were, however, that it should re-evaluate the profitability of the case, and the
project’s impacts on the expected credit loss. Also, should the bank choose to go ahead
with the project, the customer is to be placed under extra surveillance.
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7.3.5 A summary of the case
This case illustrates the sense of actors balancing and struggling between different logics
and conflicting values as part of their everyday work. It presents the competing
knowledge traditions in our organization, and shows the underlying power structure and
conflicting interests and tensions between these traditions. The increasing regulation
and supervision standards constraining the financial industry are forcing organizations
to specialize and become more efficient and profitable.
I identify the professional tradition and organizational tradition as the two main
competing traditions within the organization. On one side, there are interests related to
customer orientation, employee experience, professional freedom, sales results, and
efficiency. On the other, industry regulation, following instructions, risk management,
supervision, control, and measurement. At a more practical level, these competing
interests are perhaps most evident between experts representing the professional
tradition and supervisors and risk management representing the organizational
tradition. The findings of this case show how risk management have an interest in
increasing control over various risk management related activities. Second, the case
demonstrates how supervisors have an interest in increasing sales and control of the
expert’s sales performance. Finally, it shows how individual actors or employees (in the
middle) perceive organizational change and increasing requirements related to risk
management activities and sales.
Further, the case shows how the specialization of activities can erect barriers between
traditions, and practical knowledge that may drive practice within one tradition may
hinder practice between traditions. The findings show how actors in different traditions
tend to develop their own interests and agendas, and prioritise different activities, which
becomes evident for example in their use of time, the process of customer selection, and
decision-making. The case goes into the process of customer selection and decisionmaking in more detail. The findings show how the process of customer selection is a
combination of explicit rules and regulations (e.g., organizational risk policy), together
with evaluating and reflecting on various qualitative aspects of the specific client
relationship. More importantly, they demonstrate the meaning of personal judgment in
the process of evaluation, customer selection, and decision-making (on what constitutes
a good client and the right decision). As a result, the findings reveal a conflict of views
and interests in any such situation, but also an opportunity to apply the legitimacy of
your professional competence to influence the outcome of a specific situation.
Finally, the case demonstrates that adopting this specialization and efficiency involves
actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as regulation, time spent on
documentation, accuracy and strictly following constructed rules and risk policies, risk
management, short-term thinking, risk avoidance, and looking backward. Then,
understanding customers through numbers versus employee experience, time spent on
relationship management, flexibility and following ‘professional instincts’, customer
experience, long-term thinking, risk taking, thinking forwards, and through
relationships and built trust. As a result, employees increasingly express their feeling of
anxiety or being caught between competing traditions, forces pulling the individual in
different directions. Work-related stress, pressure, and the feeling of not being enough
are increasingly in the actors’ thoughts when talking about their everyday work.
Employees perceive themselves having insufficient time and energy for their clients, and
to implement the Agile practice for managing customer relations.
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7.4

Leading Agile

This section presents the case on leading Agile practice. The case details actions taken by
leaders and supervisors to implement the Agile practice for managing customer relations
for organizational change. It also describes how these actions have been perceived among
professionals inside the organization.
The findings of this case show how supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to
increase the surveillance and control of the professionals’ specific activities and
performance. They also show that supervisors have an interest in increasing the
collection and storage of customer related information and client engagement plans in
organizational databases, thus making it accessible and valuable to all actors involved.
Finally, the case demonstrates that adopting the Agile practice, including meetings and
Sprints, involves actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as:
surveillance and control, monitoring numbers of cases, gathering information and
reporting, striving for efficiency and fast delivery of information versus empowerment
and professional freedom, emphasising learning, helping people with their ‘real’
problems, and seeking out new ideas and abilities. Moreover, in managing customer
relations, there is a contradiction related to the focus on acquiring new clients and on net
sales, versus taking good care of the existing clientele.
As a result, repeated Sprints and documentation can create a negative feelings of stress
and pressure in employees, stemming from constant management surveillance, and even
an atmosphere of mistrust, which they feel adds no value to their qualitative work.
7.4.1 Background
As described earlier in this study, our organization has, due to the changing world around
us, adopted an Agile practice, defined as a new way of working that challenges actors to
start thinking and acting differently.
In a rapidly changing environment, professionals are increasingly facing the challenge to
broaden competence alongside their own deep competence. In other words, to develop a
kind of competence that will help them understand the impact of their own work and
expertise, and collaborate with other experts across different knowledge traditions.
Similarly, organizational leaders are facing change, as it is expected that fewer traditional
supervisory roles will be needed. As the internal news article below describes, leadership
in a service profession increasingly involves coaching and facilitating teams’ and experts’
work performance, as well as supporting learners and creating opportunities for learning
and growth. Also empowering teams and professionals to take responsibility, to think
and decide for themselves how to achieve their goals. While good leadership is still
important, it has taken on a new form. It is said that one of the most significant aspects
of leadership in a service profession is to help create a good employee experience.
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A leader in the service profession
Leadership is a service profession. One of a leader’s most important tasks is to help
create a good employee experience. It improves productivity and innovation, which
has a positive impact on the customer experience. Ultimately, this is the right
approach to grow our revenues faster than costs. A central task of leadership is also
to ensure that work is both effective and efficient. It is important to empower teams
and professionals to take responsibility, to think and decide for themselves how to
achieve their goals. The role of the leader is to coach and help teams and
professionals to achieve their goals. This is an approach that also allows for more
experimentation and making mistakes from which to learn.
Summarised from internal news article 5.10.2018
7.4.2 Driving practice into meetings and Sprints
At the heart of the Agile practice lies managing customer relations. This approach
highlights issues such as customer focus, cooperation across knowledge traditions (e.g.,
actors representing the banking, non-life insurance, and wealth management business
segments), actors’ ability to learn new competence, reducing bureaucracy, and clarifying
decision-making and responsibilities.
Adopting the Agile practice in our organization has resulted in driving practice into
meetings and Sprints. From the management perspective, meetings and Sprints provide
a great platform for sharing important customer related information. They also furnish
a structure for improving the responsiveness and proactivity of well-organized work and
teamwork between professionals representing different types of expertise.
In recent years at our regional branch, a variety of Sprints and meetings have been
arranged for these kinds of purpose. A Sprint may be defined here as a short meeting in
which actors participate to share what is going on right now in their jobs. It may also
include a brief one-on-one discussion and coaching between the supervisor and the
experts concerning their upcoming client cases.
The first meetings between actors representing the banking, finance, insurance, and
investment traditions were implemented in 2013. The aim was to gather actors
representing different traditions around the same table once or twice a month for around
an hour to share practical work-related information. Further, to find new ways to offer
current and new potential clients a wider range of financial services, and thus to increase
the share of wallet. Also, holding regular meetings and meeting clients together enables
us to learn better from each other’s practical work, risk thinking and risk management
priorities, and learn from our previous mistakes.
We should offer our clients a wide range of service solutions right from the first appointment
(including both banking and insurance products). We should also do a better job of including
insurance and markets services in our lending, pricing, and decision-making. The negotiation
situation and the nature of the whole customer relationship should be considered. By holding
regular meeting and meeting clients together, we are better able to learn from each other’s
practical skills, risk thinking and risk management priorities, and learn from previous mistakes.
Diary entry, 18.9.2013
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The meetings are led by the team supervisors. At the end of each meeting, short-term
goals for the next meeting are agreed upon and documented in an Excel sheet. In the
next meeting, the progress of the work is then monitored and evaluated.
The potential client cases, where our aim is to increase the share of the customers’ wallet, are listed.
Every participant may add their own case to the list. In the next meeting, each will provide an
update on the previously set goals. New short-term goals are then documented in the list. It’s
important for the list to be available to everyone before the next meeting, and that every client on
the list has a client engagement plan and a nominated expert-team to perform the planned
activities. Finally, we agree on follow-up meetings, where the short-term goals can be regularly
monitored and evaluated.
Diary entry, 25.9.2013

In order to follow through on the agreed and documented short-term goals, we work in
pairs, tailored to the specific needs at hand. Often the work pair is formed by the banking
account manager and one (or several) other experts, who have some kind of connection
with the client. Then, it is up to the pair to evaluate, plan and set targets for the client
relationship, and to perform the activities.
So far, we have had very few common client cases. The aim in future is to approach new potential
clients together more often. Also, to have regular meetings to examine our client portfolios to find
potential cases to approach, to increase our share of the customers’ wallet. In practice, this could
be achieved by forming work-pairs, which would then devise a plan as to how they are going to
approach the client and situation at hand. Next, they agree on the relevant activities, who is going
to do what and when. It’s important to find a common interest, and not let personal desires drive
the process too much.
Diary entry, 20.9.2013

As the sets of meetings progressed, each participant had the opportunity to add to the
discussion and bring a new case or point of view to the table. The purpose was not to
pack the list but keep it realistic.
A follow up meeting would monitor and evaluate short-term goals set in the previous meeting.
During the discussions, participants would relate their previous experiences, stories of how
previous client cases and teamwork has succeeded, or failed.
Diary entry, 4.12.2013

Meetings for good and bad
Just like my colleagues, I know how awful meetings can be. They interrupt the daily
workflow or can even disrupt the whole day. Sometimes they feel like a platform for
some people to talk at everyone else, showing off and confirming existing power
structures, or bragging about their achievements. Often, it feels like repeating
information we’re already familiar with. Nevertheless, meetings are an essential
part of our daily work. Most importantly, they’re about communication. It’s a space
to build and sustain your social network, reflect and learn from different professional
views. It’s also where you set short-term goals and decide on an agenda, monitoring
progress and staying on track. Given that I work on managing business client
relationships, my workdays are often long and very hectic, packed with
appointments, phone calls, and preparing credit proposals. Additional meetings
during the workday should thus strive to be both efficient and effective.
My reflection, 1.3.2019
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A similar set of meetings or Sprints was arranged at our local branch during spring 2017.
The idea was to gather actors from banking, insurance and investment on a weekly basis
to increase people’s awareness of what was going on and spontaneous knowledgesharing, as well as to find cases for cooperation and increase the share of wallet of a client.
The meetings were run under supervisory surveillance.
The meeting starts with everyone in turn presenting their upcoming client appointments for the
week. It enables others to respond immediately, and they can bring their own knowledge to the
table. At the end of each meeting, we agree on objectives for the next, documented in an Excel
sheet (generally by one of the supervisors). The meetings, I felt, also had a social element, as they
enabled people from different functions, who are not usually in everyday contact, to gather and
discuss their views. At first, it seemed like a worthwhile activity. Common objectives and goals
were agreed and documented. However, completion of the objectivities seemed to be very patchy.
Eventually, people were just exhausted by repeated meetings that didn’t seem to add any further
value. At the end of spring 2017, the meeting practice was cancelled. It was considered too ad hoc,
and lacked any kind of deeper planning. Further, there always seemed to be somebody in the group
who could not see any value, or felt that the agenda did not concern them, and as a result became
frustrated and saw the whole session as a waste of time.
Diary entry, 21.9.2017

Not every meeting should be for everybody
There’s no rule that says the meeting should be led by a supervisor. The meetings
provide opportunities for professionals to take the initiative and thereby impact the
traditional power structure. This could also be a great opportunity to empower
professionals and give them the opportunity to speak. It’s important to recognise that
not every meeting is appropriate for everybody. We should respect the idea that
nobody has to attend every meeting. A good approach is to send out the agenda
before the meeting and let people decide for themselves whether or not they will
attend. They’re the best judge of whether they’d have anything to contribute or if
there’s any value in their attending.
My reflection, 1.3.2019
A different concept for the monthly meetings of actors representing the different
knowledge traditions (banking, insurance, investment) was planned for autumn 2017.
This time, the client cases are not listed and monitored in an Excel sheet, visible on a
screen for everybody present, rather the emphasis was on narratives. So a key purpose
of the meetings was to provide participants with a forum for discussion, and to reflect
and share the thoughts and experiences of the practical work on common cases. These
kinds of forum and session were in fact at the actors’ request.
We need a discussion forum to reflect and share our thoughts and experiences with others. (Liam,
Banking, 15.8.2018)

Another essential change from previous meetings was they were not driven by
management. As a banking account manager, I was given the opportunity to lead some
of these sessions myself.
We’ve been holding monthly meetings for a while now, together with people from wealth
management and non-life insurance services. My supervisor gave me, in my role as banking
account manager, the opportunity to lead the meetings. I’ve tried to take a practical approach and
not adopt any kind of supervisory role. After a few months, my supervisor asked me to come and
see him in his room. He gave me constructive feedback on the meetings I’d been leading, that he’d
received from some of the participants. First, the one-hour meetings were considered to be too
long and he told me to keep them down to half-an-hour. Second, some people found my
appearance and behaviour inappropriate. He also said keep it simple and don’t use PowerPoints.
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Diary entry, 8.11.2017

My reflections
The feedback I got from my supervisor concerning the meeting arrangements felt a
bit rough at first, but it helped me find a better direction for the future. I’ve learned
that you need to be careful and act appropriately in these situations, so that people
don’t get the wrong impression or idea. My intention had been to create a kind of
monthly discussion forum, where people from banking, non-life insurance and
wealth management could get together to share their knowledge and stories of
successful or unsuccessful client cases. However, it’s possible that some saw the
situation more as a coaching session, and being handed advice, in a negative sense.
My intention was also to tell my own stories, and in that way participate and share
my knowledge. However, that might have been received merely as bragging about
my own achievements.
Diary entry, 8.11.2017
A new form of meeting or Sprint practice was introduced to us in spring 2018. This time,
the initiative came from the management team. In contrast with other meeting practices
instigated over the years, this new Sprint practice was implemented in our banking
tradition. To my knowledge, it was part of a larger ‘try-out’ program in our organization.
The main idea behind the new Sprint practice was introduced to us by one of the
members of our management team at our weekly morning meeting. A primary motive
behind the implementation of this new Sprint practice into our tradition was that it had
been found useful within another part of the organization. Namely, our centralized backoffice functions, which are responsible for producing various documents for frontline
experts and sales staff all over the country.
The main objectives of the new Sprint practice are to increase transparency and
monitoring in the organization, and to improve responsiveness and proactivity in the
daily work of the professionals. In practice, this meant that our supervisor carefully
monitored and documented our activities (phone calls, client meetings etc.), put together
an overview report available to every team member, and afterwards sent to the
management team. Every morning should start with a 20 minute meeting, where our
team supervisor would present an overview report of each member’s activities from the
day before, the present day, and the following day.
My colleagues and I were somewhat sceptical right from the start about this new Sprint practice
for managing activities in our team. We found it hard to see whether it would add any real value
to our work, but simply increase the amount of worthless reporting. We voiced this concern at the
first morning meeting. But the decision to try out the new Sprint practice in our team stood, with
the exemption that the follow-up meetings would be just once a week rather than every day as was
originally planned. As the follow-up meetings started and the process continued, our frustration
eventually grew. The Sprints did not add any value or useful information, and mostly felt like a
waste of time. The overviews presented to us were often inadequate, the numbers in an Excel sheet
did not say anything about our reality, and could easily be misinterpreted.
Diary entry, 18.10.2018

Eventually, the exhaustive Sprint practice was cancelled in our team. The frustration and
negative feedback from the team members no doubt influenced the final decision to
withdraw the system. After a while, my supervisor said that he, too, felt this way of
monitoring and managing was not a good fit with our team. That it was meaningless and
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time-consuming for him to gather information from the software’s and people’s Outlook
calendars, and insert the numbers into Excel sheets to present and report further. He
said he could use the time much more wisely in helping people with their ‘real’ problems.
My reflections
So why did the implementation of the new practice fail?
I believe the critical issue was the attempt to transfer a working practice model into
our team from an entirely different kind of function. The fact that the Sprints were
found useful in one tradition grabbed the management’s attention, drawing it away
from how different our traditions actually are. On one side were the actors
representing our back-office functions, whose work is characterised by repeated
practice, a high case turnover rate, and strictly following written rules and
procedures. On the other, the banking account managers. In comparison, our job is
characterised by low case turnover, reflecting on evolving and unique situations
rather than strictly following written rules and procedures.
Further, within our team and the banking account manager tradition, the job varies
substantially, which makes direct comparison to our work difficult or even pointless.
For example, one client case can be very complex and time consuming. Another might
be quite straightforward and quickly handled. Thus, monitoring the number of cases
as a kind of measure is not the best approach. In our job, the content and quality of
the cases should matter more than their number. From my own experience, I know
that preparing and working with one single client case might extend over a period of
weeks or even months. So constant follow-up of the process can easily become
pointless, a waste of time, and even frustrating.
The exhaustive monitoring of the new Sprint practice left employees feeling
pressured and constantly watched, which led to the impression of a lack of trust. This
model, and the management philosophy it represents, also contrasted deeply with
what our supervisor had previously emphasised. This example illustrates that
management practice may not easily be transferred between different traditions or
organizational functions. It shows how management practice is context dependent
and situated in a time and place.
Diary entry, 18.10.2018
7.4.3 Seminar day: Adopting the Agile practice and ICT
This section presents the events of a seminar day at our regional branch in autumn 2017.
The core of the seminar was about having a more proactive customer focus and providing
clients with a wide range of our financial services, as well as increasing cooperation,
learning and understanding between actors representing different knowledge traditions.
More specifically, the day’s agenda centred on adopting the Agile practice, cooperation
between the banking and insurance traditions, and the use of ICT in managing business
relationships.
The particular software in focus here was first introduced to the actors in the banking
tradition in 2016. It was to form the basis of our new ICT infrastructure, and replace
several of the old software applications. It was considered more comprehensive and
sophisticated than any of its forerunners (for example, the ICT tool presented in Case 1).
A key feature of the software is a CRM tool for managing of customer relationships, which

145

was to be visible to all employees working with business clients. Thus, it was a new
attempt to implement a common CRM tool across the different knowledge traditions in
our organization. For the purposes of this study, I refer to this particular piece of software
as the CRM tool. I use the term ICT here when speaking of organizational information
and communications technology in a more general form.
The new CRM tool is a part or feature of a more comprehensive ICT system. It is much
more user friendly and technologically developed than the ICT tool (presented in Case
1). Again, there was high expectation among different actors in our organization that the
new CRM tool would help solve many of the practical challenges that actors representing
different knowledge traditions face in their everyday work.
A challenge sometimes for cooperation between our business segments is that we function in
siloes. Our new CRM tool for managing customer relations provides us with a solution to this
problem. It will increase transparency and information flow between different business segments
in our organization. This requires, naturally, that the new software is adopted widely throughout
the organization, a goal we have never yet reached. The use of the new CRM tool must be valueadded, not just for the joy of typing and expending a vast amount of time. A challenge for some
time now has been the double work caused by the parallel use of ICT systems. The importance of
expertise will grow in our business. Thus, it is essential to reflect and focus our activities on issues
that have the greatest potential to bring our clients more value. Our goal is to focus more on
managing our customer relationships. Effective cooperation between our business segments
should be our new way of thinking and acting.
Diary entry, 29.3.2017

Seminar days are great opportunities to stop and reflect
Seminars are a good opportunity for us to stop and reflect on our daily work, and to
exchange ideas and experiences with people from other parts of the organization.
They also provide a good situation in which to bring urgent issues to the supervisors’
attention and for discussion. A common phenomenon, when I’ve been talking to
colleagues from other regional branches in Finland over the years, has been that the
problems and challenges we face in our everyday life seem to be very similar.
However, the way we have approached and solved them has varied significantly
between locations.
My reflection, 20.2.2019
The seminar day was attended by people from our banking and insurance traditions, as
well as our supervisors, one from banking and two from insurance. The agenda and
discussion for the day was led by a trainer or coach, who represented the central
organization’s product and service development team.
Before the seminar day, I remember speaking to one of my colleagues from the
investment tradition, telling him how I was looking forward to the day, and how I
believed it would provide useful information for both of us. To my surprise, however, my
colleague told me they (people representing the investment tradition) had not been
informed, or invited to participate. He was upset by that and I agreed with him. Given
the seminar’s agenda, I felt they should have received an invitation.
On the day itself, I entered the auditorium in good time before the seminar was due to
start, carrying my work laptop, my notebook (for the study diary), and a cup of coffee.
Many others had already gone in with their coffee and were waiting for the start. Right
after I got into my chair, one of the supervisors from the insurance operation asked those
of us who had already arrived an essential question.
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What do you think is the most important objective of this seminar day? (Connor, Supervisor,
14.9.2017)

A silence fell in the room at first. I did not answer, nor did I feel pressure to do so. Instead,
I waited excitedly for what the first response would be. After a while, one of our insurance
sales mangers answered.
The use of our new CRM tool. (Mason, Insurance, 14.9.2017)

This was an expected answer as the insurance tradition were much less experienced users
of the new CRM tool. I believe many people from the insurance tradition had heard of it,
but still lacked practical experience in using it, although it already had been around for
over a year. The supervisor responded, and once again highlight the importance of the
cooperation between our two traditions. He emphasised not just the use of the new CRM
tool but also the practical work created through everyday activities.
Cooperation between the banking and non-life insurance operations can only be created through
repeated practice, comprising everyday activities. (Connor, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

This response by the insurance supervisor got immediate support from the banking
supervisor. After this, the banking supervisor turned around and directed a question to
the insurance sales managers in the room.
How do you feel the cooperation on a practical level between banking and insurance functions is
working nowadays? (Noah, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

Again, a moment of silence one of the insurance sales managers responded, this time
with a somewhat insecure tone of voice.
I guess there’s still room for improvement… I’ve not been actively using the new CRM tool in my
daily work, though I do sometimes use it to search of some information. I’m afraid we are very
much in the early stages of the learning process. (Mason, Insurance, 14.9.2017)

This comment from the insurance sales manager was interesting, given that the banking
tradition had already been using the new tool for documenting and managing customer
relations for over a year. A further point of interest was that it had been a much longer
time since the first ICT tool was introduced (Case 1) for a similar purpose.
The insurance supervisor responded to this in a somewhat defensive tone.
From now on, every yearly protocol for our clients will be documented also in the CRM tool, so its
use will increase over time. (Connor, supervisor, 14.9.2017)

At this point, I could not keep quiet any longer and asked the insurance supervisor about
their own ICT, that is to say, what they were primarily using in their work.
What’s the primary ICT tool your sales managers use for their everyday work in managing their
customer relationships?
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

What I learned was that they were still using their old ICT system as their primary tool.
It appeared that the new CRM tool was a parallel tool for the insurance tradition. In other
words, they were not dependent on it to get their job done. Its use had been essentially
optional, which meant it would still require double documentation on their part. So the
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professionals from different business segments still seemed to be working in
technological siloes, even though we might be sharing the same business client.
This is something that had for several years been causing resentment and frustration among
employees from different parts of the organization. Namely, that we have a siloed, old-fashioned
and non-connected ICT infrastructure, whose maintenance is both time-consuming and
frustrating. I’ve heard this same feedback for many years from different business segments. The
outcome after previous seminar days has repeatedly been that people have refused to use the
secondary and optional system. People have not seen the potential and benefit in using a common
system, due to the extra work it would initially require. People expect new ICT tools to make their
job more efficient, and if they don’t see this straight away, they give up on it.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

This dilemma was not new to anybody in the room. It was well known that it takes time
and political effort to develop a new, comprehensive ICT infrastructure that would cover
all three of our business segments, and make information free from internal barriers and
visible to everyone involved with the same business clients. One solution to this could be
the new CRM tool. The banking supervisor added to the discussion:
In future, every person involved with business customers, whether banking, finance, investment,
insurance, or markets, will use the same CRM tool for managing business client relationships.
(Noah, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

I responded as to how this will be implemented in the investment tradition, knowing that
actors there use their own ‘closed’ system for documentation. I had talked the day before
with one of my colleagues from the investment tradition, and asked about their software.
The people in our wealth management operations have their own system. Does this mean they also
have to use parallel systems for documentation?
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

At this point, the trainer interrupted the discussion to start with the official agenda of the
seminar day. He commented on our discussion and reminded us that there are plans to
develop a whole new platform, which could more efficiently integrate every business
segment, and hence solve many of problems we now struggle with. He could not,
however, give us any further information on when this was going to happen. He also
explained that everyone working with business clients should have access to and use the
new CRM tool.
Does that mean that staff in the wealth management and insurance operations would to some
extent be using parallel systems for documentation?
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

The discussion continued around the new CRM tool. The trainer reminded us again how
important it is that we see the potential of the new tool and learn to use it.
The extent to which the new CRM tool will in real life help you with your job and enhance crossfunctional information flow is entirely up to you.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

The main message from the trainer to the professionals present was that the new CRM
tool does not in itself create anything. The main responsibility lies with us as users. We
can make it a great tool that enhances our practical work by putting effort into using it,
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and require our colleagues to use it. It cannot do the work for us, but if we can learn to
use it properly it can make things easier for us.
There’s no one way to do things right. It’s more important to find a solution that suits ourselves.
This is something that should be discussed and agreed upon amongst the experts in their practical
work. The banking account manager, as the leader of the expert-team, has an important role to
play in communication and steering activities, and to ensure the ICT solutions are properly used.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

The new CRM tool should include the principal information about and engagement plans
for our clients, and be accessible to everyone concerned in managing the customer
relationship (for professionals across knowledge traditions). Every expert involved in a
particular client relationship thus has a responsibility to document the information
concerning their own area of expertise. Alternatively, they have the responsibility to
inform the account manager of any of such information, and it is then up to the manager
to decide how the information is to be documented.
All this eventually feeds into the customer experience. The basis of cooperation is transparency,
which means that plans and activities for the client relationships are visible to everyone involved.
When information is visible and knowledge-sharing open, new ideas are easily discovered. The
language does not have to be complex, communication should focus on being straightforward with
a clear message.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

Over the years, I have recognised that actors from different knowledge traditions seem
to have different attitudes towards adopting ICT, and documenting client-related
information and customer engagement plans in databases to enhance information
sharing across our different business segments.
My reflections
Generally speaking, I would say that people from the insurance tradition have been
more resistant towards starting to use common ICT to enhance information sharing.
Perhaps this is a function of our different cultural backgrounds and that our business
models and basis for compensation and payment of annual bonuses vary. Within the
insurance tradition, acquiring new clients, and net sales, seem to be prioritised over
taking good care of existing clients.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017
In direct contrast, within the banking tradition, taking good care of existing clients seems
to be more important. Depending on the current economic situation, banks tend to be
more or less interested in acquiring new clients that involve risk. People from the
insurance tradition seem to feel more concerned and under pressure or even
professionally vulnerable in terms of reaching their sales goals, which naturally reflects
on their actions and priorities in their daily work.
A concerned comment was made during the seminar day by a person in the insurance tradition,
saying how it all felt like pointless bureaucracy, and the time spent on documentation is time away
from meeting clients, and sales work. He emphasised in a troubled voice how closely their sales
performance is monitored, and if expectations are not met the consequences could be serious.
Diary entry 14.9.2017
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The trainer tried to soften the mood after that statement, and said it could hardly be that
dramatic. Afterwards, he presented a new approach and a solution for all of us in terms
of the issue. We professionals should learn to better adapt to the Agile practice,
cooperation between traditions, and make better use of the CRM tools available. This
would eventually help us create more opportunities for ourselves and perform better in
our work.
Once we know how to use the tools properly, and cooperate as a team, the returns will eventually
be greater than the time expended. We should see it as an investment. At first, we have to spend
time and effort learning the new ways of working, and unlearn our old practices. Ultimately, we’d
have a great opportunity to add more value. Also, success has a tendency to feed itself.
Diary entry 14.9.2017

The supervisors (naturally) supported this statement. Later, one of the insurance
supervisors explained to us, referencing his own observations, that the professionals who
learn to adopt the new tool, including the use of the technology, and ways of cooperating
and networking, are also those likely to be most successful in their job.
People who know how to apply ICT solutions and how to network in order to get their job done,
are also the best salesmen. (Connor, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

The relation between adapting to the Agile practice and ICT
There seems to be a close relationship between adopting the Agile practice for
managing customer relations, cooperation between different knowledge traditions,
and using ICTs. In fact, a great deal of attention and emphasis is placed on how we
should be using different applications of ICT. We have been taught, not just in the
seminar day but for several years, how to construct detailed and analysed
operations plans for our clients, and to document these properly in our ICT. In brief,
the operations plan should include information on the specific client relationship, and
future plans, such as what is going to be done, by whom, and when? In practice, the
extent of an operations plan varies by client.
A consistent line in this particular approach seems to be, however, optimism that
once information is collected and documented, it is also disseminated and understood
between different users and various knowledge traditions. The management
philosophy behind this kind of process is that ‘what is not documented does not exist’!
However, sadly, this is not always the case. First, there are many different ICT
solutions and practices simultaneously in use in the organization, which makes
information sometimes hard to find. In others words, people are not using and
prioritising the same tools in their everyday work. Second, the information actors’
document tends to be highly tradition-specific, including phrases and words not
necessarily familiar to an actor from another tradition, which can make its entire
meaning fuzzy or even evaporate. Third, this type of highly tradition-specific
knowledge is rarely even that relevant or of interest between knowledge traditions.
Finally, the documented information is static and tends to become quickly outdated.
In practice, situations evolve and change swiftly, which results in static data quickly
becoming irrelevant. This means the professionals spend a great deal of time just
keeping the various databases up to date. In fact, this is something that has been
recognised on several occasions among professionals, and has also created some
frustration.
My reflection, 20.2.2019
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7.4.4 Supervisors’ reflections on the Agile practice and ICT
This section details events from the supervisors’ meeting held directly after the seminar
day presented in the previous section. The meeting was attended by the supervisor from
our banking operations, the two supervisors from non-life insurance, and the trainer who
ran the seminar. The agenda was to discuss and reflect on the completed seminar day. I
was invited as a non-participant observer.
The trainer started by asking the supervisors how they thought the day went. The first to
answer was one of the non-life insurance supervisors.
I bought the idea concerning the use of the new CRM tool. The challenge for us is, nevertheless,
how are we going to get it implemented … There are many parallel systems we have to use and
cope with … It will require guidance at the functional level. However, I see some potential in it and
that it will eventually benefit us as well. (Amelia, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

The trainer responded by reminding the supervisors how important it is to get the
employees to see and believe in the potential of the Agile way of working.
Learning how to reflect on the client relationship can produce much more information for all the
parties involved. I see the old sales culture is still haunting us, still framing us and them.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

At this point, the other non-life insurance supervisor raised a sensitive issue, concerning
the difficulties involved in getting some of the older staff to learn new ways of working.
They’ve been working for too long … New apprentices are much more capable of learning new ways
of doing things. Employees who have the ability to look deeper into the situation at hand, apply
the different types of expert knowledge available in the organization, and cooperate to solve their
problems, are also the most likely to be more successful in sales. (Connor, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

A diagram on different sales figures was put up, which confirmed this statement. The
director of banking operations also commented:
Some of us just seem to stay in our comfort zone and are incapable or unwilling to take a chance.
(Noah, Supervisor, 14.9.2017)

Further, the trainer addressed the essential issue of the customer experience, and how
its importance should be shared by everyone in the organization. Customer experience
is an important competitive advantage, a way for us to stand out.
We are currently driving a cultural change in our organization, moving away from a traditional
siloed way of thinking and old ways of working. Our thought world should shift from the cost of a
particular service to thinking more in terms of its overall economic value.
Diary entry, 14.9.2017

One of the non-life insurance operation’s supervisors presented their new sales targets.
He confirmed that the sales goals are tough, and that they are being closely monitored,
for which they have designed their own specific software tool. He also emphasised the
role of networking, and for the sales managers the need to cooperate in order to reach
their own objectives.
In order to reach the sales goals, our sales managers need to learn how to network with the banking
account manager and also with other experts in order to find new clients. (Connor, Supervisor,
14.9.2017)
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Referring to statistical data, the supervisors show that their hit-rate is highest among
new clients who are already customers within the bank. The importance of cooperation
and teamwork among experts is again highlighted. This, if anything, should help to
motivate the insurance sales managers to network and cooperate.
Our business is highly dependent on cooperation and customer steering from the bank. (Amelia,
supervisor, 14.9.2017)

At the end of the meeting, common targets and short-term goals for the next few months
are agreed upon. The trainer inspires the supervisors to use the features of the new CRM
tool for Sprints and one-on-one discussions with their staff for coaching purposes. He
also challenges the supervisors to set up short-term targets to drive the implementation
of the new CRM tool and cooperation between the banking and insurance traditions. The
supervisors agree on targets, first of all to put the CRM tool to better use in their
respective teams, and second, to arrange Sprints and meetings to improve teamwork
between the traditions, and a proactive, organized way of working for the professionals.
The supervisors’ meeting
The supervisors seem to have an interest in increasing their control of activities, such
as the use of common ICT and keeping track of various meetings. They also seem to
have a great interest in developing cooperation between the traditions of banking
and non-life insurance. This, however, is not surprising, given the comments on the
insurance tradition’s dependence on the banking tradition in terms of new client
acquisition. From the management perspective, it’s important to help the
professionals explore the possibilities, and adopt the new tools and practices.
Knowing how to apply new tools and how to network usefully are important
elements of every professional’s job in order to become more effective and successful.
The supervisors also seem to have an interest in increasing the collection of different
client-related information in databases, thus, making it accessible and valuable to
all actors involved. It sometimes feels, however, that actors may be under the
impression that cooperative practices between knowledge traditions merely involve
using common ICT. Put another way, company management seems to be under the
impression that collecting information into databases improves customer experience
and the effectivity of the professionals’ work.
Further, the supervisors appear to be struggling somewhat to sell their ideas to the
personnel. Who, on the other hand, seem to be more concerned about the increasing
workload resulting from empty meetings and pointless documentation in multiple
databases, which they feel is hindering them in reaching their sales targets set by
their own traditions. As we can see, there is a paradox here. Both parties seem to be
striving towards the same objectives and goals, but are in conflict on how to get
there.
My reflection, 20.2.2019
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7.4.5 A summary of the case
This case illustrates the situatedness and context-dependency of our knowing and our
professional practice. The case presents in more detail actions taken by leaders and
supervisors to implement the Agile practice for managing customer relations for
organizational change, and by the organization to improve its proactivity and
responsiveness. Also, the case details how the actions taken are perceived amongst
professionals inside the organization.
In a rapidly changing environment, professionals are increasingly facing the challenge to
broaden competence alongside their own deep competence. Similarly, organizational
leaders are facing change, as leadership in a service profession increasingly involves
coaching and facilitating, and empowering teams and professionals to take
responsibility, to think and decide for themselves how to achieve their goals.
The findings of this case show how supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to
increase the surveillance and control of professionals’ specific activities and
performance. This is exposed in the arrangement of various meetings and Sprints. From
the management perspective, meetings and Sprints provide an ideal platform for sharing
important customer related information, and improving responsiveness, proactivity, and
teamwork between professionals representing different expertise. Additionally, the
findings show how supervisors have an interest in increasing the collection and storage
of customer related information and client engagement plans in organizational
databases, making it accessible and valuable to all actors involved.
The case demonstrates that adopting the Agile practice, including meetings and Sprints,
involves actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as: surveillance and
control, monitoring numbers of cases, gathering information and reporting, striving for
efficiency and fast delivery of information versus empowerment and professional
freedom, emphasising learning, helping people with their ‘real’ problems, and seeking
out new ideas and abilities. Moreover, in managing customer relations, there is a
contradiction related to the focus on acquiring new clients and on net sales, versus taking
good care of the existing clientele.
The findings demonstrate that driving practice into Agile practice and Sprints may not
always result in the best employee experience. More specifically, professionals may
become stressed and exhausted by Agile related practices, such as repeated Sprints,
planning and follow-up performance meetings, which add no value to professionals’
qualitative work. Also, the findings show how professionals may be similarly affected by
documenting customer related information in multiple databases, which again adds no
value to their qualitative work. Moreover, the findings show how the Agile practices and
repeated Sprints can create a negative feeling in employees due to constant management
surveillance and an atmosphere of mistrust.
Finally, the findings of this case show that professional and management practice may
not be easily transferred between different knowledge traditions. The findings show that
transferring best practice between knowledge traditions in order to improve
organizational proactivity and responsiveness can, in fact, have an adverse effect, in
terms of negative feelings in employees produced as above.

153

7.5

A summary of my empirical results

The final section of this chapter summarises the empirical results of my study. This
summary comprises the themes and findings of each mini case. The discussion and
further analysis of these is presented in Chapter 8. The main themes and findings from
my empirical study are summarised in Table 23.
In sum, my study illustrates, first, the limited role of ICT in facilitating collaboration and
knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions. Second, the study
demonstrates the challenging nature of adapting to organizational change. Third, it
describes a sense of actors balancing and struggling between contradictory logics and
conflicting values as part of their everyday work. Finally, my study points up the
situatedness and context-dependency of our knowing and our professional practice.
The findings show, first, that actors representing different traditions mainly operate in
their own technological siloes. This means they have to handle multiple systems, which
causes them to become stressed and exhausted by documenting customer related
information in multiple databases, a process that adds no value to their qualitative work,
and results in their rejecting the ICT.
Second, the findings of my study show that actors have not yet succeeded in fully
adopting the Agile practice for managing customer relations as part of their everyday
work: 1) Professionals find it hard to prioritise activities and find the right focus for their
everyday practice, 2) Professionals attend to the situation at hand from too narrow a
perspective, which leads in turn to their actions being too narrow, 3) Cooperation and
teamwork between professionals is modest and occasional, and 4) The work of the
professionals is more reactive than organized and proactive. As a result, there is a need
for professionals to adopt a more focused but broader, organized, proactive and more
cooperative approach in their work. This may best be achieved through repeated practice
and ongoing interaction, played out in everyday activities. Further, it will require the
ability on the part of the actors to take the initiative, create their own internal networks
of trust, and develop their own leadership skills.
Third, the findings of my study show how the specialization of activities can erect various
barriers between knowledge traditions. Knowing that may drive practice within one
tradition may actually hinder it between traditions. Actors in different traditions tend to
develop their own interests and agendas, and to prioritise different activities, which
becomes evident for example in their use of time, the process of customer selection, and
decision-making.
Finally, the findings show how supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to
increase the surveillance and control of professionals’ specific activities and
performance. Supervisors have an interest in increasing the collection and storage of
customer related information and client engagement plans in organizational databases,
making it accessible and valuable to all actors involved. The findings also show that
professionals may become stressed and exhausted by Agile related practices, such as
repeated Sprints, and planning and follow-up performance meetings, which add no value
to professionals’ qualitative work. Transferring best practice between knowledge
traditions to improve organizational proactivity and responsiveness can, in fact, have an
adverse effect, in terms of employees’ negative feelings produced by constant
management surveillance and an atmosphere of mistrust.
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The ICT tool
This case illustrates the limited role of an ICT tool in facilitating collaboration and
knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions. The findings of this case
are, first, that actors representing different traditions primarily use different ICT for
information input and output. In other words, they adopt different ICT in their work.
The case shows that besides the technical challenges the new ICT tool faced, it did not
have the power to change the underlying siloed organizational ICT infrastructure. It
remained merely a parallel application, essentially optional, which for the individual
actor required handling multiple systems, and to some extent double documentation.
This is something that actors often perceive as time consuming. A second finding is that
the new ICT tool did not really help actors perform better in their job. Further, this case
shows that if an ICT tool does not live up to its expectations, and deliver the promised
value-added to its users, those users will likely start to question the time they put into it,
or may even reject the tool altogether.
The case identifies optimism in our organization that once information is collected and
documented in organizational ICT, its content and meaning will spread and be
understood between users across traditions. Accordingly, the management and the
supervisors are interested in increasing the collection and storage of customer related
information and client engagement plans in organizational databases, making it
accessible and valuable to all actors involved. The findings show, however, that this is
not always the case. First, there are many different ICT solutions and practices
simultaneously in use in our organization, which makes information sometimes hard to
find. Second, the information actors document tends to be highly tradition-specific,
including phrases and words not necessarily familiar to an actor from another tradition,
which can make its entire meaning fuzzy or even evaporate. Third, this type of highly
tradition-specific ‘knowledge’ is rarely even that relevant or of interest between expert
traditions. Finally, the documented information is static and tends to become quite
quickly outdated. In practice, situations evolve and change fast, which results in static
data quickly becoming irrelevant. This, in turn, results in actors spending a great deal of
time just keeping the various databases up to date, which, further, creates frustration
among experts who are spending most of their time enacting unprofitable work.
Adapting to Organizational Change
This case illustrates the challenging nature of adapting to organizational change. The
findings of this case show that the actors have not yet succeeded in fully adopting the
Agile practice for managing customer relations as part of their everyday work.
Cooperation between the experts is modest and occasional, and the work is more
reactive, a reaction after the client has contacted us with a problem, than organized and
proactive. This means the professionals’ work lacks the kind of analysing, planning, and
target-setting the Agile practice seeks to instil. This is evident also, for example, in how
professionals use their time and prioritise activities. In this context, that means finding
and focusing our energy on the most productive and meaningful tasks or important and
profitable customers. We should refrain from unproductive activities, such as attending
recurrent empty meetings or servicing unprofitable clients. In other words, our
professionals seem to lack the kind of focus in their everyday work that the Agile practice
should bring, and often appear to attend to the situation at hand from too narrow a
perspective, which leads to their actions being considered too narrow. So, we are not able
to, or do not want to, see past our own perceptions and are biased by our expert
tradition’s objectives and own personal interests. Thus, the professionals’ work also lacks
the kind of solution-based sales of a wide range of financial services that would be in line
with the Agile practice.
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According to the findings of this case, professionals need to become more open-minded
and adopt a broader approach in their work. More concretely, this means shifting from
a single product or service mind-set, and selfishness, towards a broader mind-set and
more teamwork, to learn from each other and turn the wide range of expertise available
in the organization to the advantage of both our clients and ourselves. According to the
findings, we can best learn from each other by working together, including analysing,
planning, and target-setting, by meeting the clients together, and evaluating the evolving
client relationships. This does not mean learning each other’s practice, but developing
competence that will help professionals understand the impact of their own work and
expertise, and how expertise might be complementary. It also being able to see past your
own expert area and interests, to recognise how the expertise of others fits the situation
at hand, and who are the most suitable actors to work with on a specific matter. Further,
according to the findings of this case, cooperation between professionals can best be
created through repeated practice and ongoing interaction, comprising everyday
activities. Finally, the findings show this requires the actor’s ability to take the initiative,
create internal networks of trust, and develop their own leadership skills. For example,
the ability to lead, and steer activities, has been identified as central to the profession of
banking account manager.
Competing Traditions
This case illustrates the sense of actors balancing and struggling between different logics
and conflicting values as part of their everyday work. This case shows how traditions are
driven by their own specific agendas, values and interests. On one side, there are
interests related to customer orientation, employee experience, professional freedom,
sales results, and efficiency (Professional tradition). On the other, industry regulation,
following instructions, risk management, supervision, control, and measurement
(Organizational tradition). These conflicting interests are expressing themselves, first, in
risk management striving to expand their control, limitations, and documentation
requirements. Second, management are more aware of the need to improve
organizational effectiveness and profitability, and supervisors strive to expand the
surveillance and monitoring of the professionals’ activities and sales performance.
Professionals, meanwhile, are in this sense concerned about expanding their space and
freedom, to be and act as a professional, solving their customers’ problems.
Further, the case shows how the specialization of activities can erect barriers between
traditions, and practical knowledge that may drive practice within one tradition may
actually hinder practice between traditions. The findings show how actors in different
traditions tend to develop their own interests and agendas, and prioritise different
activities, which becomes evident for example in their use of time, the process of
customer selection, and decision-making. The case goes into the process of customer
selection and decision-making in more detail. The findings show how the process of
customer selection is a combination of explicit rules and regulations (e.g., organizational
risk policy), together with evaluating and reflecting on various qualitative aspects of the
specific client relationship. More importantly, they demonstrate the meaning of personal
judgment in the process of evaluation, customer selection, and decision-making (on what
constitutes a good client and the right decision). As a result, the findings reveal a conflict
of views and interests in any such situation, but also an opportunity to apply the
legitimacy of your professional competence to influence the outcome of a specific
situation.
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Leading Agile
This case illustrates the situatedness and context-dependency of our knowing and our
professional practice. The findings of this case show how supervisors use disciplinary
tools and techniques to increase the surveillance and control of professionals’ specific
activities and performance. This is exposed in the arrangement of various meetings and
Sprints. From the management perspective, meetings and Sprints provide an ideal
platform for sharing important customer related information, and improving
responsiveness, proactivity, and teamwork between professionals representing different
expertise. Additionally, the findings show how supervisors have an interest in increasing
the collection and storage of customer related information and client engagement plans
in organizational databases, making it accessible and valuable to all actors involved.
The findings demonstrate, however, that professionals may become stressed and
exhausted by Agile related practices, such as repeated Sprints, planning and follow-up
performance meetings, which add no value to their qualitative work. Also, the findings
indicate that professionals may be similarly affected by having to document customer
related information in multiple databases, which again adds no value to their qualitative
work. Moreover, the Agile practices and repeated Sprints can produce a negative feeling
in employees, brought about by constant management surveillance and an atmosphere
of mistrust. Finally, the findings of this case show that professional and management
practice may not be easily transferred between different knowledge traditions.
Transferring best practice between knowledge traditions in order to improve
organizational proactivity and responsiveness can, in fact, have an adverse effect on
employee positivity.
Mini case

Themes

Findings

The ICT tool

The limited role of
ICT in facilitating
collaboration and
knowledge-sharing
between actors from
different traditions

Actors representing different traditions mainly operate in
technological siloes. This requires actors handling multiple
systems. It has caused actors to become stressed and exhausted
by having to document customer related information in multiple
databases, which adds no value to qualitative work, and to reject
the use of such ICT.

Adapting to
Organizational
Change

The challenging
nature of adapting
to organizational
change

Professionals have not yet succeeded in fully adopting the Agile
practice for managing customer relations as part of their
everyday work. They need to adopt a more focused but broader,
organized, proactive, and more cooperative approach in their
work.

Competing
Traditions

The sense of actors
balancing and
struggling between
different logics and
conflicting values as
part of their
everyday work

Knowing that may drive practice within one tradition may
actually hinder practice between traditions. Actors in different
traditions tend to develop their own interests and agendas, and
prioritise different activities, which becomes evident, for
example, in their use of time, the process of customer selection,
and decision-making.

Leading Agile

The situatedness
and contextdependency of our
knowing and our
professional
practice

Supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to increase the
surveillance and control of the professionals’ specific activities
and performance. But professionals may become stressed and
exhausted by Agile related practices, such as repeated Sprints,
planning and follow-up performance meetings, which add no
value to their qualitative work.

Table 23

Themes and findings from my empirical study to discussion
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7.5.1 Contradictions inside the financial services organization
The findings of my study show that contradictions and tensions appear to be inherent
and ubiquitous in organizational life, arising from the interplay between different
knowledge traditions, each with different and changing goals, functions and
expectations. Also, that the management of an organization and professional practice
indeed involves the management of contradictions. The recognised contradictions from
the financial services organization are presented in Table 24.
First, the findings show that the implementation of the new ICT tool involves the actors
dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as time spent on documentation
versus developing social relationships. This, in turn, can cause stress and anxiety among
actors, who are dealing with situations with the best of intentions, but without perceiving
that to be adding any ‘real’ value to the work. This becomes apparent in mini case #1 The
ICT tool.
Second, the findings reveal that adopting the Agile practice involves the actors dealing
with opposing forces, related to issues such as: learning, exploring new ways of thinking
and acting, seeking out new ideas and abilities, developing social relationships versus
performance, exploiting the known, achieving by applying existing skills, and reaching
personal goals. Moreover, in managing customer relations, there is a contradiction
related to focusing on pricing (the cost of a particular service) versus emphasising the
qualitative factors in relationships (the overall economic value). This becomes apparent
in mini case #2 Adapting to Organizational Change.
Third, the findings demonstrate that adopting specialization and efficiency involves
actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as regulation, time spent on
documentation, accuracy and strictly following constructed rules and risk policies, risk
management, short-term thinking, risk avoidance, and looking backward. Then,
understanding customers through numbers versus employee experience, time spent on
relationship management, flexibility and following ‘professional instincts’, customer
experience, long-term thinking, risk taking, thinking forwards, and through
relationships and built trust. As a result, employees increasingly express their feeling or
anxiety of being caught between competing traditions, forces pulling the individual in
different directions. Work-related stress, pressure, and the feeling of not being enough
are increasingly in the actors’ thoughts when talking about their everyday work.
Employees perceive themselves having insufficient time and energy for their clients, and
to implement the Agile practice for managing customer relations. This becomes apparent
in mini case #3 Competing Traditions.
Finally, the findings show that adopting the Agile practice, including meetings and
Sprints, involves actors dealing with opposing forces, related to issues such as:
surveillance and control, monitoring numbers of cases, gathering information and
reporting, striving for efficiency and fast delivery of information versus empowerment
and professional freedom, emphasising learning, helping people with their ‘real’
problems, and seeking out new ideas and abilities. Moreover, in managing customer
relations, there is a contradiction related to the focus on acquiring new clients and on net
sales, versus taking good care of the existing clientele. This becomes apparent in mini
case #4 Leading Agile.
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Contradictions

Related mini case

Time spent on documentation versus developing social
relationships

The ICT tool

Exploring new ways of thinking and acting versus
exploiting the known

Adapting to
Organizational Change

Seeking out new ideas and abilities (learning) versus
achieving by applying existing skills (performance)

Adapting to
Organizational Change

Developing relationships (social) versus reaching personal
goals (financial)

Adapting to
Organizational Change

Focusing on pricing (cost of a particular service) versus
emphasising the qualitative factors in relationships (overall
economic value)

Adapting to
Organizational Change

Regulation versus employee experience

Competing Traditions

Time spent on documentation versus time spent on
relationship management

Competing Traditions

Accuracy, strictly following constructed rules and risk
policies, versus flexibility, following ‘professional instincts’

Competing Traditions

Risk management versus customer experience

Competing Traditions

Risk avoidance versus risk taking

Competing Traditions

Short-term thinking versus long-term thinking

Competing Traditions

Looking backward versus thinking forwards

Competing Traditions

Understanding customers through numbers versus through
relationships and built trust

Competing Traditions

Surveillance and control versus empowerment and
professional freedom

Leading Agile

Documenting and monitoring performance versus
emphasising narratives and discussion forums

Leading Agile

Gathering information and reporting versus helping people
with their ‘real’ problems

Leading Agile

Striving for efficiency (fast delivery of information) versus
seeking out new ideas and abilities (learning)

Leading Agile

Acquiring new clients and raising net sales versus taking
good care of the existing clientele

Leading Agile

Table 24

Contradictions inside the financial services organization
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7.5.2 The instruments of knowing in our professional practice
In this study, I have described our knowing as a subsidiary-focal integrative structure,
which involves elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal target, and, crucially, a
person who links these in a social context or tradition (e.g., an account manager within
a banking/professional tradition in a financial services organization context). Also, that
every act of knowing comprises an active integration of a variety of particulars into a
comprehensive whole by the knower. From the empirical results of the study, I have
identified a variety of these particulars, which can also be referred to as the instruments
of our attention in relation to the focal target, which is in turn the object of our attention.
These subsidiary particulars comprise technical language, significant features,
authoritative guides, bodily clues, picking up the hidden rules of an art, and submitting
to an evolving tradition. The particulars identified from the study are presented in Table
25.
First, the findings of my study expose the particulars that characterise the technical
language. This includes, first, the portfolio reports available from ICT, which help reveal
the income streams from different clients and client segments, and second, the
information on our products and services available to the clients. Third, it comprises the
written instructions, rules, polices, principles, guidelines, and recommendations for our
practice. Finally, the different performance and activity reports on practitioners which
are available to the company management.
Second, the findings expose the particulars that characterise the significant features. This
includes, first, the technical features of the different available ICT, and second, the
service offerings utilised by the client, their pricing, and the capital requirement. Third,
it comprises the client’s operating numbers, rating, and exposures in relation to the
organization’s risk policies and in proportion to risk bearing capacity. Finally, this
includes the features of the organization that are striving for greater effectiveness and
efficiency.
Third, the findings expose particulars that characterise the authoritative guides. This
includes, first, the expectations that employees will carefully document customer related
information and client engagement plans into the ICT. Second, expectations that staff
will continuously learn new skills in order to keep pace with the changing environment.
Third, it comprises the emphasis on risk awareness and risk management
(documentation), and moderate risk-taking in all our business decisions. Finally, the
expectations for performance and success (hitting monthly/annual sales targets).
The findings also expose particulars that characterise bodily clues. This includes, first,
judging what is the ‘right’ and relevant information to document, and that is valuable
across traditions (the way of doing it that makes sense). Second, evaluating what the
client expects and values, which will ultimately provide a good customer experience.
Third, exercising personal judgement in the process of customer selection (what feels
like the ‘wise’ thing to do in a specific situation), for instance, judging what will and will
not turn out to be a fruitful relationship in the long run. Finally, exploring how we can
learn from each other’s practices and priorities (the way of doing it that makes sense).
Further, my findings expose particulars that characterise picking up the hidden rules of
an art. This includes, first, how to handle parallel ICT systems. Second, seeing how an
issue fits into a bigger picture, and an individual’s role and expertise into the whole
organization. For example, to see the whole of a client potential and find the most
suitable people to work with in each specific matter. Third, how to analyse and evaluate
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customer relations employing a set of both quantitative and qualitative aspects. For
example, to see the different knowledge traditions (presented as the company’s throttle
and brake) as integrated and equally important qualities the professional (driver) needs
to know. Finally, for the managers, how to weigh the appropriate surveillance,
monitoring and evaluation processes of employee progress.
Finally, the findings of my study expose particulars that characterise submitting to an
evolving tradition. This includes submitting, first, to the active use of the organizational
ICT. Second, to the Agile practice for managing customer relations. Third, to an
organizational culture where instructions, rules and risk management are accepted as
part of our work, and seen as central aspects of responsible and decent everyday practice.
Finally, for managers, submitting to an evolving leadership tradition, empowering
teams, and empowering professionals to take responsibility.
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The instruments of our knowing (subsidiary particulars)
Technical
language

Significant
features

Authoritative
guides

Bodily clues

Picking up
the hidden
rules of an
art

Submitting to
an evolving
tradition

Related
mini case

Portfolio
reports
from ICT

The technical
language and
features of the
ICT

The
expectations
of
documenting
in ICT

Judging
what is the
‘right’ and
relevant
information
to document

Handling
parallel ICT
systems

Submitting to
the active use
of ICT

The ICT
tool

Information about
available
products
and
services

The service
offerings used
by the client,
their pricing
and capital
requirement

The
expectations
of
continuously
learning new
skills

Evaluating
what the
client
expects and
values

To see how a
matter fits
into a bigger
picture

Submitting to
the Agile
practice for
managing
customer
relations

Adapting
to
Organizati
onal
Change

Written
instructions,
rules,
policies,
principles,
guidelines,
and
recommen
dations for
professional
practice

The client’s
operating
numbers,
rating, and
exposure in
relation to the
organization’s
risk policies

The
expectations
of risk
awareness,
risk
management
, and
moderate
risk-taking
in every
business
decision

Using
personal
judgement in
the customer
selection
process

To analyse
and evaluate
customer
relations
employing a
set of both
quantitative
and
qualitative
aspects

Submitting to
an
organizational
culture where
instructions,
rules and risk
management
are accepted
as part of our
work

Competing
Traditions

Performan
ce and
activity
results

The features of
becoming both
effective and
efficient

The
expectations
of
performing
and
succeeding

Exploring
how we can
learn from
each other’s
practices

Weighing
the
appropriate
surveillance,
monitoring
and
evaluation
processes of
employee
progress

Submitting to
an evolving
leadership
tradition,
empowering
teams, and
empowering
professionals
to take
responsibility

Leading
Agile

Table 25

The instruments of our knowing
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8 DISCUSSION – THE ART OF KNOWING
The main purpose of this thesis is to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing. With
this in mind, by analysing the processes of knowing, the study seeks to learn more about
professional practice and the dynamics related to working across different knowledge
traditions in the context of a financial services organization.
From my study, I have started to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing. This
highlights knowing as a form of art, and the inherent relationship between power and
our knowing. I believe this approach can contribute to a better grasp of the complexity
of the field, increasing our understanding of everyday practice, and providing a better
understanding of the art of being a professional in a financial organization context.
Further, this may also provide a better understanding of the management issues in the
organization. Based on the analysis of the empirical data for this study, I believe this
approach can provide an interesting view in particular on issues such as: 1) The
implementation of a new ICT tool to facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing
across traditions; 2) The organizational members’ ability to adopt the Agile practice for
managing customer relations; 3) The complexities and inherent contradictions of
everyday practice in the professional context; and, 4) The management practice to
implement the Agile practice in the organization.
The central elements of the power-sensitive view of knowing constructed in this study
are as follows.
Personal element of knowing
An argument central to this study is there is always more to human knowledge than
exhaustive explicit information (something that can be put into words, symbols, and
numbers). Referring to the work of Polanyi, I argue that all knowledge is personal
knowledge, that a tacit dimension is always present and a necessary component of all
knowledge. Moreover, I argue that all articulated knowledge is based on an unarticulated
background, a set of subsidiary particulars tacitly integrated by individuals, residing in
the social practices in which we happen to participate. Thus, no knowledge can be wholly
focal or explicit. In use, the explicit always has a tacit dimension.
•

First, this helps us focus on knowing (a verb meaning acting, doing, practising),
rather than knowledge (a noun meaning things, elements, information, facts).

•

Further, this distinction helps us better understand the situatedness and contextdependency of our knowing and our professional practice.

•

Finally, I believe this distinction helps us better understand the challenges
related to the sharing of ‘knowledge’ or best practice across traditions (in an
organizational context).

Accordingly, I see human knowledge or knowing as a form of art, which links the
individual with their culture. Moreover, I see the art of professional practice to be highly
context dependent and situated in a time and place.
The Personal element of knowing becomes observable in Case 1, The ICT tool, which
illustrates the limited role of ICT to facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing
between actors from different traditions. Additionally, this becomes evident in Case 4,
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Leading Agile, which illustrates the situatedness and context-dependency of our knowing
and our professional practice.
The Structure element of knowing
An argument central to this study is that knowing should be understood as a subsidiaryfocal integrative structure, which involves elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal
target, and, crucially, a person who links these in a social context or tradition. Referring
to the work of Polanyi, I argue that our knowing is constructed of two kinds of awareness:
subsidiary awareness, which can be described as instruments of our attention, and focal
awareness, which is in turn the object of our attention. Thus, personal knowledge is not
made or shared as an entity, rather discovered as a result of an act of the knower.
•

First, this distinction helps us better understand how, in the context of learning
a profession, we may not, at first, see the pattern from the particulars. The
particulars themselves impede the analysis of a given meaning, or may hamper
the discovery of an unknown meaning. Subsequently, the particulars start
becoming clues and something we are subsidiarily aware of when discovering
new focal points. Eventually, we have moved from looking at the particulars to
looking from them. This knowing has now become a tool to get things done,
acquire new experience, and execute the task at hand more competently.

•

Further, the distinction helps us better understand how, in the context of
performing a skill, we come to know a set of subsidiary particulars without being
able to identify them. It can also help us clarify how our knowing tends to become
increasingly tacit, spontaneous and automatic, as our practice becomes more
repetitive and routine. That may lead to a parochial narrowness of vision,
experience and understanding, and missing important opportunities to think
about what we are doing.

•

Finally, I believe this distinction helps us better understand the dynamics or
challenges related to adapting to organizational change.

Accordingly, I see the knowing as a form of art that implies extending ourselves into the
subsidiary awareness of particulars which compose a whole, recognising the tacit
coefficient, and coming to know what we do not know. I also see professional practice as
an art, a matter of skill and wisdom, which cannot be put into words, reduced to explicit
rules and theories. This view recognises the artistic and intuitive, and the process of
reflection practitioners bring to situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction.
The Structure element of knowing becomes observable in Case 2, Adapting to
Organizational Change, which illustrates the challenging nature of adapting to that
change.
The Power element of knowing
Given that Polanyi’s reflection on human knowledge takes as its point of departure the
fact that we can know more than we can tell, I have considered the concept of power, and
the relation between power and our knowing, from the standpoint of our being subject
to more power than we can know. Acknowledging the work of Haugaard, I argue that the
distinction between practical consciousness and discursive consciousness can further be
employed to view the inherent relationship between power and our knowing.
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•

First, this distinction helps us better understand an important element in the
maintenance of stability and consensus in organizations. It explains how, at our
practical consciousness level, we tend to confirm the existing structure and
maintenance of power relations by submitting to organizational strategy and
rules, or to unwritten rules of behaviour, or accepting that we behave within the
values and rules of a certain tradition. Further, we are also ruled by our own
desires and perceptions of our own role, by identifying ourselves within the
norms of a certain tradition, a need to respond to what is expected of us.

•

Further, this distinction helps us better understand a critical step in liberation
from power relations of domination or discipline, which may ultimately be to our
disadvantage. This is a matter of recognition, to discursively become aware of
aspects of our own practical consciousness or tacit knowing, where we may be
able to distance ourselves from it, re-evaluate and reject.

•

Finally, I believe this distinction can help explain the sense of actors in balancing
and struggling between contradictory logics and conflicting values as part of
everyday life.

Accordingly, I see the knowing as a form of art that implies extending ourselves into the
subsidiary awareness, to reflect and critically evaluate, and liberate us from power
relations of domination and perceptions of our own tradition, which may ultimately be
to our disadvantage. Further, I see the exercise of power involving the ability to reflect
and critically evaluate, as well as to influence or change the rules of a certain domain or
tradition. This could also be explained in terms of developing competence and the ability
to act successfully in a professional context.
The Power element of knowing is recognised in Case 3, Competing Traditions, which
illustrates the power to decide the agenda and the power of professional competence.
The Power element of knowing also becomes evident in Case 2, Adapting to
Organizational Change, which illustrates the power exerted by a tradition, and in Case 4,
Leading Agile, which illustrates the power exerted by surveillance. Finally, the power
aspect becomes visible in Case 1, The ICT tool, illustrating ICT designed as a tool for
increasing management surveillance in the organization.
In this chapter, I further discuss the main findings of my ethnographic longitudinal study
in relation to the theory developed. First, I discuss the Personal element of knowing,
which relates to the situatedness and context-dependency of our knowing and our
professional practice, as well as the limited role of ICT to facilitate collaboration and
knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions. Second, the Structure
element of knowing, which relates to the challenging nature of adapting to organizational
change. And third, the Power element of knowing, which relates to the sense of actors in
balancing and struggling between contradictory logics and conflicting values as part of
everyday life. The construction of the discussion is illustrated in Table 26.
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Elements of
knowing

Central arguments

Related themes from my
empirical study

Related mini
case

The Personal
element of
knowing

There is always more to
human knowledge than
exhaustive explicit
information

The limited role of ICT to facilitate
collaboration and knowledgesharing between actors from
different traditions

The ICT tool

Personal knowledge is not
made or shared as an entity,
rather discovered as a result
of an act of the knower

The situatedness and contextdependency of our knowing and
our professional practice

Leading Agile

The Structure
element of
knowing

Knowing should be
understood as a subsidiaryfocal integrative structure,
which involves elements of
the subsidiary particulars, a
focal target, and, crucially, a
person who links these in a
social context or tradition

The challenging nature of
adapting to organizational change

Adapting to
Organizational
Change

The Power
element of
knowing

We can be subject to more
power than we can know,
which can be further viewed
from the distinction between
our practical consciousness
and discursive consciousness

The sense of actors balancing and
struggling between contradictory
logics and conflicting values as
part of their everyday work

The ICT tool
Adapting to
Organizational
Change
Competing
Traditions
Leading Agile

Table 26

8.1

The construction of the discussion

Discussing the Personal element of knowing

The findings of this study do not agree with studies utilising an objectivist perspective,
which tend to treat the existence of organizations in a neutral sense, knowledge as given
and frozen-in-time, and suggest that communication of explicit knowledge is a
straightforward process. This literature not only assumes that management of
knowledge is positive and has potential benefits for all organizational members, but also
that the object-like status of knowledge in organizations makes it a resource open to
management control (Nonaka, 1991, 1994; Kogut and Zander, 1992; 1996; Grant, 1995;
1996a; 1996b; 1997; Szulanski, 1996; Spender; 1996a, 1996b).
As other critical studies have pointed out, this objectivist perspective tends to objectify
knowledge within organizations, abstracting it from its situated and socially constructed
origins. It regards knowledge as an entity or commodity that people possess, but which
can exist independently from people. Its managerialist interpretation tends to produce a
linear view of the casual relationship between organizational knowledge and competitive
performance. Based on this perspective and its distinction between different kinds of
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knowledge (such as tacit and explicit knowledge), explicit knowledge can be nonproblematically shared and captured, e.g., via the use of ICT, from the sender to the
receiver (Scarbrough, 1998; Cook and Brown, 1999; Empson, 2001; Marshall and Brady,
2001; Hislop, 2002; Werr and Stjernberg, 2003; see also Hislop, 2013)
One apparent contradiction that arises from the objectivist perspective relates to
managing the tacit. The research suggests that in order to manage tacit knowledge, it
must be made explicit (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), and that tacit
knowledge has to be managed to ensure a firm’s growth and competitiveness (Kogut and
Zander, 1992). However, once the tacit knowledge is made explicit, it can more easily be
imitated, which implies the potential loss of a firm’s competitive advantage. The
underlying paradox here is that attempting to manage tacit knowledge would seem to
counter the firm’s knowledge advantage (Schultze and Stabell 2004).
The findings of my study correspond with studies utilising a practice-based perspective
(see e.g., Orlikowski, 2002, Carlile, 2002; 2004; Sole and Edmondson, 2002; Bechky,
2003; Dougherty, 1992; 2001; Oborn and Dawson, 2010; Majchrzak et al., 2012). A
fundamental assumption of these practice-based studies is that knowledge is not
regarded as a discrete entity or object that can be codified and separated from people.
Instead knowledge, or knowing, is embedded in, developed through, and inseparable
from people’s workplaces, practices, and the contexts in which they occur. It is an
ongoing social accomplishment shaping and reshaping as actors engage in practice. Here
the focus is on knowing (a verb meaning acting, doing, practising) rather than
knowledge (a noun meaning things, elements and facts). Studies adopting the practicebased perspective point out that even when knowledge is made explicit in a codified
routine, when it is communicated across organization and functional boundaries, it is
not necessarily understood because people apply and interpret this knowledge within
different contexts. The transmitter-receiver model of knowledge-sharing is challenged
here, because the sharing of knowledge does not involve a simple transfer of a fixed entity
between two actors. These studies have also explained that specialization and the
localized practices create knowledge differences and different thought worlds between
different organizational functions (traditions). These differences create a lack of
common ground, indicating that members are likely to represent events, problems and
perspectives differently, which will lead to further misunderstanding and conflicts.
The practice-based studies point out, therefore, the active role of management to shape
knowledge processes to facilitate interpersonal communication and collaboration
between people. Knowledge-sharing involves people to actively develop an
understanding, constructing meaning, and to appreciate some of the tacit assumptions
and value on which knowledge is based. Moreover, communication in such situations, to
be successful, needs to be open and ongoing, and based on a certain level of trust
(Scarbrough, 1998; Cook and Brown, 1999; Empson, 2001; Hislop, 2002; Werr and
Stjernberg, 2003; see also Hislop 2013).
From a practice-based perspective, the ICT does not have the same key role in the
knowledge management process, as in studies utilising the objectivist perspective. ICTs
may, however, play an important role in supporting and facilitating the social
interactions that underpin interpersonal knowledge process. From the practice-based
perspective, the codification and storage of knowledge in ICT-based repositories is
unlikely to result in useful knowledge. This is because these processes of codification
typically produce a denuded form of knowledge, as the tacit assumptions and values
which underpin it are lost. Put another way, as all knowledge has its tacit dimension,
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knowledge-sharing via ICT may not be as straightforward as suggested by the objectivist
perspective (Hislop, 2002).
8.1.1 The personal element in ICT- enabled knowledge management
The assumptions on how knowledge can be categorized into different types (such as tacit
versus explicit knowledge), and that knowledge can be externalized from people and its
practical context into a separate and discrete object or entity, have a profound impact on
viewing knowledge transfer as a dyadic exchange between a source (sender) and a
recipient (receiver) (Nonaka, 1991; 1994; Grant, 1996a; 1996b). This traditional
knowledge management approach rests on a pipeline metaphor. From that perspective,
much as piped water, knowledge is seen as a thing that can be transferred across different
locations. Further, much like the volume and flow of water in a pipeline, knowledge is
seen as something that can be managed directly (Jackson et al., 2003). This, on the other
hand, has led to a recognition and validation of organizational management activities,
such as sharing best practice (Szulanski, 1996), and gathering different types of
information into organizational databases, thus making it accessible to all actors
involved. Building from these assumptions on and utilising an objectivist perspective,
earlier studies have argued that information and communication technologies (ICTs) can
play a key role in knowledge management processes (Durcikova and Gray, 2009).
Over the years, ICTs have played a central role in organizational knowledge management
processes as well as in earlier research. ICTs have facilitated collaboration between
actors and teams that are geographically dispersed. They have also facilitated knowledge
management activities via the codification of knowledge, and through facilitating rich
and interactive forms of communication. As pointed out by earlier studies, there has,
however, been a general optimism within the knowledge management literature that
much organizational knowledge can be codified, stored in, and distributed via ICTs
(Hislop, 2002). Likewise, there has also been a general optimism among many
organizations that simply implementing a relevant ICT system would lead to successful
knowledge management (Hislop, 2013). An ICT-led approach tends to adopt an
epistemology of possession, in which knowledge is treated in static, objectified, and
explicit terms (Cook and Brown, 1999). Following this approach, knowledge
management appears largely as a technical issue of how to extract appropriate
information and deliver it to where it is needed (Marshall and Brady, 2001).
Conforming to this earlier literature, this study has identified a similar optimism in our
organization that once information is collected and documented in ICT, its content and
meaning is spread and understood between users across traditions. In this study (Case
1, The ICT tool), I present the implementation of a new ICT tool in our organization, to
facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing between actors from different traditions.
Overall, the purpose of the new ICT tool is to help its users achieve better work outcomes
and do their jobs more efficiently and effectively. As the case findings show, when first
introduced, users were positive and hopeful about the new software, and convinced it
could guide them in the right direction and help them perform better in their job. They
also perceived it as an important tool for improving cooperation between the different
business segments.
A further investigation showed, however, the limited role of the ICT tool to help users
achieve better work outcomes and do their jobs more efficiently and effectively, as well
as in sharing practical knowledge, such as customer related information and client
engagement plans, between actors from different traditions. As the case explains, after
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several years of unsuccessful attempts, the implementation of the ICT tool was
abandoned. Despite high expectations, the project eventually failed.
In Polanyi’s terms, the users failed to assimilate and indwell the new ICT tool. According
to Polanyi (1958), to dwell in a tool implies to uncritically accept and unconsciously
commit to it, which is a necessary pre-supposition for using the tool effectively. It
becomes part of our body. Further, Polanyi explains that for a tool to be employed nonproblematically, it must not be the object of our focal awareness, but needs to become an
instrument through which we act, and of which we are subsidiarily aware, not an object
of our attention. The tool then enables us to acquire new experience and enact the tasks
at hand more competently.
The findings of this study show, however, that shortly after its launch, users started to
question the value-added created by the ICT tool. Rather than a tool for acquiring new
experience, enacting the task at hand out more competently, enhancing cooperation, and
sharing customer related information and client engagement plans between traditions,
it was perceived by users to be inadequate and technically challenging, time-consuming,
and even an obstacle to meeting sales figures. In other words, it did not become an
instrument through which the users act, of which they were subsidiarily aware when
focusing on the task at hand. It became an object of everyone’s attention, but not in a
good way. Employing the new ICT tool was clumsy and got in the way of getting things
done.
Further, the findings of this case show the organization uses ICT-based strategies to
capture and transfer knowledge across traditions, but which ultimately prove not to be
that useful (Newell et al., 2006). Furthermore, the findings uncover evidence, which also
supports earlier critical studies, that ICT-enabled knowledge management activities have
been unsuccessful because they focused on the technological issues, to a large extent
ignoring the social, cultural, and political factors, which are shown to be key in
influencing people’s willingness to participate in these knowledge management
initiatives (Brown and Duguid, 1998; Marshall and Brady, 2001; see also Hislop, 2013).
The findings of this case show, first, that there are many different ICT solutions and
practices simultaneously in use in our organization, which makes information
sometimes hard to find. In other words, professionals in our organization operate, in
essence, in technological siloes. In addition, the findings show, if an ICT tool does not
live up to its expectations and bring the promised value-added to its users, they will likely
start to question the time spent using it, or may even reject it. As earlier studies have also
pointed out, putting an ICT-based knowledge management system in place is not, in and
of itself, going to make people utilise it. Moreover, the success of all knowledge
management initiatives involves effectively taking account of the socio-cultural factors,
which influence people’s willingness to share knowledge, such as conflict, trust, time, or
concerns over loss of status (Marshall and Brady, 2001; Hislop, 2013). For example,
investing in sophisticated ICT for knowledge-sharing may even become a waste of money
for firms, in situations where the organizational climate is highly competitive. This will
most likely impact people’s willingness to share (or document) any valuable information
(Sveiby, 2001).
Further, this study has found that the information actors document tends to be highly
tradition-specific, including phrases and words not necessarily familiar to an actor from
another tradition, which can make its entire meaning fuzzy or even evaporate. Also, this
type of highly tradition-specific knowledge is rarely even that relevant or of interest
between traditions (such as banking, insurance, and investment). Traditions tend to
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construct and document customer related information and client engagement plans from
their own perspective and interests, which does not necessarily correspond with the
interests of another tradition. Furthermore, industry regulation has set out traditionspecific instructions on what should be documented, and when, in ICT organizational
databases.
As a result, the information documented is often not the most useful for users across
traditions, simply of the wrong type to be useful. As earlier studies have pointed out,
when the focus of our documentation is constructed around the specific objectives of just
a particular case (e.g., the construction of a credit proposal, or the underlying issues that
eventually led to a specific investment decision), its content is unlikely to be very useful
in other contexts, precisely because project objectivities tend to be unique. What might
be more relevant instead is the process of how we do things, rather than what we do,
since that has a potentially much wider relevance across different projects (Newell et al.,
2006). In addition, earlier studies have pointed out that in attempts to share ‘knowledge’
across traditions, written and verbal explanations have frequently failed to make a
meaning clear (Bechky, 2003). This implies that how we use ICT in our work to store and
transfer customer related information will certainly be more useful within one tradition
than between different traditions. As earlier studies have pointed out, ICTs arguably have
the greatest potential where there is a significant amount of common knowing and
shared understanding and meaning between the actors involved (Hislop, 2002).
Furthermore, information documented in organizational databases is static and tends to
become fairly quickly outdated. In practice, situations evolve and change swiftly, which
results in the static data quickly becoming irrelevant. Actors may ultimately spend a great
deal of time just keeping the various databases up to date, which in turn creates
frustration among professionals having to spend most of their work day documenting
and doing ‘unprofitable work’. This frustration among professionals appears to be clear
from my study.
The findings of this study highlight what has been defined as the practice lens for
studying technology in organizations (Orlikowski, 2000). It reminds us that the use of
technology is always situated and emergent. Also, that people are purposive,
knowledgeable, adaptive, and inventive actors who engage with ICT in different ways to
do their job and accomplish various ends. When a specific ICT tool, as has been
illustrated in this study, does not help actors achieve those ends, they are likely to
abandon it, work around it, or change it. Thus, this perspective highlights that actors can
always choose to do otherwise.
In sum, we may say that ICT creates access to information. A more pressing issue, which
has also been identified in this study, is how to make the information meaningful and
useful. This is where human action and interaction comes in, to make the information
meaningful and useful. As has been noted by earlier studies, professional practice is not
simply about combining, sharing, and making information commonly available. More
importantly, it is about social connections and interpretations, which happens through
meaningful communication. In this sense, technologies alone cannot produce such
meaning, and ICT should instead be understood an enabler (Jackson, 2003). Similarly,
ICT per se cannot increase the actor’s productivity, only its use of can (Orlikowski,
2000). Finally, this indicates that learning in organizations is much more heavily
dependent on social networks and informal dialogue than on ICT (Newell et al., 2006).
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8.1.2 The personal element appearance in Agile practices and Sprints
In this study, I have presented (Case 4, Leading Agile) actions taken by leaders and
supervisors to implement the Agile practice for managing customer relations for
organizational change, and how these actions have been perceived among professionals
inside the organization.
The findings of this case show how supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to
increase the surveillance and control of professionals’ specific activities and
performance. This is exposed in the arrangement of various meetings and Sprints. From
the management perspective, meetings and Sprints provide an ideal platform for sharing
important customer related information, and improving responsiveness, proactivity and
teamwork between professionals representing different types of expertise. The findings
also show that supervisors have an interest in increasing the collection and storage of
customer related information and client engagement plans in organizational databases,
making it accessible and valuable to all actors involved. As has been noted by earlier
studies, managers implementing Agile practice and work routines may believe they are
empowering individuals by giving teams autonomy of behaviour, but are in fact
introducing surveillance on individuals, even if that were not the intention. In Agile
practice, professionals consider the development of features, not innovation and
learning, to be priorities. As a result, they prioritise project deadlines, which adds to the
feeling of pressure (Annosi, et al., 2016). This matter is addressed in my study findings,
too. In a sense, some of the characteristics of the Agile practice and Sprints are derived
from Nonaka’s (1994) theory of knowledge creation; for example, the creation of new
knowledge through actors’ direct interaction, and information-sharing activities,
emphasises turning their tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge of the group (see also
Annosi, et al., 2016). Rather, again noted in prior studies, new ‘knowledge’ in
organizations is created by the actors’ ability to draw new distinctions concerning the
task at hand. This emerges through a productive dialogue, where the actors are open to
influence, to step back from their primary (tradition) and non-reflective ways of acting
as practitioners, to reconceptualise and reframe the situation at hand (Tsoukas, 2009).
Further, the findings of this case show that driving professional practice into Agile
practice and Sprints may not always produce the best employee experience. More
specifically, professionals may become stressed and exhausted by Agile related practices,
such as repeated Sprints, planning and follow-up performance meetings, which add no
value to their qualitative work. Also, by the need to document customer related
information in multiple databases, which again adds no value to their qualitative work.
This highlights, as pointed out in earlier studies, that instead of holding meetings in a
distant conference room (which tend to be expressed abstractly), professionals
(representing different expertise) should meet around the ‘real’ case (with the client),
where problem-identification, problem-solving, and interaction can be conducted at a
more concrete level (Bechky, 2003).
Moreover, the findings show how the Agile practices and repeated Sprints can leave
employees feeling negative about a state of constant management surveillance and
mistrust. As noted by prior studies, management practices and work routines derived
from implementing Agile practice can increase stress and time pressure on team
members, by emphasising continuous functional delivery, and inhibit teams from
performing other activities. In addition, people feel they are being constantly watched
and their performance monitored, not only by management but also when presented to
every team member in the room, then everyone ‘knows’ what everyone else is doing
(Annosi, et al., 2016). Work becomes, in a sense, a competition where your ‘points’ or
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activities are displayed in front of the group and compared, even though they may not
actually indicate anything about your work. This emerges from my study, too.
Further, this highlights, as noted by earlier studies, that the key to achieving coordinated
action does not depend on management ‘higher up’ collecting ever more knowledge, as
professionals ‘lower down’ find more ways to connect, and develop competence, which
will help them understand the impact of their own work and expertise on a greater whole.
Management can, in this sense, be seen as the practice of coordinating purposeful
professionals, whose actions arise from reflecting on evolving circumstances, and
making sense of complex and unclear situations involving conflicting interests (Tsoukas,
1996). Correspondingly, it has also been noted, leadership practices need to support
organizational learning and agility in the face of continuous change. Such practices
should focus especially on creating conditions conducive to knowledge-sharing, learning,
engagement, and collaboration (Mckenzie and Aitken, 2012).
Finally, the findings of this case show that professional and management practice may
not easily be transferred between different knowledge traditions. The transfer of best
practice between knowledge traditions to improve organizational proactivity and
responsiveness can, in fact, have an adverse effect, in terms of negative feelings
generated in employees by constant management surveillance and mistrust. For
example, as the case shows, the management decision to transfer a Sprint practice from
one tradition (our back-office functions) to another (banking account manager), did not
fully consider the fundamental differences between these two knowledge traditions,
which may eventually have led to failed implementation. The findings illustrate the
validation of organizational management activities and sharing of best practice
(Szulanski, 1996). As earlier studies have pointed out, however, knowledge should be
seen in the context in which it has meaning, and any transfer models that isolate
knowledge from practice should be rejected (Brown and Duguid, 1991).
From the discussion above, what we may call knowledge is, in this sense and at any point
in time, an outcome of particular, established social practices through which the world
is represented to us. Our knowing does not come ‘free’, and it is always constructed in
time and space (Tsoukas and Mylonopoulus, 2004). For example, from our professional
context, when we speak of the ability to know our customer and its needs, this largely
implies knowing the customer’s relevance to us, comprising a limited set of prior
transactions and our own interpretation from a particular knowledge tradition.
8.1.3 The great misunderstanding of tacit and explicit knowledge
The unspeakable knowledge that Polanyi refers to, that people appear to know more than
they can tell, has often been used to justify the idea that there are two kinds of knowledge,
tacit and explicit. In theorising about knowledge, several authors have drawn on
Polanyi’s work for the distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge (Kogut and
Zander, 1992; Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Spender, 1996a; 1996b). The
concept of tacit knowledge has become very popular in management studies since the
mid-1990s, due to a large extent to Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) theory of
organizational knowledge creation in their book The Knowledge-Creating Company.
The two authors have, perhaps more than anyone else, helped to popularize the concept
of tacit knowledge in management studies (Tsoukas, 2002). Their interpretation has also
been adopted by several management authors (see e.g., Spender, 1996a; 1996b;
Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Leonard and Sensiper, 1998; Nonaka and Konno, 1998;
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Ambrosini and Bowman, 2001; Nonaka et al., 2006; Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009; von
Krogh et al., 2012).
Central to Nonaka and Takeuchi’s theory is the notion of how tacit knowledge is
converted to explicit knowledge, and vice versa (Tsoukas, 2002). The authors see human
knowledge being created and expanded in a dynamic model through social interaction
between tacit and explicit knowledge; an interaction they refer to as knowledge
conversation, comprising four different modes (see Figure 20).
The first mode, from tacit to tacit (socialization), involves the sharing of tacit knowledge
between individuals through joint activities, such as observations, being together,
spending time and living in the same environment, in order to understand how others
may think and feel. The second mode, from tacit to explicit (externalization), requires
the expression of tacit knowledge and its translation into comprehensible forms of
concept, model and analogy that can be understood by others. The third mode, from
explicit to explicit (combination), involves combining different bodies of explicit
knowledge into more complex sets. The fourth mode, from explicit to tacit
(internalization), requires the individual to identify and internalize the relevant
knowledge for yourself, through methods such as training, practice, and learning-bydoing (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka and Konno, 1998).

Tacit knowledge

Explicit knowledge
To

Tacit
knowledge

Socialization

Externalization

Internalization

Combination

From
Explicit
knowledge

Figure 20

Modes of the knowledge creation (Nonaka, 1994: 19)

While Nonaka and Takeuchi argue that knowledge can only ever exist at the level of the
individual, other writers have noted a sense in which knowledge can reside in social
groups, in the form of shared work practices and routines, and shared assumptions and
perspectives. As Kogut and Zander (1992: 383) argue, if knowledge is held only at the
individual level, firms could change simply through employee turnover. This insight has
inspired a further dichotomy of knowledge, individual and social level knowledge. One
of the most well-known examples is the perspective by Spender (1996), who identifies
four different types of organizational knowledge, by combining the tacit-explicit
dichotomy with the individual-social dichotomy. Objectified knowledge represents
explicit social level knowledge, for example a documented system of rules, operating
procedures, and formalized organizational routines. Collective knowledge represents
tacit group knowledge, possessed by a group that is not codified, including informal
routines and ways of working, stories, and shared systems of understanding. Collective
knowledge is further identified as the most secure and strategically significant form of
organizational knowledge.
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This approach risks, however, misunderstanding the very core of Polanyi’s philosophy,
which is built on the ideas of Gestalt psychology. In fact, the term tacit knowledge may
have become misunderstood in management studies. In the meaning of Nonaka’s
knowledge conversation model, the concept of tacit knowledge has been regarded, by
many authors, in opposition to explicit knowledge, whereas it is simply (according to
Polanyi’s philosophy) its other side. As a result of this misunderstanding, the nature of
organizational knowledge and its relation to individual skills and social contexts may
have been inadequately understood by both theorists and practitioners. In Polanyi’s
theory of knowing, the ‘tacit’ is used as a tool to be able to perform an act or to acquire
new knowledge. What is tacit is, thus, situation- and context-dependent. Tacit and
explicit knowledge are not two separate types but inherently inseparable. Explicit
knowledge is always grounded in tacit knowledge, and tacit knowledge is required in
order to understand explicit knowledge. Neither is ever present without the other.
Although knowledge can undoubtedly be usefully articulated, in use the explicit
nonetheless always possesses a tacit dimension. Trying to split the tacit and explicit
dimensions is thus pointless, and indeed misses the point (Tsoukas, 2002; Miller, 2008).
Since all knowledge has its tacit presuppositions, tacit knowledge cannot be converted
into explicit knowledge and vice versa, as in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) theory of
organizational knowledge creation. Despite the widespread popularity of Nonaka and
Takeuchi’s knowledge creation theory, it has also been subject to some criticism (cf.
Tsoukas, 1996; Cook and Brown, 1999; Tsoukas and Vladimirou, 2001; Brown and
Duguid, 2001; Tsoukas, 2002; Gourlay, 2006). The concept of internalization is
inadequate, because it leaves the nature of the learner, of the social world, and their
relations unexplored. It establishes a sharp dichotomy between inside and outside,
suggesting that knowledge is largely intellectual, and views the individual as a nonproblematic unit of analysis (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Further, the knowledge
conversation framework omits inherently tacit knowledge, and uses a radically subjective
definition of knowledge. It suggests also that organizational knowledge is created by
managers. Besides, the framework has not been supported by any evidence (Gourlay,
2006).
8.2 Discussing the Structure element of knowing
Drawing on Polanyi’s terms, in learning a profession (from my own experience of
banking), what I am looking at first we may call particulars, in terms of technical
language for significant features. At first, as an apprentice, I may not be able to see the
pattern from the particulars. The particulars themselves impede the analysis of a given
meaning, or may hamper the discovery of an unknown meaning. Subsequently, the
particulars start becoming clues and something I am subsidiarily aware of when
discovering new focal points. What is happening is a logical shift or a struggle to find a
different way to see, which takes place in the moment. Eventually, I have gone from
looking at the particulars to looking from them. These particulars can further be
described as instruments of my attention from which I attend to the situation at hand
(Polanyi, 1958; 1961; 1966). Moreover, the particulars will eventually decide how, first, I
make sense of a situation and identify the problem in its unique state. Second, how I
define what is the right endpoint and solution in the specific matter. And finally, how I
decide the possible means of achieving them (Schön, 1983).
As Polanyi (1958) argued, personal knowledge is not made but discovered. When I focus
on a set of particulars directly, they may seem relatively meaningless, compared to their
significance when noticed subsidiarily within a comprehensive entity to which they
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contribute. The change of analysis through experience and progressive integration
deepens both my insight into the meaning of a comprehensive entity in terms of its
particulars, and of the particulars in terms of their joint significance. Put another way,
much of the practical knowledge, which at first appeared as something unfamiliar and
that needed to be learned, has now become tacit, of which I am subsidiarily aware while
attending to the situation at hand that is my focal target. This knowing has now become
a tool to get things done, acquire new experience, and, hopefully, execute the task at hand
more competently.
8.2.1 The situatedness of professional practice
In this study, I have presented (Case 2, Adapting to Organizational Change) how actors
have adapted to organizational change, and to a new Agile practice for managing
customer relations. More specifically, I have looked at how actors have adopted the Agile
practice elements, such as customer segmentation, increasing solution-based sales of a
wide range of financial services, teamwork between professionals, and analysing,
planning, and setting targets for the client relationship, as part of their everyday work. A
central management objective has for several years been to drive this culture change in
our organization, which challenges everyone to start thinking and acting in a new way.
The findings of this case show, however, that the actors have not yet fully succeeded in
adopting this Agile practice for managing customer relations as part of their everyday
work. Drawing on Polanyi, we may say that the actors seem to be cautious to assimilate
and indwell the tools provided for them. Although the tools have already been an object
of our attention, and discussed in seminars and meetings for several years, they have not
become, at least not to their full potential, an instrument through which we act and a
new way of doing our practical everyday work.
The findings also show that the actors have not yet succeeded in fully adopting the Agile
practice for managing customer relations as part of their everyday work. Cooperation
between the experts is modest and occasional, and the work is more reactive, a reaction
after the client has contacted us with a problem, than organized and proactive. This
means the professionals’ work lacks the kind of analysing, planning, and target-setting
the Agile practice seeks to instil. This is evident also, for example, in how professionals
use their time and prioritise activities. In this context, that means finding and focusing
our energy on the most productive and meaningful tasks or important and profitable
customers. We should refrain from unproductive activities, such as attending recurrent
empty meetings or servicing unprofitable clients. In other words, our professionals seem
to lack the kind of focus in their everyday work that the Agile practice should bring, and
often appear to attend to the situation at hand from too narrow a perspective, which leads
to their actions being considered too narrow. So, we are not able to, or do not want to,
see past our own perceptions, and are biased by our expert tradition’s objectives and own
personal interests. Thus, the professionals’ work also lacks the kind of solution-based
sales of a wide range of financial services that would be in line with the Agile practice.
Consequently, we may miss important opportunities to perform the task at hand more
competently, and to take advantage of the wide range of expertise available in our
organization. This, in turn, may lead to important sales opportunities being lost, and
failing to provide a customer with the best possible solution to a problem, which could
further be explained in terms of the problem setting for a specific case. In other words,
the identification of our current position, definition of where we want to go, and
agreement on the possible means of their realisation. At a practical level, however, this
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has not extended to the targeted level. Although actors have been familiar with the map
per se (e.g., the service circle), they have not been able to relate, at least not to the fullest
extent, to the world outside. This map (service circle) could also be defined as a type of
boundary object (Bechky, 2003), used for organizational learning and problem-solving,
to extend our understanding of how common ground can be found between (experts)
traditions, and which invites us to think and act in new ways. Further, as Schön (1983)
describes, we name the things to which we will attend in our problem setting, and frame
the context in which we will attend to them. This indicates also that professional practice
is not just about problem-solving, applying general principles and standardised
knowledge to concrete problems with fixed outcomes.
As earlier studies have pointed out, our knowing tends to become increasingly tacit,
spontaneous and automatic, as our practice becomes more repetitive and routine. Within
a professional context, this can be referred to as professional specialization. This, on the
other hand, may lead to parochial narrowness of vision, experience and understanding,
which may result in missing important opportunities to think about what we are doing.
We may even be drawn into patterns of error that we are unable to recognise and hence
cannot correct (Schön, 1983). In this sense, it is our preconceptions and well-established
preferences that limit what we notice. Our previous experience and decision-making also
tend to bias our choice towards the familiar, comfortable and known, particularly as
much of what we do in our professional daily life is about maintaining stability,
efficiency, repeatability, and exploiting the known (McKenzie, 2009). In our professional
context, this has led to a tendency to judge the potential value of a client relationship
merely from the perspective of our own expert area. For example, myself, who is
embedded in the banking tradition, may find it hard to evaluate and judge the current
and future potential value of a client relationship from an investment or insurance
tradition perspective. That might lead to my failing to see the whole client potential.
Moreover, it may imply that we are ruled by our own desires and perceptions of our role,
identifying ourselves within certain norms of a specific tradition. As earlier studies have
pointed out, people tend to submit to the unwritten rules of behaviour, or to behave
within the values and rules of a certain tradition, whose norms give people an identity,
and people identify themselves by submitting to the norms of that tradition. A tradition
creates social order to which people can relate the actions of others, and to what is
expected of themselves. People tend to define themselves by submitting to a tradition
(Rolf, 1991; see also Sveiby, 1994). In our professional context, this is exposed by our
(professionals) being driven by their own tradition’s objectivities, and personal sales
goals. That, on the other hand, implies we are not able to, or do not want to, see past our
own perceptions and act beyond our formal roles, so we may again fail to see the whole
client potential. As earlier studies have pointed out, this means a rewards system that
encourages individual competition can hinder knowledge-sharing among practitioners
(Sveiby, 2001).
Taking myself as an example, I might say that over the years of practice within the
tradition of a banking account manager, I have gained much tacitly held knowing.
Although this knowing has served me as a tool to get things done over the years, in
situations of uncertainty, ambiguity and contradiction, occasionally it may also have led
me in the wrong direction and to misjudge a situation. The perception of my own role
may also have hindered me from seeing other opportunities. In other words, I have not
been able to see or act beyond my own biases.
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8.2.2 Learning as part of our everyday practice
According to the findings of this study (Case 2, Adapting to Organizational Change),
professionals need to become more open-minded and adopt a broader approach in their
work, to deliver more comprehensive product-service solutions. In more concrete terms,
this means shifting from a single product or service mind-set and selfishness towards a
broader mind-set and teamwork. Also, to learn from each other in order to turn the wide
range of expertise available in the organization to the advantage of both our clients and
ourselves. Additionally, this involves shifting from reactive doing, and reacting to client
requests, towards becoming more proactive, reflected in a kind of self-directed way in
how we think and act. At a practical level, it can involve identifying and focusing our
energy on the most productive and meaningful tasks in the work environment, to focus
on the most important and profitable customers. Similarly, it can mean refraining from
unproductive tasks such as attending recurrent empty meetings.
As earlier studies have indicated, professionals need to broaden their competence to
include the ability to reflect. Reflective action can be described as freedom of doing, to
detach ourselves from what we do and reflect upon it as a problem. Reflection invites us
to rethink our taken-for-granted but limited understanding, and open our mind to a
more comprehensive orientation. Reflection allows us to step back from a certain
behaviour (way of thinking and doing) and question its meaning, conditions and goals.
In other words, reflection is the ability to think differently in order to act differently. It
may be further defined as practical wisdom or practical common sense that enables us
to judge what we should do in a given situation. To chase away false opinions, select
proper means, make good decisions, and enact wise professional practice. Reflection in
this sense may be seen as an art by which professional practitioners deal with situations
of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction (Schön, 1983; Flyvberg, 2001; McKenzie et
al., 2009; Kinsella and Pitman, 2012).
According to the study findings, professionals can best learn from each other by working
together, including analysing, planning, and target-setting, by meeting clients together,
and reflecting on the evolving client relationships. Learning in this sense, involving
actors representing different knowledge traditions, is a social activity, with novelty,
dependency, and specialization present (Charlile and Rebentisch, 2003). It seems, as has
been noted by earlier studies, that frequent and face-to-face communication is suited in
situations characterising a complex project environment, because it permits sufficient
density and context-richness to evolve emergent solutions to ambiguous or changing
problems (Marshall and Brady, 2001). This does not necessarily mean learning each
other’s practice, but developing competence that will help professionals understand the
impact of their own work and expertise, cooperate, and understand how the different
types of available expertise may complement each other (Jackson et al., 2003). This has
also been referred to as transformation of local understanding (Bechky, 2003), where an
actor of one knowledge tradition comes to understand how knowledge from another
tradition fits within the context of their own work, thus enriching and possibly
discovering new focal points in what is already known. As has also been noted, creating
some degree of shared understanding between actors is central to bridging the gap
between traditions (Cronin and Weingart, 2007). Moreover, this means being able to see
past your own expert area and interests, to recognise how the expertise of others fits the
situation at hand, and who are the most suitable actors to work with on a specific matter.
Further, according to the case findings, cooperation between professionals can best be
created through repeated practice and ongoing interaction, comprising everyday
activities. Reflecting prior studies, I have found that the successful functioning of a cross-
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functional team (such as the expert-team described in this study), depends on finding
new ways of working that can only emerge and develop through intense interaction
(Ratcheva, 2009). In addition, besides verbal communication, concrete means are
needed to enhance cooperation and learning between different knowledge traditions
(Bechky, 2003).
This emphasises our thinking of learning as a participation in a practice, which enables
us to consider the fact that learning takes place in the flow of experience, with or without
our awareness thereof. Also, that in our everyday organizational life, work, learning,
innovation, communication, negotiation, and conflicts over goals and their
interpretation, are present in practice (Gherardi, 2000). Further, knowing and learning
in organizations is closely connected to our aesthetic understanding and judgement, that
is, what we perceive, judge, produce and reproduce through our senses in everyday
practice (Strati, 2007). In addition, this highlights learning as a situated activity through
participation in the social world, something that takes place in everyday life including
the workplace. Moreover, this emphasises the process of learning as tied to ongoing
activities and practices enacted by communities of people through social interaction,
rather than by isolated individuals (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Finally, it shows how
learning practices, as a situated activity implicated in social structures, are enabled and
constrained by their embeddedness in relations of power (Contu and Willmott, 2003;
Mørk, et al., 2010).
The above said underlines the practice-based approach to learning and practice as the
generative source of our knowing. This approach positions itself as an alternative to
cognitivism, to learning as a cognition, and to the objectification of knowledge.
Knowledge does not reside in people’s minds, nor is it a commodity, rather an activity
situated in social, working and organizational practice. This, in turn, emphasises the shift
from knowledge as an object to knowing as an activity, where knowing is something that
people do together, collectively and socially. It is a socially constructed understanding.
Learning and knowing, in this sense, is not limited to people’s head, nor is it the world
known only with the head, but with the entire body through the senses. In this respect,
learning and knowing are grounded in our practical, bodily, and emotional experiences
(Strati, 2003; 2007; Gherardi, 2009; Yakhlef, 2010; Gherardi and Strati, 2012; Nicolini
et al., 2015; see also Blackler, 1995). Thus, practitioners can be seen as people who
indwell the norms and practices of a particular social context or tradition.
Finally, the findings show this will require the actors’ ability to take the initiative, create
their own internal networks of trust, and social capital bonds (Newell and Swan, 2000;
Newell et al., 2004; Edelman et al., 2004), and develop their leadership skills. For
example, the ability to lead, and steer activities, has been identified as central to the
profession of banking account manager. The ability to develop leadership skills is
increasingly becoming a part of the changing profession, as the job of expert is becoming
more self-directed. The word self-directed here does not indicate working alone. Rather,
it highlights the ability of professionals to go beyond their formal roles, to lead and steer
activities in order to enhance cooperation between different knowledge traditions, which
may eventually contribute to the success of the organization as a whole. In addition, this
will require time management skills on the part of the professional, how to spend
available time more effectively and efficiently. Finally, it involves the ability to balance
different interests and conflicting views. This relates to what has also been noted by
earlier studies, that there is a close link between knowledge utilised and social networks
developed. Thus, it is important to develop social networks in order to provide access to
relevant knowledge (Hislop, et al., 2000). The role of the banking account manager, as
has been described, may in this sense be seen as a kind of Agile leader (of the expert-
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team). There is a need to develop more Agile leaders who can navigate the complexity,
uniqueness, and value conflict that underpins everyday practice in diverse and
fragmented organizations (Mckenzie and Aitken, 2012), such as in the context of a
financial services organization.
8.2.3 Living with contradictions as part of organizational life
The findings of this study support the notion that contradictions and tensions appear to
be inherent and ubiquitous in organizational life (Morgan, 1997). They arise from the
interplay between different knowledge traditions, each with different and changing
interests and goals, functions and expectations. Thus, the management of a financial
organization and professional practice indeed involves the management of
contradictions.
The sense of actors dealing with opposing forces and contradictions as part of their
everyday practice becomes apparent in each of the four mini cases presented. First, it
involves the actors dealing with issues such as time spent on documentation versus
developing social relationships. Second, with issues such as exploring new ways of both
thinking and acting, learning, and developing social relationships, versus exploiting the
known, performance, and reaching personal goals. Third, issues such as regulation, risk
management, and short-term thinking, and understanding customers through numbers
versus employee experience, customer experience, long-term thinking, and through
relationships and built trust. Finally, it involves the actors dealing with opposing forces
related to issues such as surveillance and control, striving for efficiency versus
empowerment and professional freedom, and emphasising learning. A more
comprehensive list of the various contradictions recognised from the study is presented
in Table 24.
The paradox perspective offers an approach to address contradictions and to support
opposing demands related to management and professional practice (Poole and Van de
Ven, 1989; McKenzie et al., 2009; Lewis and Smith, 2014). A paradox describes
contradictory yet interrelated elements that seem logical in isolation but irrational or
even absurd when appearing simultaneously. In my study, the irrationality of the various
contradictions becomes evident in the way actors are expressing work-related stress and
pressure, perceiving themselves to have insufficient time and energy to do their job.
The paradox perspective offers an alternative to approaching tensions as problems that
can be resolved through rational analysis and formal logic. Rather than seeking the most
effective strategy under a given set (should we emphasise either A or B?), it seeks to
engage in exploring the simultaneous and ongoing engagement with competing forces
(how can we engage strategies A and B simultaneously?). As with the yin yang symbol,
the paradox perspective helps us understand paradoxical tensions and organizational
contradictions as polarities that are interrelated aspects of a greater whole. The
underlying assumption of the perspective is that sustainable high performance stems
from embracing multiple, opposing or competing forces simultaneously (Lewis and
Smith, 2014).
In sum, this constructed view highlights the fact that tensions and contradictions do
indeed exist in organizations. In this sense, actors need to transcend organizational
tensions and contradictions, and successfully work through them. Put another way,
professional practice implies the ability to reflect and make sense of a situation involving
uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction (McKenzie et al., 2009).
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8.2.4 The art of professional practice
My view of professional practice, as described in this study, does not fit the Technical
Rationality model, derived from Positivism and the Positivist epistemology of practice,
and inspired by writers such as Fredric Taylor and his scientific management theory
(Hatch 1997). From that perspective, professional practice is specialized, firmly
bounded, scientific, and standardized, a problem-solving process where professionals
apply very general principles, standardized knowledge, to concrete problems with fixed
and clear ends. Problems of choice or decisions are solved through selection, from the
available means, of that best suited to the established ends (Schön, 1983).
In contrast, I see professional practice as something more than a problem-solving
process that applies general principles and standardized knowledge to concrete
problems and fixed ends. To say that professional practice is content primarily to develop
and/or apply general principles and to standardize knowledge seems idealized, and in
many cases paints a biased picture of what is really going on (Alvesson, 1993). What is
needed, instead, is a view that recognises the artistic and intuitive, and the process of
reflection that practitioners bring to situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and
contradiction. In the big picture, I see professional practice as a matter of reflecting on
evolving situations, and making sense of complex and unclear situations involving
conflicting interests. It is as much about problem construction as problem solving, and
every situation is unique. Professional practice is an accomplishment or an ‘art’ with a
tacit dimension at every turn. As earlier studies have pointed out, in real-world practice
problems do not present themselves to the professional as given, but must be constructed
from the materials of problematic situations, which are puzzling, troubling and
uncertain. The professional must make sense of a situation that initially makes no sense.
When professionals consider what road to take, they are usually dealing with a complex
and unclear situation that mixes financial, economic and political issues (Schön, 1983).
This implies acknowledging alternative interpretations and recognising contradictory
signals, a process that triggers changing a cognitive gear and mindless thinking, creating
the space and time for reflection and questioning past assumptions (McKenzie, 2009).
Professional practice is not, to use an analogy, about picking the green apples to put into
the green basket and the red apples for the red basket, and so on. The colour of a specific
apple and basket must be constructed of different kinds of both qualitative and
quantitative materials from problematic and uncertain situations. To demonstrate this,
we can review our organizational decision-making and the process related to customer
selection and risk management. As I have described in this study, customer selection
involves not only measuring quantitative data, but also evaluating and reflecting on
various qualitative aspects of the relationship. A key argument here is that there is always
space for the personal element in organizational decision-making. Moreover, that
element is expressed in the process of customer selection and evaluating the ‘right’
decision in a specific situation, and in judging what qualifies as and will turn out to be a
‘good’ and profitable client relationship in the long-run.
This could also be explained in terms of reading a geographical map. In Polanyi’s view, a
theory may be regarded as a kind of map extended over space and time, set out on paper
as a system of rules. In order to find my way using a map, I must first undertake the
conscious act of map-reading. Further, in the act of reading the map, I may make a
mistake or be misled, but the map cannot be misled and remains in itself right or wrong,
impersonally. In other words, the map may in itself be correct or in error. (Polanyi, 1958:
4).
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In this illustration, issues such as organizational strategy, systems of rules, and risk
policy, may be seen as a representation of a particular territory on a map. Overall, the
map aims to enable purposeful human action, that is, to get from A to B, to predict, and
guide behaviour. Although we may be very familiar with the map per se, in order to use
it we need to be able to relate it to the world beyond the map. More specifically, first, we
need to be able to identify our current position on the map, to make sense of a situation
that initially made no sense, and to identify the problem in the unique situation. Second,
we need to find where we want to go, to agree on the right end and solution to the
problem. Finally, in order to get to our destination, we need to identify certain landmarks
around us, to agree what is the possible means to achieve our goal. In other words, a map
requires the personal judgement of a skilled reader who will relate the map to the world
through both cognitive means and by the senses. Personal judgement is required to
assess the inescapable gap between the representation and the world encountered. In
other words, in order to be successful in reaching my destination, I need to match my
location in the territory with its representation on the map, and achieving that denotes
the exercise of personal judgment as a skilful performance, involving both mind and body
(Tsoukas, 2002).
As stated, the professional must start by identifying the problem in a unique situation,
then agree on the right end and solution, and what means exist to get there. As earlier
studies have pointed out, when we set and select the problem, we set the boundaries of
our attention to it, and impose a coherence that allows us to say what is wrong and how
the situation needs to be changed. Problem setting is where, interactively, we name what
we will attend to, and frame the context for doing so (Schön, 1983).
The findings of this study show that professional practice is not just about problemsolving, applying general principles and standardized knowledge to concrete problems
with fixed ends. More importantly, professional practice starts by identifying the
problem in a unique situation, then agreeing upon the right end and solution, and what
means exist to get there. In this sense, as with the concept of phronesis, professional
practice is knowing how to arrive at a judgment, not in relation to general circumstances,
but in relation to particulars, focusing on the situation at hand and on the concrete
particulars and their relation to a larger whole (Shotter and Tsoukas, 2014). Further,
professionals do not apply knowledge in a social vacuum, but are involved in
communication, relations, projects, and convincing others and themselves of their
expertise. Expertise, in this sense, is not just about theories, principles, facts, processes
and methods, but also verbal skills, persistence, empathy, being nice, persuasive, and
appearing creative (Alvesson, 1993). To represent professional practice (as management)
as something akin to engineering is highly misleading (Alvesson and Willmott, 2012).
In sum, from the view developed in this study, I see professional practice as an art, a
matter of skill and wisdom that cannot be put into words, reduced to explicit rules and
theories. This view recognises the artistic and intuitive, and the process of reflection that
practitioners bring to situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction. In the big
picture, I see that professional practice is about reflecting on evolving situations, and
making sense of complex and unclear situations involving conflicting interests.
8.3 Discussing the Power element of knowing
In this study, I start to develop a relational view of power, building on Mark Haugaard’s
theory of the relationship between tacit and discursive thought. This theory emphasises
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the power created by tacit knowing, and that actors are themselves subject to power
relations (Haugaard, 2003).
My view of power, and the inherent relationship between power and our knowing, does
not fit into the resource-based view on power, which was initially been developed by
authors such as Marx and Weber (Gordon and Grant, 2005). From this perspective,
power is conceptualised as a discrete resource or entity that actors can possess, or have
access to, and is utilised in pursuit of self-interested goals. Power is something that some
people have and others don’t, a part of leadership, and that gets things done (Pfeffer,
1992; 2010). Further, from the resource-based view on power, knowledge is described as
a power resource (Hislop, 2013).
In contrast to this resource-based view on power, the view adopted in my study
highlights the relational and emergent character of both power and our knowing, and
their mutually constitutive relationship with practice. This means in my context I see
power (as our knowing) as something that is exercised rather than possessed. Power is
not seen as a resource that actor A can use autonomously to influence actor B. In
contrast, I see power as something that is produced and reproduced within and through
the dynamics of evolving social relationships, which are constituted by actors A and B
through how they act, talk, and interact with each other. In this sense, both actors play
an equally fundamental role in the constitution of power. It is a collaborative social
process of negotiation and struggle over meaning between actors articulating different
truth claims. Different truth claims have no stable status, to the extent to which they are
regarded as legitimate. Instead, they are an outcome of the process of negotiation over
meaning in which actors engage. The power in truth claims is, thus, highly situation
dependent, and a result of social context (Clegg et al., 2006; Hislop, 2013).
One of the basic notions of the perspective adopted here is that human consciousness is
dominated by ideological superstructures, a social construction tied to a situation in
which actors find themselves prisoners of the social world they create. Social science
within this discourse seeks to change the social world through a change in consciousness.
It provides a critique of the status quo, places emphasis on change, and liberation from
existing modes of domination. These premises are based upon an anti-organizational
theory that is an inversion of the assumptions of a functionalist organization theory
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979; see also Hassard, 1991).
Thus, the perspective adopted here does not fall within the mainstream category of the
management literature on power. This literature adopts a functional behavioural
approach, according to Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan (1998), and makes the conflict a
precondition for the use of power, and therefore dismisses the possibility that power
might also be used to prevent conflict or resistance from emerging. What I look to
highlight is that power may also be exercised in the process that determines which issues
are decided upon on the first place, in order to prevent other issues from arising or stop
open conflict emerging in the first place. I also want to highlight the possibility that some
individuals or groups may be influenced, misled or manipulated into accepting the
dominance of another’s interests (Lukes, 2005).
The view developed in this study bears also resemblance to the Foucauldian perspective,
as described by authors such as Clegg et al. (2006) and Styhre (2002). This view does
not acknowledge a single truth, which means it does not privilege any one version of
truth over another. Instead, it recognises that different social systems (e.g., different
traditions within an organization) will have versions of truth that reflect their historical
constitution of knowledge. This view gives truth a plurality. There are multiple truths out
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there waiting to be discovered, each of which has a cultural significance. In reality,
knowledge of the rules is not stable and externally given, but an effect of the power being
played out.
8.3.1 The power exerted by tradition
As described earlier in this study (Case 2, Adapting to Organizational Change), there
have been various challenges related to organizational change, and learning and
adopting the new Agile practice for managing customer relations as part of everyday
work. This phenomenon could further be viewed and discussed from a more powersensitive viewpoint, which highlights the power exerted by the tradition itself.
The distinction between two kinds of awareness may further be used to view the inherent
relationship between power and our knowing. The distinction relates to Polanyi’s
structure of knowing, where he identifies subsidiary awareness, which he describes as
instruments of our attention, and focal awareness, which is the object of our attention.
Haugaard (2003) also makes a similar distinction. Based on the work of Giddens (1984),
Haugaard describes how our social knowledge can be divided between practical
consciousness and discursive consciousness. He defines practical consciousness as
basically our tacit knowing, which enables us to carry on in our everyday social life.
Discursive consciousness, on the other hand, is our knowing that we can put into words,
on which to critically evaluate and reflect.
To see this distinction between practical consciousness and discursive consciousness has
an important implication for the relation between power and our knowing. This
distinction goes beyond Polanyi’s conceptions of the structure of knowing and tradition.
First, the distinction helps us understand an important element in the maintenance of
systematic stability. At our practical consciousness level, we frequently tend to confirm
existing structures, and collaborate to reproduce social order, which are central to the
maintenance of power relations, and may ultimately be to our disadvantage (Haugaard,
2003). We do this by submitting to organizational strategy, and to unwritten rules of
behaviour, or accepting that we behave within the values and rules of a professional
tradition. Further, we are also ruled by our own desires and perceptions of our own role,
by identifying ourselves within the norms of a certain tradition, a need to respond to
what is expected of us. The norms of a tradition give us an identity, and we identify
ourselves by submitting to the norms of that tradition. By breaking the norms, we thus
risk losing our own identity. This is why the tradition itself exerts power over people
(Rolf, 1991, see also Sveiby, 1994). Consequently, this may lead to our missing important
opportunities to think about and critically evaluate what we are doing, when we begin to
take our tacit assumptions for granted. Further, we may even be drawn into patterns of
error that we are unable to recognise and hence cannot correct (Schön, 1983). This could
also help to explain, as noted by earlier studies, that the underlying tradition reflects
differences between an actor’s problem definitions, which will further impact problemsolving and can eventually lead to a type of conflict (Cronin and Weingart, 2007). Thus,
understanding the power exerted by a tradition on people can help in understanding the
‘source’ of many organizational conflicts.
This discussion concerning the power exerted by a tradition can, further, be related to
Morgan’s (1997) metaphor of the organization (in this context the tradition) as a psychic
prison. This view or metaphor helps us understand the tradition as a system, in which
actors get trapped in their own thoughts and actions. This recognises how we may
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become imprisoned by our ways of thinking and doing, and how a frozen mind-set can
make us resist organizational change. In this sense, ways of seeing becomes ways of not
seeing, and our mind-set becomes a kind of invisible dimension that can swallow up or
trap people’s rich energy.
Further, the perception of our tradition’s objectives, and our own personal interests (e.g.,
sales goals), may hamper our seeing other opportunities and acting beyond our own
biases. As has been noted by earlier studies, learning from other actors (across traditions,
outside your primary task) requires motivation, and when the organizational reward
structure does not support that kind of activity, it is less likely to occur (Cronin and
Weingart, 2007). This phenomenon is also recognised in this study.
A psychological and social explanation for why employees are not capable of, or do not
want to, change as fast as management would hope, would suggest fear, anxiety, anger,
and other negative feelings. People tend to react in this way, especially ahead of new
situations where their own survival is unknown and uncertain. An organizational change
may from the individual’s perspective constitute a serious threat, where old skills are
about to lose their importance, and the situation requires learning new practices and
skills (Ritakallio and Vuori, 2019). This could further be viewed in a sense that actors
may become cautious or even reject and work against organizational change, if they fear
it could lead to them losing their competence. A situation such as this could produce a
negative effect on their ability to retain influence, if their competence becomes suddenly
irrelevant. Organizational change thus involves a personal element of fear of losing your
identity and power. This is also how a tradition can exert power over people.
This is demonstrated in my study (Case 4, Leading Agile) by the observed supervisors’
meeting, where one of the supervisors addresses the issue of it being difficult to get some
of the older employees to learn new ways of working. Some of these older employees
were, compared to their younger colleagues, less able to adapt to the new tools provided,
which led to their performance dropping in relation to others.
Eventually, this may lead to a situation in our professional context where we lose our
competence and act incompetently. Polanyi (1958) draws a distinction between two
kinds of error. First, professional predictions that turn out to be mistaken, and second,
more crucially, unprofessional predictions that are not only false but indicative of
incompetence. This happens when actors repeatedly make prediction errors over a
period of time, which in turn lead to unintended consequences. This underlying theory
implies that an actor may become incompetent when a change occurs in the professional
context, which will lead them to repeatedly making prediction errors over a period of
time, which in turn lead to unintended and undesirable consequences. Building on this,
Sveiby (2012) presented a case illustrating the relationship between innovation,
competence, and unintended consequences. It showed that was exactly what happened
in the financial markets when securitization was introduced, where competent actors
unwittingly made prediction errors that resulted in unintended and undesirable
consequences, and which finally led to the financial market crash in 2007. Factors such
as a lack of foreknowledge, assessment errors, short-sightedness, ideology, and selfdefeating/self-fulfilling purpose may limit an actor’s competence to anticipate the direct
and indirect consequences of an action. The study reminds us it is not surprising that
industry insiders in, for instance, the financial sector, demonstrate an uncritical bias
when there is little critical and reflective written guidance.
Another practical example from our professional context, related to the discussion above,
appeared in the context of banking and the lending process (Case 3, Competing
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Traditions). In the professional context, making predictions that turn out to be mistaken,
include for example incorrect predictions of a client firm’s business development, debtservicing ability and repayment capacity. This can lead to a situation where the specific
client firm’s credit rating weakens, which in turn will increase the bank’s capital
requirement, generated by the client liabilities that will decrease the client’s profitability
(without any adjustments in pricing policy). Ultimately, this development can lead to the
collateral being realised and an actual credit loss for the bank.
Further, changing the perspective from one singular client case (as above), we can look
at the situation from a more holistic point of view. The bank’s risk taking is evaluated by
the change in its risk position, which is measured by the change in the bank’s capital
requirement (generated by the liabilities) in comparison to the credit portfolio. The
bank’s capital requirement is established based on the borrowers’ credit rating and
expected loss via their liabilities. The better the client’s rating and the lower the expected
loss from their liabilities, the lower the bank’s capital requirement for the liabilities. For
a financial organization seeking growth and to increase its market share in the business
customer segment, it is thus crucial to keep track of the development of its own risk
position and risk taking. In other words, for a financial organization seeking growth,
acquiring new clients and increasing the credit portfolio is just one side of the coin. A
situation where the bank’s capital requirement (generated by the clients’ liabilities) has
increased in relation to the credit portfolio, indicates an increase in the banks risk
position. In recent times, industry regulation has also increased dramatically (IFRS 9),
which is reflected, for instance, in the financial organizations’ capital requirement level
and their credit rating process. This development, an increase in its own risk position
(and a decrease in capital base, CET1 ratio), may on the other hand be an unintended
and undesirable consequence for the financial organization. The development involves
repeatedly making prediction errors over a period of time, as a result of a change in the
professional context, which are not only mistaken but may also be a sign of incompetent
action. At a practical level, this could be expressed in a sense, as the organizational
tradition (risk management) ‘blaming’ the professional tradition (financial expert) for
overly aggressive growth-seeking in relation to pricing and risk taking.
Further, within our professional context, it is important to recognise how the power
exerted by a tradition can erect various barriers and drive the practice between traditions
in different directions. As been noted by earlier studies, the characteristics of knowledge
that drive problem-solving within a tradition can actually hinder problem-solving and
knowledge creation between traditions (Carlile, 2002). For example, in our organization,
different business segments (such as banking, insurance, investment) are constructed
around their own primary interests. This means we likely become the construct of our
own personal judgment of a specific case based on our underlying tradition. This can
further result in professionals representing different traditions drawing opposing
conclusions from the same case. As has been shown in this study (Case 3, Competing
Traditions), a client relationship can be unprofitable from the bank’s perspective but
valuable from the insurance operation’s perspective, or vice versa.
As noted by earlier studies, there is more to organizational knowledge than the question
of inter-subjective understanding. Reaching mutual understanding between actors
(representing different knowledge traditions) in no way implies the necessity of mutual
agreement. This highlights the need to consider the interests, identity, values and
objectives, as well as power relations, which may influence organizational practice
between knowledge traditions (Marshall and Brady, 2001). As the results of this study
show, striving to integrate the different business logics of banking and non-life insurance
may not always be the optimal solution. On the contrary, it can be both ineffective and
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harmful, and lead to unnecessary risk taking that can further lead to credit loss, due to
biased decision-making. The findings of this study thus support the notion, as has been
noted by earlier studies, that the organization’s overall power structure is likely to shape
the power relations within networks of practice (Heizmann, 2011), such as the expertteams described in this study.
8.3.2 The power exerted by surveillance
As presented earlier (Case 4, Leading Agile), the findings of this study show how
supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to increase the surveillance and control
of professionals’ specific activities and performance. This is exposed in driving
professional practice into meetings and Sprints.
The case shows how the implementation of a specific Sprint practice had unintended and
undesirable consequences. From the management perspective, meetings and Sprints
provide an ideal platform for sharing important customer related information, and
improving responsiveness, proactivity, and teamwork between professionals
representing different types of expertise. The case also shows how supervisors use
disciplinary tools and techniques to increase the surveillance and control of
professionals’ specific activities and performance. The findings show, however, that
repeated Sprints can create a negative feeling of stress and pressure in employees,
stemming from constant management surveillance and an atmosphere of mistrust.
As has been noted by earlier studies, managers implementing Agile practice may believe
they are empowering individuals by giving teams autonomy of behaviour, but they are in
fact introducing surveillance, even if not actively intended. Management practices and
work routines derived from implementing Agile practice can increase stress and time
pressure on team members, by emphasising continuous functional delivery, and inhibit
teams from performing other activities. In addition, people feel they are being constantly
watched and their performance monitored, not only by management but also when
introduced to every team member in the room, then everyone ‘knows’ what everyone else
is doing. This can further lead to self-disciplining behaviours, in the sense that workers
believe they are being watched, so operate as if under surveillance (Annosi, et al., 2016;
see also Alvesson and Willmott, 2012). Regular Sprints allow actors to be continuously
evaluated against established standards.
This is a form of disciplinary power, which according to Burrell (1998) relates to the
Foucauldian perspective. Disciplinary power should not be viewed as a negative power,
but in a more positive sense as directed towards possibilities and something useful.
Moreover, this view highlights that managers do not create discipline through their
actions or strategies. They are as much subject to discipline as their subordinates. This
power does not come from outside. Rather, power is invested in, transmitted by and
reproduced via social relations amongst human beings in their day-to-day existence
Burrell (1998).
Further, as has been shown in this study (Case 1, The ICT tool, and Case 4, Leading Agile),
supervisors tend to have an interest in increasing the collection and storage of customer
related information and client engagement plans in organizational databases. From the
management perspective, ICT facilitates collaboration and knowledge-sharing between
actors from different traditions, enables supervisors to control and monitor their
subordinates’ activity and performance, and supports subordinates in their daily work.
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The rise of information technology in organization and knowledge management creates
a theoretical space in which, according to Burrell (1998), the Foucauldian insight may be
further relevant. For example, in today’s digitalized world, organizational ICT functions
in several ways as a tool for surveillance, which resembles the architectural design of the
Panopticon, an optical observation from an institutional building, which in its day was
the ultimate managerial tool and system of control (Burrell, 1998). As the results of my
study show, ICT has been designed as a tool to increase management surveillance in the
organization. As noted by prior studies, new ICTs have increased the scope of workplace
surveillance and employee monitoring to a level never before seen. In other words,
surveillance has become a kind of shift from bureaucracy as a mode of rationalization
and control in organizations (Sewell, 1998) This is an interesting notion, as the Agile
practice described in this study strives towards empowering professionals and teams,
and giving them greater autonomy.
In this study (Case 1, The ICT tool), I present the implementation of such a tool in more
detail. The case describes how after several years of unsuccessful attempts, the
implementation of the ICT tool was abandoned. Despite high expectations, the project
eventually failed. This could further be examined and discussed from a more powersensitive view, which may generate new insights into why the project ultimately failed.
As the case results show, besides the technical challenges the tool faced, it did not become
part of our organization’s ‘fixed’ ICT infrastructure. It did not have the power to remove
any of the existing tools, which led to users’ irritation that they had to use multiple
systems and perform the same documentation in parallel software applications. It was
not a necessary tool for anybody to get the job done. Further, the organization’s risk
management, who control the quality of our work, did not accept the new ICT tool in
terms of replacing the existing tool for documentation. As prior studies have pointed out,
introducing power into the equation, no knowledge is value- or context-free, which
implies that no knowledge management system is free from the effects of power (Gordon
and Grant, 2005). Technologies embody values and make certain things possible but not
others. The social relationships that underpin our work, including the use of ICT,
inevitably incorporate power relations (Tsoukas and Mylonopoulus, 2004).
8.3.3 The power to decide the agenda
The results of this study present (Case 3, Competing Traditions) a sense of actors
balancing and struggling between different logics and conflicting values as part of
everyday life. This case recognises the conflicting interests and tensions between
knowledge traditions, and that power is written into the core of organizational
achievement. The case findings show further how actors in different traditions tend to
develop their own interests and agendas, and prioritise different activities, which
becomes clear, for example, in their use of time, the process of customer selection, and
decision-making.
This phenomenon could further be examined and discussed from a more power-sensitive
view, which highlights the power to decide the agenda. In this view, the organization
could be regarded as an arena in which different actors strive to expand their freedom of
action. At the same time, they try to reduce others’ freedom of action, if they consider it
necessary or feel it is worth doing for the sake of their own expansion (Sveiby, 1994). This
highlights that our knowing is contested and achieved (Blackler, 1995).
In this study, I have described the professional and organizational traditions as the two
main competing traditions within the organization (Sveiby, 1997). Here, the professional
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tradition refers to actors who are responsible for providing customers with a variety of
financial services. These actors represent the experts in financial services. They are the
organization’s primary income generators, serve as the points of contact between the
organization and its customers, and are those who know the customers best. The
organizational tradition refers here to the actors responsible for the organization’s risk
management activities, and for the different management and supervisory activities.
They control the bank’s risk decision-making and monitor its risk exposure, and ensure
that risks are proportional to risk-bearing capacity. Also, they lead activities within
certain business segments or functions in the organization towards a defined goal, within
a given frame of references and with specified resources.
Moreover, this study shows how these traditions are driven by their own specific
agendas, values and interests. On one side, there are interests related to customer
orientation, employee experience, professional freedom, sales results, and efficiency. On
the other, industry regulation, following instructions, risk management, supervision,
control, and measurement.
In recent times, there has been considerable development in these different agendas,
values and interests. In a sense, they have become sharper than before. Increasing
expectations of services and the change in customer behaviour, along with the
globalization of competition, acceleration of technologies, transformation of the
economy, and demographic changes, as well as increasing regulation and supervision
standards since the global financial crisis, are some of the underlying issues constraining
the financial industry, forcing organizations towards specialization of their activities and
to become more efficient and profitable.
At a more practical level, these conflicting interests have expressed themselves in the
sense that, first, risk management has strived to expand its control, limitations, and
documentation requirements. Second, management are more aware of the need to
improve organizational effectivity and profitability, and supervisors strive to expand the
surveillance and monitoring of professionals’ activities and sales performance. In
addition, there is the client and its needs and increasing expectations. Performance is
key. Looking at the situation and its development from the individual’s perspective,
internal processes have become more complex and take up ever more of our time. Thus,
the time left for clients and relationship management has become more limited.
Considering the inherent relation between power and knowledge, all acts of power are
embedded in knowledge, while all statements of knowledge involve the exercise of power,
by implicitly and unavoidably favouring a particular perspective, and simultaneously
questioning the legitimacy of other claims to knowledge (Hislop, 2013). From this
perspective, it becomes important to understand what strategies and tactics are used to
rationalise people’s interests and intentions (Gordon and Grant, 2005). The
organizational strategy (including goals and ambition) speaks with the voice of power.
Strategy evokes the idea of managerial truth claims, and its introduction endows
management (which represents corporate strategy) with a capacity for interpreting or
knowing what the organization should do. It demonstrates managerial rationality to
colleagues, customers, and subordinates. At the same time, it negates alternative
perspectives of the organization, playing down the relevance of the organizational
members’ local knowledge in a specific situation (Alvesson, 1996). In this view, different
traditions are likely to have competing interests. A central part of this conflict is the
process via which the organizational tradition (managers) tries to control how the
professional tradition (workers) thinks and acts, through strategies aiming to establish

188

the legitimacy of managerial truth claims (Sewell, 2005). Thus, no knowledge or ideals
are context free (Gordon and Grant, 2005).
For the individual actor, these to some extent conflicting interests may eventually start
to sound like chatter in your mind, struggling for our attention and time. The findings of
this study show how professionals become stressed and exhausted by the increasing
activities, related to documentation requirements and various risk management related
tasks, and by the continuous surveillance and monitoring of performance. In this sense,
the professionals are looking to expand their space and freedom, risk management to
expand its control, and supervisors their surveillance and monitoring of performance.
This relates to what has been observed in earlier studies. First, this kind of power may
not be traced to individual relationships but revealed in organizational structures, where
different traditions try to expand their space and freedom to reach autonomy (Sveiby,
1994). Further, power struggles between professional and organizational traditions are
likely in an organization that is dependent on its professionals (Sveiby, 1997).
8.3.4 The Power of professional competence
The results of this study also present the process of customer selection and decisionmaking (Case 3, Competing Traditions). As the findings show, it involves personal
judgement and the problem setting, what constitutes a good client and the right decision.
The process is a combination of various particulars, an evaluation of both quantitative
and qualitative aspects, including significant details on our products and services, the
client, our organization and risk management, and the operating environment.
This phenomenon could further be examined and discussed from a more power-sensitive
view. The exercise of power and legitimacy of professional competence in the process of
customer selection and decision-making can be expressed in several ways.
First, the account manager draws up a personal evaluation of the specific client
relationship and problem setting. Besides interaction and dialogue with the client, this
involves negotiation with other colleagues, decision-makers, business analysts, and risk
managers. From the account manager’s perspective, the communication process is about
building a more complete picture of the specific client relationship for yourself, assisted
by input from other expertise, negotiating and arguing for your own judgement.
As described earlier in this study, a specific client’s credit rating is an important factor in
the ability and willingness of the bank to develop the client relationship. The personal
judgment of a specific customer rating can, therefore, make business analysts quite
influential or indirectly powerful in the processes of customer selection and
organizational decision-making. Further, the risk manager must make a statement on
the client relationship for the decision-makers to consider. This statement is made in
light of a valid customer credit rating, in relation to the proposed credit risk. The risk
exposure proportional to the bank’s risk-bearing capacity and risk management
priorities (risk policy) must also be established. The personal judgment of the credit risk
manager on the client’s exposure limit can therefore make them, too, influential or
indirectly powerful actors in the processes of customer selection and organizational
decision-making. As has been explained by earlier studies, professional advice (as from
business analysts) is based on highly ambiguous, uncertain, and limited information.
While these actors may seem to act rationally in their work, such rationally is bounded
by issues such as limited time and information, as well as political and social constraints.
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Biased professional advice can, however, be explained by the power structure (Hayward
and Boeker, 1998).
Further, the organizational strategy, risk management priorities, and risk policy, which
are considered in the process of customer selection and decision-making can, as
discussed earlier, be viewed as a map that aims to enable, predict and guide purposeful
professional behaviour. In the power-sensitive view, this map could also be seen as a tool
to determine which issues are decided upon in the first place, and to prevent issues from
arising. This has typically been seen as a device used by dominant actors to maintain the
status quo, via the mobilization of biases embedded in existing organizational values and
beliefs, as well as in processes and routines (in the rules of the game). In this sense, power
is being used to shape perceptions, cognitions and preferences, so that individuals accept
the status quo because they cannot imagine any alternative (Lukes, 2005). In other
words, power can be used to prevent ‘bad’ propositions from the professionals in the first
place, which may cause unnecessary risk-taking by the organization, as a form of
protection against professional incompetence (Schön, 1983).
As the results from this case show, in a situation where uncertainty is involved, there is
more room for conflicts of interest and different views of direction, but also the
opportunity to highlight the legitimacy of professional competence, and to influence the
outcome of a specific situation. As has been noted by earlier studies, this could also be
viewed as a process of making and validating knowledge claims within an organizational
context. For example, the professional who claims their expertise in (direct or indirect)
arguments (such as ‘believe me, I am the expert’). This is a process of collective
sensemaking, conditioned by social and material contexts of action, in which meanings
are collectively negotiated and different claims validated. In this sense, expertise is not
stable or uncontested, nor is it simply the actor’s resource or possession. Instead, it is
provisional, negotiated, and emergent; always in the making within a specific context
and situation (Marshall and Rollinson, 2004; Tsoukas and Mylonopoulus, 2004).
Competence in this sense can be viewed as practical knowledge where the two concepts
of power and our knowing meet. Competence, in Polanyi’s terms, implies the ability of
know-how within a certain tradition, and the ability not only to submit to the rules but
also by reflection influence or change the rules of that tradition. Competence enables
change in what is considered as know-how. Competence is, thus, not a property but a
relation between individual actors and a social system of rules. Competence requires a
social position within a profession from which the individual is able to act. To practise
competence is allowed by the social community, such as an organization. Similarly, (in
an organization) a person can be isolated or forced to follow rules, and end up in a
situation where competence cannot be exercised (Rolf, 1991, see also Sveiby, 1994). In
the context of working life, competence can be defined as the capacity of an actor to act
successfully in a professional context. Professionals are regarded by their social
environment as competent because of the result of their performance. Competence
includes an ability to foresee the consequences of your own action within the professional
context, and a capacity to act successfully. To foresee consequences refers here to making
predictions, which turn out to be correct over a period of time (Sveiby, 2012). We may
say that the professionals’ power derives from their skills, and their ability to earn
revenue for their organization (Sveiby, 1997).
As described in this study, I have experienced that propositions for decision-making have
to be made, even though they do not directly support the organization’s risk management
priorities. In any such situation, it is however vital for the professional (account
manager) to find and argue for the qualitative factors of a client relationship as a valid
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business reason for the bank, in order for a positive credit decision to be made. In other
words, the actor uses their professional competence (which may reveal itself in situations
of negotiation, or direct or indirect claims of expertise) or power to influence the rules of
a tradition or rules of the game.
This phenomenon is further illustrated in the client case Project Titanium. It is a classic
example, from our professional context, of how a professional (banking account
manager) may use their professional competence or power to influence the outcome of
decision-making, in a situation filled with uncertainty. In this sense, the customer
selection and the decision-making process, under conditions of novelty or uncertainty,
may become a form of art (Schön, 1983).
From the discussion above, we may say that power is exercised rather than possessed.
This means power is not seen as a resource that actor A can use to autonomously
influence actor B. It should in fact be seen as something that is produced and reproduced
within and through the dynamics of evolving social relationships, which are constituted
by actors A and B through how they act, talk, and interact with each other. In this sense,
both actors play an equally fundamental role in the constitution of power. It is a
collaborative social process of negotiation and struggle over meaning between actors
articulating different truth claims. Such claims have no stable status, to the extent to
which they are regarded as legitimate. Instead they are an outcome of the process of
negotiation over meaning in which actors engage. The power in truth claims is thus
highly situation dependent, and a result of social context (Clegg et al., 2006: 230, see
also Hislop, 2013).
8.3.5 Liberating us from power relations
According to Haugaard (2003), an important step in liberating us from certain power
relations of domination or perceptions of our own tradition is to bring them to our
discursive consciousness, and as an object of our attention. This indicates that while our
knowing remains merely on a tacit level, it cannot be confrontable. Moreover, it is only
at the level of our discursive consciousness that we are able to confront and critically
evaluate our knowing that has grown up around our specialized practice at the tacit or
subsidiary level.
A key argument here is, thus, that power can work in two different directions. On one
side, we may be disempowered by collaborating in the reproduction of social order, and
by the perceptions of our own tradition. On the other, we may empower by changing the
modalities of power production, by making them an object of our attention or discourse,
where we may be able to distance ourselves, re-evaluate and reject. The relation between
practical consciousness and discursive consciousness may thus be seen as a question of
recognition (Haugaard, 2003).
On a more practical level, as the results of this study have shown, this suggests
professionals need to become more open-minded and adopt a broader approach in their
work. This can mean shifting from a single product or service mindset and selfishness
towards a broader mindset and more teamwork, to learn from each other in order to turn
the wide range of expertise available in the organization to the advantage of both our
clients and ourselves. This is also evident, for example, in how professionals use their
time and prioritise activities. In our professional context, this can mean finding and
focusing our energy on productive and meaningful tasks, or the most important and
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profitable customers. Similarly, it can mean refraining from unproductive tasks, such as
recurrent empty meetings or servicing unprofitable clients.
This, on the other hand, relates to the ability to develop competence. A central argument
in my previous discussion was that we professionals need to broaden our competence,
and to develop a kind of reflective practice as part of our everyday work. The ability to
reflect refers here to freedom in relation to what we do, an ability to think differently in
order to act differently. A practical wisdom that enables us to judge what to do in a given
situation. To chase away false opinions, select proper means, make good decisions, and
enact wise professional practice. An art by which professional practitioners deal with
situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction (Schön, 1983; Flyvberg, 2001;
McKenzie et al., 2009, Kinsella and Pitman, 2012).
Introducing the concept of power into the discussion, we come to recognise that what is
considered right or good (and bad) should, however, be seen in relation to certain values
or interests in order for it to have meaning (Flyvberg, 2001). In other words, power
shapes what is seen to be rational (Gordon and Grant, 2005). This brings us back to the
concept of tradition, and how the tradition itself may exert power over people (Rolf, 1991,
Sveiby, 1994).
8.4 Studying the Art of Knowing: A summary discussion
In this study, we have undertaken a journey to study the art of knowing. I have developed
a power-sensitive view of knowing, which highlights knowing as a form of art, as well as
the inherent relationship between power and our knowing.
I have argued that our knowing should be understood as a subsidiary-focal integrative
structure, which involves elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal target, and,
crucially, a person who links these in a social context or tradition (Meek, 2017).
Connecting the particulars and the focal target does not happen automatically, but is the
result of a skilful performance on the part of the knower. In this sense, we may say that
all knowledge is personal knowledge and all our knowing being in our action (Tsoukas,
2002). Approving the findings of Gestalt psychology, we may further say that every act
of knowing comprises an active integration of a variety of particulars into a
comprehensive whole by the knower. In this sense, our knowing is not made, or shared
as an entity, but discovered as a result of an act of the knower. It is a personal struggle to
make sense of a given situation, coming to know the as yet unknown (Polanyi, 1958).
This structure of our knowing could further be used to understand the power element of
knowing, that is, we can be subject to more power than we can know, which can be
observed from the distinction between our practical consciousness and discursive
consciousness (Haugaard, 2003). This explains how, at our practical consciousness level,
we tend to confirm the existing structure and maintenance of power relations by
indwelling the norms and practices of social context, or by submitting ourselves to a
tradition. In this sense, we cannot articulate the fundamental foundations of the beliefs
that we indwell or to which we submit ourselves (Polanyi, 1958). Further, this distinction
helps us better understand a critical step in liberating ourselves from certain power
relations. This is a matter of recognition, to discursively become aware of aspects of our
own practical consciousness or tacit knowing, where we may be able to distance ourselves
from it, re-evaluate, and reject (Haugaard, 2003).
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In this context, the art of knowing refers to the practitioner’s ability to reflect and make
sense of a situation involving uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction. In more detail,
this involves an act of extending ourselves into the subsidiary awareness of particulars
composing a whole, to recognize the tacit coefficient, and to liberate ourselves from
relations of domination and perceptions of our own tradition, which may ultimately be
to our disadvantage. In this view, the recognition between practical and discursive
consciousness together with the subsidiary-focal integrative structure, is what gives the
individual the power to deal with the social/value conflicts and contradictions implicit in
the plurality of meaning and understanding that distinguishes knowledge traditions.
With this constructed view, I aim to encourage organizational members, both leaders
and professionals, to more effectively accept and engage in reflective practice, and to
reinforce paradoxical thinking into complex situations involving uncertainty, ambiguity,
and contradiction, which ultimately deliver high performance and sustainability.
The constitution of the artistic nature of our knowing is illustrated in Figure 21. This
describes how, in our problem setting, defining the right end and solution to the problem,
and deciding on the possible means of getting there, we are looking through a set of
particulars comprising technical language, significant features, and bodily clues. Also,
we are affected by the authoritative or influential guides from our past, and the hidden
rule-based knowledge we have picked up over the years (e.g., from our work experience).
Likewise, we are affected by how we have indwelled the norms and practices of a social
context, and submitted to an evolving tradition (in our profession). In sum, the act of
knowing connects a variety of particulars to the focal target, forming a comprehensive
whole.

The object of our attention (Focal target)
Our problem setting, defining the right end and solution to the problem, and deciding on the possible
means of getting there

The act of knowing denotes connecting a variety of particulars to the focal target into a comprehensive
whole
The distinction between practical and discursive consciousness is a matter of recognition
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The instruments of our knowing (Subsidiary particulars)
Technical
language

Significant
features

Authoritative
guides

Bodily clues

Picking up
the hidden
rules of an
art

Submitting
to an
evolving
tradition

What are the
available data
and
information?

How do the
data and
information
relate to each
other and to
the larger
context?

What has been
said in this
matter?

What have I
learned from
my previous
experiences?

How does the
matter fit into
the bigger
picture?

What is
expected of
me in a larger
context?

What feels like
the ‘wise’ thing
to do in this
situation?

How does my
own role fit
into the whole
organization?

Does [this way
of doing] it
make sense?

How does the
expertise of
others fit this
matter?

What is
expected from
our
organization
in the big
picture?

Who should I
follow in this
matter?
What is
expected of me
in this matter?

How does
people’s
explanation of
the situation fit
in?
Is there some
relevant piece
of information
that seems to
be missing?
How urgent
does the matter
seem to be?

Figure 21

The art of knowing

Who are the
most suitable
people to work
with in this
matter?
What are the
uncertainties
and
contradictions
involved in a
judgement?
What are the
direct and
indirect
consequences
of a decision?
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9

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter presents the conclusions of my study and insight on the research questions.
I will also present the theoretical and methodological contributions of the study, as well
as the implications for professional and management practice. Finally, I note the
limitations of this study and make some suggestions for future research.
9.1

Contribution of the study

I started this ethnographic research with a broad and open question in mind. That is, to
closely examine what happens in a financial organization between the different business
segments of banking, investment, and insurance (also referred to here as knowledge
traditions). During the process, the questions have become more focused, as I have been
able to direct my attention to certain aspects of the prior academic literature and the
empirical material.
As the author, I have been part of the social context under study and a member of the
target organization. The empirical material for this study has been collected through a
combination of participant observations, interviews and informal discussions, personal
reports, and organizational documents. In addition, the chosen ethnographical approach
has enabled me to place myself in the social context that I study, and to bring my own
practical experiences and emotions into the process of unpacking the phenomenon
under investigation.
In this study, I have been working in the theoretical field of knowledge management.
Knowledge has often been seen as a firm’s most strategically significant resource. A
central concern uniting the vast majority of the knowledge management literature is,
thus, the importance for organizations to capture, codify and share, and manage their
workforce’s knowledge. My study problematizes the concept of organizational knowledge
as a specific resource for the firm to manage. I consider this view to be based on a flawed
epistemological assumption. Further, this view has not acknowledged the concept of
power when discussing the role of knowledge for organizations. A main objective in this
study has, thus, been to discuss and develop the practice-based theorizing and to
recognise the inherent relationship between knowledge and power.
The main purpose of this thesis has been to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing.
With this specific aim in mind, by analysing the processes of knowing, the study seeks to
learn more about professional practice and the dynamics related to working across
different knowledge traditions in the context of a financial services organization.
Considering the main objectives of this study, as well as the fast-changing financial
services sector that is driving organizations and people in them towards change, the
following research questions were constructed for this ethnographic study inside a
financial services organization:
1. What are the challenges related to knowledge in organizational life?
2. What are the elements that characterise power exerted by a knowledge tradition?
To answer the research questions, I have examined the implementation of an Agile
practice in the organization, and constructed four mini cases representing central themes
related to the Agile Practice.
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From my ethnographic longitudinal study inside a financial services organization, I
present the following answers to the question concerning challenges related to
knowledge in organizational life.
•

The apparent difficulty in transferring highly tradition-specific knowledge between
actors via ICT demonstrates a challenge related to knowledge in organizational life.
The information actors use and document tends to be highly tradition-specific,
including phrases and words not necessarily familiar to an actor from another
tradition, which can make its entire meaning fuzzy or even evaporate. Also, this type
of knowledge is rarely even that relevant or of interest between traditions (such as
banking, insurance, and investment). Furthermore, information documented in
organizational databases is static and tends to become fairly quickly outdated. This
emphasises that professional practice is not simply about combining, sharing, and
making information commonly available. Moreover, there are social, cultural and
political factors related to knowledge in organizational life, which influence people’s
willingness and ability to participate in various knowledge management initiatives.
This becomes apparent in mini case #1 The ICT tool, which describes the
implementation of a new ICT tool to facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing
between actors from different traditions.

•

The notion that professionals have not succeeded in fully adopting the new Agile
practice for managing customer relations demonstrates a challenge related to
knowledge in organizational life. Adopting the new Agile practice has included
developing competence that will help us understand the impact of our own work and
expertise, and how the different types of available expertise may complement each
other. This implies the ability to see past our own expert area and interests to
recognise how the expertise of others fits the situation at hand, and who are the most
suitable actors to work with on a specific matter. In this study, I have described,
however, that the professionals find it hard to prioritise activities and achieve the
right focus in their everyday practice. Second, they seem to attend to the situation at
hand from too narrow a perspective, which leads to their actions being too narrow.
Third, cooperation and teamwork between professionals is modest and occasional.
Finally, the professionals’ work is more reactive than organized and proactive. This
becomes apparent in mini case #2 Adapting to Organizational Change, which
describes the organizational members’ ability to adapt to change.

•

The specialization of activities, where different traditions develop their own interests,
agendas and priorities, demonstrates a challenge related to knowledge in
organizational life. In my study, I have described how different knowledge traditions
or business segments (such as banking, investment, and insurance) are constructed
around their own interests, business logics, and risk management. This can create a
situation where different actors, relating to their own tradition, draw opposing
conclusions on the same case or the development of a specific client relationship,
thus erecting a barrier to cooperation. This becomes apparent in mini case #3
Competing Traditions, which describes the complexities and inherent contradictions
of everyday practice in the professional context.

•

The apparent difficulty in transferring best practice between traditions demonstrates
a challenge related to knowledge in organizational life. In our professional context,
the Agile practice and the arrangement of various meetings and Sprints emphasise
information-sharing activities, ‘fast delivery’, and turning the members’ tacit
knowledge into explicit group knowledge. This is an approach that risks
misunderstanding the personal nature of our knowing and its relation to our skills
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and social context; that knowledge is not made or shared as an entity, rather
discovered as a result of an act of the knower and the ability to draw new distinctions
concerning the task at hand. The results of the study demonstrate how various Agilerelated practices, such as repeated Sprints, planning and follow-up performance
meetings, were cancelled due to the lack of value they added to the professionals’
qualitative work. This becomes apparent in mini case #4 Leading Agile, which
describes actions taken by the leaders and supervisors to implement change and the
new Agile practice in the organization.
•

Finally, the sense of actors dealing with contradictions and paradoxical situations as
part of their everyday practice demonstrates a challenge related to knowledge in
organizational life. This becomes apparent in each of the four mini cases presented.
Table 24 provides an overview of such situations inside a financial organization.

From my ethnographic longitudinal study inside a financial services organization, I
present the following answers to the question concerning the elements characterising
power exerted by a knowledge tradition.
•

Technologies shape and are being shaped by professional practices, which
characterises the power exerted by a knowledge tradition. Organizational ICT
functions in several ways as a tool for surveillance. In our professional context, this
has been exposed by implementing an ICT tool that enables supervisors to control
and monitor their subordinates’ activity and performance, and support subordinates
in their daily work. This can further lead to self-disciplining behaviours amongst the
subordinates, in the sense that they believe they are being watched and their
performance monitored. Moreover, the perception that once information is collected
and documented in organizational ICT, its content and meaning is spread and
understood between users across traditions, has led to self-disciplining behaviours
amongst the supervisors, to increase the collection and storage of information in
organizational databases, making it accessible and valuable to all actors involved.
This becomes apparent in mini case #1 The ICT tool, which describes the
implementation of a new ICT tool to facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing
between actors from different traditions.

•

The underlying issue that we are ruled by our own desires and perceptions of our role
(old ways of thinking and doing), identifying within certain norms of a certain
tradition, and a need to respond to what is expected of us, characterises the power
exerted by a knowledge tradition. In our professional context, this has been exposed,
for instance, by professionals being blinded by their own expert tradition objectivities
and personal sales goals. This suggests we are unable to, or choose not to, see past
our own perceptions and move beyond our formal roles, and may fail to see the bigger
picture (or the whole client potential). Actors may further become cautious or even
reject and work against organizational change, if they fear it could lead to losing their
competence. Organizational change thus involves a personal element of fear of losing
your identity and power, which may further lead to a situation where we lose our
competence and act incompetently. This becomes apparent in mini case #2 Adapting
to Organizational Change, which describes the members’ ability to adapt to change.

•

The sense of actors balancing and struggling between contradictory logics and
conflicting interests (forces pulling the individual in different directions), and
paradoxical situations as part of their everyday work, characterises the power exerted
by a knowledge tradition. In our professional context, these conflicting interests have
expressed themselves, first, in risk management striving to expand their control,
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limitations, and documentation requirements. Second, management are more aware
of the need to improve organizational effectiveness and profitability, and supervisors
strive to expand the surveillance and monitoring of the professionals’ activities and
sales performance. Professionals, meanwhile, in this sense are concerned about
expanding their space and freedom, to be and act as a professional, solving their
customers’ problems. For the individual actor, these conflicting interests, as a result
of the power exerted by traditions, may eventually sound like chatter in your mind,
struggling for attention and time. This demonstrates further how organizational
strategies, including goals, recommendations, policies, and priorities, can be used to
rationalize people’s interests and intentions, and how these may speak with the voice
of power. In a sense, these rules of the game can also be viewed as tools to determine
which issues are subject to decision-making in the first place, and to prevent issues
from arising. Thus, power can be used to shape perceptions, cognitions and
preferences. This becomes apparent in mini case #3 Competing Traditions, which
describes the complexities and inherent contradictions of everyday practice in the
professional context.
•

The supervisors’ use of disciplinary tools and techniques, to increase the surveillance
and control of professionals’ specific activities and performance, characterises the
power exerted by a knowledge tradition. This has been exposed in the arrangement
of various meetings and Sprints, activities which demonstrate a disciplinary form of
power. Managers implementing them may believe they are empowering individuals
by giving teams autonomy of behaviour, but they are in fact introducing surveillance,
even if not actively intended. In addition, members feel they are being constantly
watched and their performance monitored, not only by management but also when
introduced to every team member. This can lead to self-disciplining behaviours.
Further, managers do not just create discipline through their own actions or
strategies, but are as much subject to discipline as their subordinates. The
supervisors’ perception of an ideal platform for sharing important customer related
information, and improving responsiveness, proactivity and teamwork across
traditions, has led to self-disciplining behaviours among the supervisors to arrange
various kinds of Sprints and meetings. This demonstrates a kind of power that is
invested in, transmitted by and reproduced via social relations within a tradition.
This becomes apparent in mini case #4 Leading Agile, which describes actions taken
by the leaders and supervisors to implement change and the new Agile practice in the
organization.

All in all, I believe these findings can help us better understand the dynamic nature of
organizational life in a context such as a financial services organization. Moreover, I
believe the chosen approach in this study can advance our theoretical understanding in
a way that has practical relevance for both professionals and mangers, as well as
influence current and future organizational practice (Corley and Gioia, 2011). The value
of this view is that it emphasises the collective, situated and provisional character of
knowledge, and moves us closer to recognising, and focusing our studies on, the
challenges of knowledge in organizational life. Moreover, it advances our understanding
of the dynamics of organizational knowledge processes, and recognises how and why
people contest, accept and challenge the legitimacy of others’ knowledge and practice.
These findings are now discussed in greater detail, considering the theoretical and
methodological contributions of this study, as well as the implications for professional
and management practice.
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9.1.1 Theoretical contribution
In this study, I start to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing. This view highlights
knowing as a form of art, and the inherent relationship between power and our knowing.
The issues outlined in this view are, first, that all knowledge is personal knowledge, that
a tacit dimension is always present, and a necessary component of all knowledge. Second,
to recognize the subsidiary-focal integrative structure, to understand that personal
knowledge is not made or shared as an entity, but discovered as a result of an act of the
knower. Finally, to recognize the distinction between our practical and discursive
consciousness, to understand a critical step in liberating ourselves from certain power
relations (of our tacit knowing).
With this constructed power-sensitive view, my study aims to highlight the existence of
social contradictions and a tendency towards social conflict, and that power relations and
ideologies interfere with the potentially free development of meaning and
understanding. In this sense, organizations are seen as social constructions, not neutral
or value free, but reflecting asymmetrical power relationships and different interests.
This implies people’s behaviour and thinking is not conscious or grounded in reflection.
One purpose of this study is, thus, to contribute to alternative interpretations and inspire
organizational members, both leaders and professionals, to more effectively accept and
engage in reflective practice, rethinking fixed self-conceptions and taken-for-granted
ideas and priorities, and to reinforce paradoxical thinking into complex situations, which
ultimately can result in high performance and sustainability. In this context, the art of
knowing refers to the person’s capacity for reflection and paradoxical thinking in
situations involving uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction.
The theoretical contribution of the study can be divided into three main categories. First,
my study contributes to the knowledge management research and studies adopting a
practice-based philosophy. Second, it contributes to the organization and management
literature, presenting a deeper insight and drawing more broadly from the extensive
writings of Michael Polanyi. Third, my study contributes to the knowledge management
research and practice-based studies, adopting a power-sensitive view and emphasising
the inherent relationship between power and knowledge.
1. My study contributes to the knowledge management research and studies adopting
a practice-based philosophy. The approach chosen in this study looks to strengthen
and extend the practice-based approach. The central argument here is that there is
always more to human knowledge than exhaustive explicit information (something
that can be put into words, symbols, and numbers).
First, this approach helps us focus on knowing (a verb meaning acting, doing,
practising), rather than knowledge (a noun meaning things, elements, information,
facts). It emphasises knowing and learning as a situated activity through
participation in the social world, something that takes place in everyday life including
the workplace. Further, this helps us understand the situatedness and contextdependency of our professional practice. Finally, it can help us better understand the
challenges related to sharing ‘knowledge’ or best practice across traditions in an
organizational context.
My research contributes to the critical studies of the objectivist perspective of
knowledge, which typically underpins ICT-based knowledge management, and that
ICT can play a central role in the knowledge-sharing processes. A central point in this
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critique involves questioning the assumption of the objectivist perspective
concerning the distinction between two separate types of knowledge, namely tacit
and explicit. The apparent difficulty of transferring knowledge reflects its situated
and social context.
This study suggests that technologies have a central role in a context such as a
financial services organization. The documentation of customer related information
in organizational databases, for example the creditworthiness of a client for decisionmaking, is part of our everyday job. It is an important element of the bank’s risk
management, based on binding instructions and industry regulation. Our practice
has also become more specialized, as a result of the increasing industry regulation
and supervision, in the form of, for instance, managing instructions and careful
documentation.
In this study, I have emphasised that different traditions tend to construct and
document information relevant merely from their own perspective and interests. The
content or meaning of such highly tradition-specific and detailed information cannot
easily be shared between traditions. This indicates that ICT to document customer
related information will certainly be more useful within a tradition than between
traditions. This relates to the theory that knowledge-sharing does not refer to a
commodity such as conceptualisation, where knowledge or knowing is not moved as
a goods. This suggests further that the ICT tool is actually worthless in capturing the
knowing of a professional.
Further, my research contributes to critical studies related to the effect of Agile on
long-term organizational goals such as learning and innovation. From my study, I
can say that over the years there have been several, to one extent or another,
unsuccessful attempts to implement Sprint practices in our organization to provide
a platform for sharing important customer related information, and improving
responsiveness, proactivity, and teamwork between professionals representing
different expertise. A common nuance in these cases has been, however, that
professionals eventually begin to feel stressed and exhausted by the repeated
planning and follow-up meetings, which add no value to their qualitative work. This
relates back to the theory where the Agile practice strives to create new knowledge
through direct interaction among actors and information sharing activities, with the
emphasis on turning their tacit knowledge into explicit group knowledge. This
suggests, further, that transferring best practice between traditions without
considering the situatedness and context-dependency of our professional practice, in
other words the personal element of our knowing, can in fact have an adverse effect.
2. My study contributes to the organization and management literature, presenting a
deeper insight and drawing more broadly on the extensive writings of Michael
Polanyi. The central argument here is that our knowing should be understood as a
subsidiary-focal integrative structure, which involves elements of the subsidiary
particulars, a focal target, and, crucially, a person who links these in a social context
or tradition.
First, this distinction provides a structure for our knowing and learning. It helps us
better understand how, in the context of learning a profession, we may not at first see
the pattern from the particulars. The particulars themselves impede the analysis of a
given meaning, or may hamper the discovery of an unknown meaning. Subsequently,
the particulars start becoming clues and something we are subsidiarily aware of when
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discovering new focal points. Eventually, we have moved from looking at the
particulars to looking from them. This knowing has now become a tool to get things
done, acquire new experience, and execute the task at hand more competently.
My research contributes to studies positioning themselves as an alternative to
cognitivism, to learning as a cognition, and to the objectification of knowledge. As
the findings from this study have shown, professionals can best learn from each other
by working together, including analysing, planning, and target-setting, by meeting
the clients together, reflecting on the evolving client relationships, and how the
different expertise available may complement each other. Likewise, cooperation
between professionals can best be created through repeated practice and ongoing
interaction, comprising everyday activities. Learning and knowing, in this sense,
does not reside in people’s minds, but is seen as an activity situated in social, working
and organizational practice. Thus, learning is seen as a social process that integrates
both the language and performance of an act or practice over a period of time. In this
sense, the tacit and focal knowing is acquired simultaneously. Both halves of the
problem are eventually solved together by discovering a conception that comprises a
joint understanding of both the language and the practice.
Further, this distinction helps us better understand how, in the context of performing
a skill, we come to know a set of subsidiary particulars without being able to identify
them. This can also help us better understand how our knowing tends to become
increasingly tacit, spontaneous, and automatic, as our practice becomes more
repetitive and routine. That may further lead to parochial narrowness of vision,
experience, and understanding, and missing important opportunities to think about
what we are doing. Finally, this distinction helps us better understand the dynamics
or challenges related to adapting to organizational change.
My research contributes to studies addressing the challenges related to adapting to
organizational change. As the findings from this study have shown, actors inside our
organization have struggled over the years to learn and adopt the new Agile practice
for managing customer relations, which challenges everyone involved to start
thinking and acting in a new way. Our professionals find it hard to prioritise activities
and achieve the right focus in their everyday practice. Second, they attend to the
situation at hand from too narrow a perspective, which leads to their actions being
too narrow. Third, cooperation and teamwork between professionals is modest and
occasional. Finally, the professionals’ work is more reactive than organized and
proactive.
The underlying issue related to adapting to change suggests that we are ruled by our
own desires and perceptions of our role (old ways of thinking and doing), identifying
within certain norms of a certain tradition. In our professional context, this is
exposed, for instance, by professionals being blinded by their own expert tradition
objectivities and personal sales goals. This suggests we are unable to, or choose not
to, see past our own perceptions and move beyond our formal roles, and may fail to
see the bigger picture or the whole client potential, as well as how the impact of our
own expertise, or how the available expertise may complement another, in a given
situation.
My research contributes to studies positioning themselves as an alternative to
Technical Rationality. As the findings of this study show, professional practice is not
just a about problem-solving, applying general principles and standardize knowledge
to concrete problems with fixed ends. More importantly, it starts by identifying what
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the problem is in a unique situation, and then agreeing on the right end and solution
to the problem, and the possible means of achieving them. Professional practice, in
this sense, is seen as an art, a matter of skill and wisdom, which cannot be put into
words, reduced to explicit rules and theories. It is about reflecting on the evolving
situations, and making sense of complex and unclear situations involving conflicting
interests. This view recognises the artistic and intuitive, and the process of reflection
that practitioners bring to situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction.
3. My study contributes to the knowledge management research and practice-based
studies adopting a power-sensitive view, and emphasising the inherent relationship
between power and knowledge. The central argument here is that we can be subject
to more power than we can know, which can be further viewed from the distinction
between our practical consciousness and discursive consciousness.
This distinction helps us better understand an important element in the maintenance
of stability and consensus in organizations. It explains how, at our practical
consciousness level, we tend to confirm the existing structure and maintenance of
power relations by submitting to organizational strategy and rules, or to unwritten
rules of behaviour, or by accepting that we behave within the values and rules of a
certain tradition.
This research contributes to studies aiming to address power as social relations,
which highlight the power created by our tacit knowing, and that actors are
themselves subject to power relations. My research also contributes to studies
positioning themselves outside the mainstream category of the knowledge
management literature on power. In addition, it provides an alternative view on the
conceptualisation of power as a discrete resource or entity that actors can possess, or
have access to, and is utilised in pursuit of goals derived from self-interest.
As I have suggested earlier, we are ruled by our own desires and perceptions of our
role by identifying within certain norms of a certain tradition, a need to respond to
what is expected of us. In our professional context, this is exposed by our
professionals being blinded by their own expert tradition’s objectivities and their
personal sales goals, which may hinder their seeing other opportunities and acting
beyond their own biases. Actors may further become cautious or even reject and work
against organizational change, if they fear it could lead to losing their competence.
Organizational change thus involves a personal element of fear of losing one’s
identity and power. This is how a tradition can itself exert power over people. As the
findings of this study suggest, this may unfortunately lead to a situation where we
lose our competence and act incompetently.
Further, this study recognises how power exerted by a tradition can erect various
barriers and drive the practice between traditions in different directions. As I have
described in this study, the business logic and risk policy of different traditions,
banking and insurance, are based on different assumptions, which can further lead
to the traditions having conflicting views of say a specific client relationship. Ignoring
this underlying ‘reality’ may be both ineffective and harmful, and lead to unnecessary
risk taking that can in turn lead to credit loss, due to biased decision-making. This
conclusion may have further implications also for studies in the field of marketing,
when examining underlying issues related to cross-selling and cross-buying,
specifically banking and non-life insurance services.
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Examining different employee groups inside our organization, my study presents the
professional tradition – different types of financial expertise – and the organizational
tradition – supervisors and risk managers – as the two main competing knowledge
traditions. The study shows how these traditions are driven by their own specific
agendas, values and interests. On one side, there are interests related to customer
orientation, employee experience, professional freedom, sales results, and efficiency.
On the other, industry regulation, following instructions, risk management,
supervision, control, and measurement. These are effects of the phenomena that
have been reshaping and constraining the financial services industry, and forced
organizations towards the specialization of their activities and to become more
efficient and profitable. These conflicting interests have expressed themselves, first,
in risk management striving to expand their control, limitations, and documentation
requirements. Second, management are more aware of the need to improve
organizational effectiveness and profitability, and supervisors strive to expand the
surveillance and monitoring of the professionals’ activities and sales performance. In
addition, clients are exhibiting increasing expectations.
The need to perform is central in today’s business world. Professionals in this sense
are concerned about expanding their space and freedom, to be and act as a
professional, solving complex customer problems in relation to risk management,
and expanding their control. Supervisors, meanwhile, are looking to extend their
performance surveillance and monitoring. This illustrates further how organizational
strategies, including goals, recommendations, policies, and priorities, are used to
rationalize people’s interests and intentions, and how these may speak with the voice
of power. In a sense, these rules of the game could also be viewed as tools to
determine which issues are subject to decision-making in the first place, and to
prevent issues from arising. Thus, power is being used to shape perceptions,
cognitions and preferences, so that individuals accept the status quo because they
cannot imagine any alternative. Further, this can explain the sense of actors
balancing and struggling between different logics and conflicting values as part of
their everyday work.
My research contributes to studies looking to address the disciplinary form of power.
I have described how supervisors use disciplinary tools and techniques to increase
surveillance and control of professionals’ specific activities and performance, such as
driving professional practices into Sprints, and careful documentation of activities
via ICT. A key idea in organizational management in recent years has been to
empower individuals by giving teams more autonomy of behaviour. In reality,
whether or not intentionally, management introduced surveillance over individuals.
This study has shown how repeated Sprints and documentation can create a negative
feeling of stress and pressure in employees, and even an atmosphere of mistrust,
which they feel adds no value to their qualitative work.
Finally, the distinction between practical consciousness and discursive
consciousness helps us better understand a critical step in liberation from power
relations such as domination or discipline, which may ultimately be to our
disadvantage. This is a matter of recognition, to discursively become aware of aspects
of our own practical consciousness or tacit knowing, where we may be able to
distance ourselves from it, re-evaluate and reject. As I discussed earlier, we
professionals need to broaden our competence and develop a kind of reflective
practice as part of our everyday work, a practical wisdom that enables us to judge
what to do in a given situation. To chase away false opinions, select proper means,
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make good decisions, and enact wise professional practice, as well as deal with
situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction.

9.1.2 Methodological contribution
As an employee of the target organization, and a member of the social context under
study, I have had access to a range of events and participated in the organizational
change process over a long period of time, which would be very difficult to achieve from
a university position. This has also given me the opportunity to influence ongoing
organizational practice and feed my own observations back into the field (Gummesson,
2000). Moreover, my practical experience has helped me develop both social and
professional relations and a comprehensive network within the target organization
(Thomas, 1993). All in all, I believe this has provided richness and depth to the empirical
data, along with a solid understanding of the described phenomenon. Hence, the study
delivers a thick description of everyday life inside a financial services organization,
generating good data and interesting analyses. Additionally, this can provide a much
more realistic picture of the strategy and organizational change than is available to an
outside researcher, consultant, or even the top management (Gummesson, 2000).
Finally, to my knowledge, ethnographic longitudinal case studies conducted inside a
financial organization, located in Finland, where the researcher is also a member of the
target organization and the social context under study are rare.
My methodological contribution is to add to alternative ways of studying organizations.
Autoethnography is a relatively new and unconventional method of organizational
research (Parry, 2008). Further, in considering different styles of theorising, this study
is more focused on “the big picture” and narratives, and developing broad arguments
showing patterns and connections rather than specific casual mechanisms and
correlational propositions. The chosen research methodology for this study aims to
contribute to greater diversity within the organization and management studies, a field
that has to date been dominated by the correlational proposition approach to theorising
(Delbridge et al., 2013).
Finally, there is a relatively small number of ethnographic works in management and
organization studies that apply a critical realists’ perspective. Using the critical realist
approach enables the study of organizations as political arenas, where social interaction,
power and political games become more central to the analysis and understanding of
organizational life. This approach has helped me to explore beyond and below the surface
appearance of organizational strategies and practice (Sharpe, 2018: 399).
Accordingly, my study aims to highlight the existence of social contradictions and a
tendency towards social conflict, and that power relations and ideologies interfere with
the potentially free development of meaning and understanding. In this sense,
organizations are seen as social constructions, not neutral or value free, but reflecting
asymmetrical power relationships and different interests. This implies people’s
behaviour and thinking is not conscious or grounded in reflection. Hence, the
methodological approach developed here looks to go beyond the subjects’ own
perception of reality, seeking to describe the pluralities of structures, to uncover new
meanings and to question the apparently obvious. One purpose of this study has, thus,
been to contribute to alternative interpretations and inspire reflection, rethinking fixed
self-conceptions and taken-for-granted ideas and priorities (Alvesson, 1996).
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9.1.3 Implications for practitioners
The implications for professional and managerial practice are divided into two parts. The
first presents direct implications from my study and its empirical results. The second
offers an initial view of the value of the developed theory to professional practice. In a
sense, this could be seen as a kind of guide to learning a profession.
I have constructed the following implications for professional and management practice.
1. One conclusion drawn from this study is that the extensive documentation
performed in ICT by professionals is certainly more useful within a tradition than
between different expert traditions. Further, I have shown the limited role of ICT in
facilitating collaboration and the sharing of ‘knowledge’ between professionals
representing different traditions. I argue that the ICT is actually worthless in terms
of capturing the knowing of a professional. This suggests fruitful cooperation
between knowledge traditions, individuals representing different financial expertise,
is more likely to be constructed on a social basis than on that of ICT or organizational
processes.
2. In this study, I have argued that we professionals need to broaden our competence
and develop a kind of reflective practice as part of our everyday work, a practical
wisdom that enables us to judge what to do in a given situation. To chase away false
opinions, select proper means, make good decisions, and enact wise professional
practice, as well as deal with situations of uncertainty, ambiguity, and contradiction.
As the results of this study show, professionals need to become more open-minded and
to adopt a broader approach in their work. At a more concrete level, this means shifting
from a single product or service mindset and selfishness towards a broader mindset and
more teamwork, to learn from each other in order to turn the wide range of expertise
available in the organization to the advantage of both our clients and ourselves. We can
best learn from each other by working together, including analysing, planning, and
target-setting, by meeting the clients together, and evaluating the evolving client
relationships. This does not mean learning each other’s practice, but developing
competence that will help us understand the impact of our own work and expertise, and
how the different types of available expertise may complement each other. It means also
being able to see past our own expert area and interests to recognise how the expertise
of others fits the situation at hand, and who are the most suitable actors to work with on
a specific matter. Cooperation between professionals can best be created through
repeated practice and ongoing interaction, comprising everyday activities. Further, it will
require the actor’s ability to take the initiative, creating their own internal networks of
trust and developing their leadership skills.
3. The study has shown that the business logic and risk policy of traditions are based on
different assumptions, for instance, the traditions of banking and insurance, which
can further lead the traditions representing conflicting views, for instance, of a
specific client relationship. Ignoring this underlying ‘reality’ may be both ineffective
and harmful, and lead to unnecessary risk taking that can further lead to credit loss
due to biased decision-making. Improving cooperation between traditions, including
a deeper understanding of the other’s real interests, can only be achieved through
repeated practice. Also, striving to integrate the different business logics of banking
and non-life insurance may not always be the optimal solution, but something to be
closely evaluated on a case-by-case basis.
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Illustration: learning a profession
I’ve learned the profession of banking and finance over a number of years, viewing and
analysing many different, particular situations and client relationships, through which
I have eventually begun to see and understand the significant details that I could not
to the same extent at the beginning of my career.
In my job as a banking account manager for our business customers, I’m responsible
for a client portfolio, acquiring and maintaining key client relationships, and
constructing credit proposals for decision-making. This is a process where I also
construct my own personal judgement of the case. As an apprentice (and perhaps
sometimes still), I was often puzzled and confused by the particular situation at hand.
That may refer here to a client case, and to the construction of meaning and direction
of that particular client relationship. A process that includes our problem setting for
the particular situation, defining the right end and solution to the problem, and
deciding on the possible means of getting there. This implies the capacity for reflection
and paradoxical thinking in situations involving uncertainty, ambiguity, and
contradiction.
A situation like this usually involves a combination of a set of various particulars, an
evaluation of both quantitative and qualitative factors, including significant details
about our own products and services, the client, our own organization and risk
management, and the operating environment.
•

The product- and service-related particulars I refer to include finding the
right solution to the client’s needs and to support their strategy, connected to
the client’s business growth, liquidity, risks, networks, HR and well-being,
and wealth (see the service-circle model).

•

The client related particulars include the client’s operating numbers, market
position, strength of ownership, future expectations of the development of the
client firm’s business, and guarantees, all factors that will eventually decide
the client’s credit rating.

•

The organizational related particulars include service offerings used by the
client, the volume of those services, their pricing, and future expectations of
the development of the client relationship. In addition, on the cost side,
particulars of note are time spent in the organization on managing the client
relationship, and the capital requirement generated by the client’s liabilities.

•

The risk management related particulars include the bank’s risk decisionmaking, namely the client credit rating and the exposure in relation to
guarantees, and risk exposure in proportion to risk-bearing capacity. Also, we
account for the risk policy, which aligns special conditions related to e.g. loan
periods, collaterals, concentration risk, industry regulation, construction
financing, attitude towards security risk, and guidelines for credit rating
category lending.

•

Finally, the operating environment related particulars I refer to include
standards as reflected by banking regulation and supervision, such as in
IFRS9 and MIFID-II, which set certain requirements related to reporting and
documentation inside our organization, and that are subject to risk
management surveillance.

206

Underlying these particulars, my construction of meaning and direction of a specific
situation may also be affected by particulars related to the authoritative or influential
guides from my past, my own bodily clues, the hidden rules I have picked up during
my years as a practitioner, and how I have indwelled the norms and practices of a social
context and submitted to an evolving tradition.
The authoritative guide-related particulars I refer to may include aspects such as:
• What has been said in this matter?
• Who should I follow in this matter?
• What is expected of me in this matter?
The bodily clue-related particulars I refer to may include aspects such as:
• What have I learned from my previous experiences?
• What feels like the ‘wise’ thing to do in this situation?
• Does [this way of doing] it make sense?
• How does people’s explanation of the situation fit in?
• Is there some relevant piece of information that seems to be missing?
• How urgent does the matter seem to be?
Picking up the hidden rule-related particulars I refer to may include aspects such as:
• How does the matter fit into the bigger picture?
• How does my own role fit into the whole organization?
• How does the expertise of others fit this matter?
• Who are the most suitable people to work with in this matter?
• What are the uncertainties and contradictions involved in a judgement?
• What are the direct and indirect consequences of a decision?
Finally, submitting to an evolving tradition-related particular I refer to may include
aspects such as:
• What is expected of me in a larger context?
• What is expected from our organization in the big picture?
All these different particulars described above appeared to me at first as fragmented.
Over the years of viewing and analysing many different, particular situations and client
relationships, I have eventually begun to see and understand the significant details
and meanings from different situations, which I could not do before. A particular
situation may now no longer appear as a collection of fragmented texts or numbers,
but a representation of meaningful connections. They now make more sense to me
than at the beginning of my career.

207

9.2

Limitations of the study

The main limitations of this study can be presented in terms of the developed theory, the
research context, and the methodology.
In this study, I start to develop a power-sensitive view of knowing. This highlights
knowing as a form of art, and the inherent relationship between power and our knowing.
A core feature and novelty in this theory is the attempt to combine Polanyi’s (1958)
theory of knowing, which could be understood as a subsidiary-focal integration,
involving elements of the subsidiary particulars, a focal target, and, crucially, a person
who links these in a social context or tradition (Meek, 2017), with Haugaard’s (2003)
distinction of our social knowledge into practical consciousness and discursive
consciousness. My aim is to make this theory useful in professional practice, while I
recognise that more research is required to test its value and confirm theory validity.
The financial services context can be seen in part as a limitation of the study, as its
generalizability to other types of organization may be limited. The case organization can
be considered a specific context that involves certain kinds of product, service, process,
and organizational environment. Generalizability to other types of financial institution
may also be restricted. The fieldwork and gathering of empirical material, namely
participant observations and interviews, has been conducted mainly at one of the
organization’s regional branches. The case study research design chosen for this
dissertation also bears examination, because of the ‘unscientific feel to which it can be
prone. On the other hand, as is typical to case study research, one of the aims here has
been to develop a more detailed, intensive analysis and rich understanding of a specific
organization (Saunders et al., 2000).
Every methodology has some limiting factors, and this holds true for the ethnographic
approach I have chosen for this study. There is a risk of systematic or accidental bias
related to reliability in ethnographic studies and participant observation (Gobo and
Molle, 2017). The empirical material for this study has been collected, over a long timeperiod, via a combination of 1) participant observations, 2) interviews and informal
discussions, and 3) personal reports and organizational documents. Thus, I have tried to
reduce the impact of various biases related to the reliability of my research. This has also
been referred to as triangulation, involving a combination of methods and techniques in
order to gather empirical data on the same phenomenon under investigation
(Gummesson, 2000; Yin, 2011; May, 2011; Miles et al., 2014).
In an ethnographic study, researcher reflexivity is an important aspect of research
validity. It requires the ability to distance myself in relation to the social context under
study, not just to look at the data but also behind them, and to analyse the situation from
an outsider perspective (Van Maanen, 1979). In addition, ethnographic studies usually
generate a large amount of data during the fieldwork, not all of which have been explicitly
included in the thesis. Although time in the field has contributed to my understanding of
the studied organization, the empirical data have been analysed and interpreted from a
certain theoretical viewpoint. Further, this research should be understood as a product
in time and place. That will certainly have influenced the content of the data. In the
context of social science, people’s opinions and attitudes can change over time.
Moreover, I am aware that choosing to observe one aspect means another goes
unobserved (Gobo and Molle, 2017).
In line with the ethnographic approach, my study does not strive for objectivity. On the
contrary, my research method represents a very personal and emotional process, which
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should also be understood as such (Ellis, 2004). In this study, I position myself in the
social context, and bring my own practical experiences and emotions into the process of
unpacking the phenomenon under investigation (Gobo and Molle, 2017). This has been
a dialogical process, a reflexive journey of coming-to-know what is yet unknown, where
I as the researcher stood inside the meaning-making situation, interacting with my
informants.
In this study, I am not concerned with providing an absolute or objective truth, but to
recognise that different traditions in organizations can have their own version of truth
(Clegg et al., 2006). Thus, my ability as a researcher to persuade my audience of the
credibility of my research matters (Gobo and Molle, 2017). Further, I have tried to give
voice to different perspectives, that is, knowledge traditions, in my text. However, I
realise that I inevitably have more hegemony over my representation than the
informants.
I also recognise the conflicting role of being a researcher and full-time employee as a
limitation of my study. Conducting this type of research requires a high level of longterm personal and emotional commitment. There is always a risk that this may result in
the development of a rather short-sighted perspective due to becoming too much a part
of the social context under study, and thereby losing your research focus (Gummesson,
2000; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008; Bryman and Bell, 2013).
Finally, my own background as an employee with more than ten years’ experience in the
field, and as a part of the target organization and social context, might have affected the
process of gathering and analysing the empirical material. It is both entirely necessary
and desirable to recognise that I am part of what I study. I believe it would be quite
difficult, if not impossible in my case, to separate the researcher from the social and
intellectual context of the fieldwork. This means I shape and am being shaped by the
relationships, interactions and experiences of the field. As an employee of the target
organization, and a member of the social context, I cannot escape my own background
and experiences, but I can reflect on how they might have affected the research process.
My goal has not been to make myself the key focus of the fieldwork and write an
autobiography of my own practical experience, but to use myself as a key research
instrument seeking to understand and make sense of the social world, and to capture the
ongoing, situated and provisional nature of the processes of knowing and power.
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9.3

Recommendations for future research

In this section, I present some recommendations for future research.
In this study, I’ve developed a power-sensitive view of knowing. It highlights knowing as
a form of art, and the inherent relationship between power and our knowing. This theory
combines Polanyi’s theory of knowing and Haugaard’s (Giddens’s) distinction between
practical consciousness and discursive consciousness. My research offers an early
attempt to make this theory useful in professional practice. In a sense, this could be
viewed as a kind of guide to learning a profession. However, further research is needed
in order to test its value and confirm the validity of the theory.
This study presents a critical view of ICT-based knowledge management, which is
typically represented in studies following the objectivist perspective and the distinction
between tacit and explicit knowledge. Nevertheless, as has also been recognised, ICTs do
have a central role in contexts such as a financial organization. Hence, following the view
developed in this study, it would be of value to investigate more closely the relationship
between technology and professional practice, how professionals use technology, and
how technology shapes professional practice.
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APPENDIX 1

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Can you tell me about your job and your experience in the organization?
2. Can you tell me about your team and how the work in your team is organized?
3. What kind of reward system do you have in your team?
4. What positive and negative things do you see in your current reward system?
5. What do you think the main goals and objectives for increasing integration and
collaboration between the different segments in the organization are?
6. What role does a common ICT system have in increasing collaboration between the
different business segments?
7. What kind of activities do you run to enhance collaboration?
8. What stage do you feel the integration process is currently at in your organization?
9. What kind of practical difficulties have you faced when working across different
business segments?
10. How have you solved the problems you have faced?
11. What do you feel your own role is to increase collaboration?
12. How would you describe your relationship with your various colleagues?
13. In your view, what are the advantages of building collaboration between the
different business segments?

223

APPENDIX 2

ORGANIZATIONAL DOCUMENTS

Annual Reports
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2006
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2007
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2008
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2009
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2010
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2011
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2012
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2013
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2014
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2015
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2016
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2017
Organization Annual Report and Financial Statements 2018
Internal documents
The organization service model handbook for corporate customers (2011)
The teamwork model handbook for managing corporate customers (2011)
The banking account managers’ handbook (2011)
Identifying offerings for business growth services; a question list (2011)
Identifying offerings for liquidity management services; a question list (2011)
Identifying offerings for risk management services; a question list (2011)
Identifying offerings for network management services; a question list (2011)
Identifying offerings for HR and well-being services; a question list (2011)
Identifying offerings for wealth management services; a question list (2011)
CRM software tool (2013)
Renewed customer strategy and participant responses (seminar day material, 2016)
Expert-team sparring day (seminar material, 2018)
Managing business customers (seminar day material, 2018)
Banking account managers sparring day (seminar material, 2018)
Portfolio management (seminar day material, 2018)
Creditworthiness assessment and credit rating (seminar day material, 2018)
Credit decision authority and credit decision process (2018)
Management of credit risk associated with credit decision (2018)
Customer entities (2018)
Customer risk concentration (2018)
Identification of potential problem and problem customers (2018)
Collateral management (2018)
The organization credit rating system (2018)
Requirement of credit rating (2018)
Responsibility for continuous credit rating process monitoring in banks (2018)
Responsibility of business unit in expert ratings (2018)
The risk management mission in the organization (2019)
Agile operating model description (2019)
Managing the bank’s credit portfolio: Risk position and capital requirement (2019)
Internal news articles
Developing organizational ICT (3.11.2017)
The nature of work is changing – are you ready (6.6.2018)
A leader in the service profession (5.10.2018)
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APPENDIX 3

OVERVIEW OF INTERVIEWS

A total of 9 semi-structured interviews with 6 key informants was conducted as empirical
material for this study, totalling 11 hours. The informants represent different traditions
inside the organization. Their names are anonymized. The details are summarised in the
table below. Some of the informants were interviewed twice for the study.

Date
2013.06.12

Time
1.0 h

Informant
Oliver

Tradition
Supervisor

Job description (title)
Director of Banking Operations

2013.06.12
2013.06.14
2013.06.14
2014.12.12
2014.12.12
2014.12.12
2014.12.12
2014.12.12

1.5 h
1.5 h
1.0 h
1.0 h
1.0 h
1.5 h
1.5 h
1.0 h

James
Jack
Mason
James
Sophia
Charlie
Jack
Mason

Banking
Finance
Insurance
Banking
Cash & Payment
Investment
Finance
Insurance

Account Manager, Banking Services
Sales Manager, Financial Services
Sales Manager, Non-life Insurance Services
Account Manager, Banking Services
Expert, Cash and Payment Transfer
Assets Manager, Investments and Liquidity
Sales Manager, Financial Services
Sales Manager, Non-life Insurance Services
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APPENDIX 4

PERSONAL REPORTS

The personal reports (as a source of empirical data for this study) were all written in
Finnish, except for one in Swedish. In the translation process into English, I have tried
to convey the meanings as accurately as possible. Some adjustments were, however,
necessary to better ensure anonymity for the organization and informants. The names of
the authors are aliases, other than myself (Lauri). All the reports were compiled in 2013,
10 reports in total for this study, at a total of 183 pages. The table below summarises
some of the central themes, findings, and suggestions from each personal report.

Author

Themes

Findings

Suggestions

Lauri
(16 pages)

To improve
cooperation
between actors
from different
business
segments

Deeper cooperation between
business segments requires a
better understanding of each
other’s real interests, business
logic, and risk management
priorities.

It is important to have an active and
ongoing dialogue between actors at
an early stage, through which we
can evaluate the situation at hand,
and better focus on doing the ‘right’
kind of work.

Reece
(16 pages)

To improve
cooperation
between actors
from different
business
segments

The organization structure is
perceived to be challenging,
where each team and business
segment is constructed and
measured around their own
primary interests, products
and services. The success of
your own work and task seems
to be more important than
finding common interest.

It is important to identify and
emphasise common goals and
interests, and to focus what we do
around these.

Joanne
(20 pages)

Ethan
(21 pages)

We should move from a single
product- or service-centred focus
towards a more comprehensive
view, and to evaluating the whole
client relationship and its
development.

The biggest challenges can be
found in employees’ lack of
knowledge, including
proactivity and systematic
planning, the ability to
cooperate, and how we
prioritise our time.

The banking account managers
need to become active and be
committed to the Agile practice, and
to be a leading and developing
strength in the expert-team
construction.

To improve
cooperation
between actors
from different
business
segments

Banking account managers
perceive communication
between business segments
insufficient and one-sided.

It is important to find the right kind
of enthusiasm, will and
commitment to a common interest
besides your own.

The organization structure and
diversified reward systems
between business segments
create conflicts and steer the
operation in different
directions. In addition, issues
such as geographic distance
and a lack of trust between
units are mentioned.

An effective model for cooperating
between business segments can best
be created through everyday
practices, by working together and
networking.

Improving
cooperation
between actors
from different

The results of the new Agile
practice are still modest.
Cooperation between actors is
occasional. The banking

We need to change the way we
work, rethink our focus, and apply
the new tools to adopt the new Agile
practice.
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business
segments, and
effective
customer
relationship
management via
ICT

account managers have not yet
been able to apply the kind of
coordination in their practical
work that is required for
organized and careful
management of business
relationships. This has not yet
been adopted as a new way of
practical everyday working.
Our current ICT infrastructure
does not effectively support an
organized, systematic and
proactive way of working and
cooperation between our
different business segments.

In order to function properly, the
ICT tool requires customer-centric
organization, where client-related
information flows seamlessly from
technology to process, and from one
person to another.
Thus, key factors here are the
commitment of the employees
towards customer-centric
organization, management support
and commitment, and the ability to
manage change.

David
(15 pages)

Using ICT as a
tool for better
customer
relationship
management

A competitive environment
emphasises the need for
organizations to proactively
and systematically manage
their customer relationships,
which in turn highlights the
use of ICT in our everyday
practice to document customer
related information and client
engagement plans.

The banking account managers
should commit to the Agile practice
and expert-team, and require the
other team members (experts) to
actively use the new ICT tool to
document and manage customer
relationships in their own work.
For this purpose, it is important
that every client appointment is
properly documented in the ICT
tool.

Isabella
(18 pages)

What constructs
the customer
experience, what
do our clients
think is
important, and
what can we do
about it?

When the contact person
knows the client and the
client’s business, is
approachable, and works
rationally and openly, there is
a good chance of producing a
good customer experience.

Expert-team operation, and
information exchange between the
account manager and other team
members (experts), should be
systematic and ongoing.

What constructs
the customer
experience, what
do our clients
think is
important, and
what can we do
about it?

Our clients expect from us:
activity, the ability to be
proactive, expertise and
partnership, flexibility and the
ability to react quickly in our
decision-making, and clarity in
our communication.

Lucas
(18 pages)

We need to improve the
information flow between
actors from different business
segments.

A good customer experience
does not always comprise the
same elements. People are
different and some appreciate
learning something new from
their contact, getting support
for their own ideas, acquiring
some concrete benefit. On the
other hand, challenging the
customer’s thoughts can lead
them to expand their thinking
and thereby better understand

It is important to build a solid
understanding of the client’s own
business environment.
Documentation of client-related
information should be
comprehensive, in order to get to
know the client and his business
better. On the other hand, the
documentation is time-consuming,
and time away from other clients.
The importance of communication
should be kept in mind. Things
should be explained in a clear and
understandable way, and without
professional jargon. This applies to
internal communication as well as
to the client. For example, as an
account manager you need to
negotiate with the decision-makers
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John
(19 pages)

Oscar
(18 pages)

Targeted
customer
acquisition in
the business
customer
segment – find
ways to identify
and acquire new
customer
relationships

Targeted
customer
acquisition in
the business
customer
segment – the
effect of the
client margin
and the capital
requirement

the subject matter. Even a
debate can be constructive and
result in a pleasant customer
experience.

and encourage them to hold on to a
client where you see significant
future potential. This results in a
satisfactory outcome for both the
decision-makers and the customer.

The task of assessing what
constitutes a good and
profitable business customer is
neither easy nor simple. The
profitability of a customer
relation depends on many
different factors. It is often
based on future expectations
of the development of the
client firm’s business or the
customer relationship. The
profitability aspect should
also, at some level, include not
only income but also the cost
of managing the relationship.
This assessment is often
subjective, a combination of
quantitative and qualitative
factors, emphasising different
issues.

First, we must consider, evaluate
and state what constitutes a ‘good’
and profitable business client for
the bank.

It is necessary to raise
awareness within the
organization of the benefits
various customers bring to the
bank. At the same time, the
bank also has the right to
choose its customers, how well
each is served, and how much
time is spent on each.

Although the bank’s profitability is
determined using the capital
requirement ratio, the mere pursuit
of profitability aimed to minimize
the capital requirement will
probably lead to a decline in the
bank's business and, consequently,
a reduction in revenue and
operating profit. The decline in
operating profit, for its part,
reduces the return on equity.
Hence, it is important to manage
customer margins.

In addition to the credit risk
element, customer profitability
for a bank comprises various
factors, such as the scope of
the customer’s service offering,
the volume of services used by
the customer, their pricing, the
capital requirement generated
by the customer’s liabilities,
and the time it takes to
manage the customer
relationship within the
organization.
The bank’s profitability is
measured in relation to riskweighted assets. Its
profitability measurement is
therefore very different to that
of a ‘normal business’, and its
profitability management
encompasses significantly
different elements, too.

Targeted customer selection
involves acquiring new and
profitable client relationships, but
also letting go of some of the risky
and unprofitable ones.
The account manager and expertteam should primarily focus on
excellent management of their
current client relationships. The
organization then has the
opportunity to increase cross-selling
to clients on whom they have made
a positive impression through
various references.

On the other hand, profitabilitythinking based on gross margins
alone is also insufficient. The
mindset of managing the capital
requirement challenges the
traditional approach.
Customer relations management
should, thus, consider the client
margin and capital requirement in
addition to sales and credit risk, as
tools for better and more profitable
relationship management.
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Steven
(22 pages)

The bank’s risk
position and the
credit process

The financial services industry
has undergone and is
undergoing a number of
changes, which impact banks’
short- and long-term operating
conditions. The international
financial crises have triggered
several changes to and an
increase in the sector’s
regulation.

The importance of risk management
has been and will continue to be
emphasised in the financial sector.
Banks will be required to further
develop and analyse their risk
management activities in the
context of the current regulatory
framework (Basell II) and the future
(Basell III).
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APPENDIX 5

OVERVIEW OF OBSERVED SEMINARS

As part of the empirical material collected for this study, I observed and took field notes
from 17 seminars, totalling 91 hours. These events were selected as best suited to the
study of the research topic.
The table below summarises some of the central themes at each seminar day.
Date

Time

Actors representing
different traditions
Banking
Finance
Supervisor

Themes from the seminar day

2013.08.21

7.0 h

2013.09.11

5.0 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Markets
Supervisor

A sparring day for business operations:
Adopting broader thinking in our everyday practice
(How to include insurance and market services in
lending and decision-making)
Adopting systematic and proactive customer
relationship management in our everyday practice
Cooperation between traditions as part of our
everyday practice

2013.10.01

7.0 h

Banking
Finance
Insurance
Supervisor

Workshop day:
Presentation of our insurance solutions for our
business clients
The various business logics of banking and insurance
operations

2013.10.02

7.0 h

Banking
Finance
Supervisor
Risk management

Workshop day:
The expert-team model of working
Risk management as part of our everyday practice
Group work, and discussion:
How can you enhance good teamwork in your
organization?
What are the most common barriers to good
teamwork?
How often should team meetings between experts (in
the expert-team) be held?

2014.02.11

5.0 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

A sparring day for business operations:
Adopting systematic and proactive customer
relationship management in our everyday practice
Cooperation between traditions as part of our
everyday practice
Presentations of ‘real-life’ cases and experiences in
the field
Adopting ICT for better relationship management,
documenting customer related information and client
engagement plans

2014.10.02

6.0 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Markets
Supervisor
Risk management

A sparring day for business operations:
Adopting systematic and proactive customer
relationship management in our everyday practice
Cooperation between traditions as part of our
everyday practice
Presentations of ‘real-life’ cases and experiences in
the field

Workshop day:
Discussions on ideas and solutions to enhance
teamwork between banking and investment
operations
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Adopting ICT for better relationship management,
documenting customer related information and client
engagement plans
Risk management as part of our everyday work in
customer relationship management
2014.11.04

5.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Markets
Supervisor

A sparring day for business operations:
Building a ‘we-spirit’ and productive teamwork
Drivers and motivators behind good teamwork
Adopting ICT for better relationship management,
documenting customer related information and client
engagement plans

2015.03.20

3.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

CRM and ICT:
Adopting systematic and proactive customer
relationship management in our everyday practice
Cooperation between traditions as part of our
everyday practice
Adopting ICT for better relationship management,
documenting customer related information and client
engagement plans

2015.04.15

6.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

Wealth management training:
Presentation of our wealth management solutions for
our business clients
Adopting broader thinking in our everyday practice
Adopting systematic and proactive customer
relationship management in our everyday practice
Drivers and motivators behind good teamwork

2016.03.16

6.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

A sparring day for business operations:
Systematic customer relationship management
The practical work of the expert-team
The construction of the customer experience
Finding the right kind of model for relationship
management in each customer segment
Group work, and discussion

2016.06.07

6.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

A sparring day for business operations:
Presentation and discussion on related to Agile
practice and expert-team working
Systematic customer relationship management
The practical work of the expert-team
Finding the right kind of model for relationship
management in each customer segment
Group work, and discussion

2016.12.08

6.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Supervisor

A sparring day for banking account managers:
Systematic customer relationship management
The practical work of the expert-team
Presentation and discussion on the questioner
results, related to Agile practice and expert-team
working (sent to every seminar-day participant to be
answered before the seminar day)

2017.03.29

6.0 h

Banking
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

CRM and ICT:
Systematic customer relationship management
Cooperation between traditions as part of our
everyday practice
Adopting the new ICT for documenting customer
related information and client engagement plans

2017.09.14

3.0 h

Banking
Insurance

CRM and ICT:
Systematic customer relationship management
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Supervisor

Cooperation between banking and insurance
Adopting the new ICT for documenting customer
related information and client engagement plans

2018.05.15

6.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

A sparring day for business operations:
A review of the development our banking, investment
and insurance business operations
Presentation and discussion on the questioner
results, related to Agile practice and expert-team
working (sent to every seminar-day participant to be
answered before the seminar day)
Solution-based sales and proactivity in customer
relationship management
Customer margins and different customer segments
Finding the right kind of model for relationship
management in each customer segment

2018.11.28

6.0 h

Banking
Supervisor
Business analyst

A sparring day for banking account managers:
Systematic customer relationship management
The practical work of the expert-team
Customer margins and different customer segments
Managing a client portfolio
Finding the right kind of model for relationship
management in each customer segment
Using the service-circle model in our everyday work
Documenting client engagement plan in ICT
Utilising analysis (material from our business
analysts) in our client work to produce debt capacity
analysis and cash flow analysis reports
Group work, and discussion

2019.05.10

1.0 h

Banking
Supervisor
Risk management

Central risk management principles and
compliance in the organization:
Regulation and instruction for banks to follow
Banks own policies, guidelines and rules to control
lending
The three lines of defence in organizational risk
management
Everyday tasks of the credit risk manager
To identify and manage risk
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APPENDIX 6

OVERVIEW OF OBSERVED TEAM MEETINGS

As part of the empirical material collected for this study, I observed and took field notes
from 21 team meetings, totalling 27 hours. These events were selected as best suited to
the study of the research topic.
The table below summarises some of the central themes, topics for discussion, and
comments from each meeting.
Date

Time

Actors representing
different traditions
Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Supervisor

Themes and comments from the meeting

2013.o6.11

2.0 h

2013.09.18

1.5 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Supervisor

We should offer our clients a wide range of service
solutions right from the first appointment (including
both banking and insurance products). We should also
better include insurance as well as market services in
our lending, pricing, and decision-making. The
negotiation situation and the nature of the whole
customer relationship should, however, be considered.
By holding regular meeting and meeting clients
together, we are better able to learn from each other's
practical work, risk thinking and risk management
priorities, and learn from our previous mistakes.

2013.09.20

1.5 h

Banking
Investment
Supervisor

So far, we have had very few common client cases. The
aim for us in the future is more often approach new
potential clients together. Also, to have regular
meetings to examine our client portfolios in order to
find potential cases to approach, to increase our share
of the customers wallet. In practice, this could be done
by forming of work-pairs. Then, after that, the workpair devise a plan how they are going to approach the
client and situation at hand. Then, they agree upon the
activities; who is going to do what and when. It is
important to find a common interest, and not let the
personal desires drive the process too much.

2013.09.25

1.5 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Supervisor

The potential client cases, where our aim is to increase
the share of the customer’s wallet, are gathered into a
list. Every participant may bring their own case into
the list. In the next meeting, each one will provide an
update on previous set goals. New short-term goals are
then documented into the list. It is important that the
list is visible to everyone before the next meeting. It is
important that every client on the list has a client
engagement plan and an expert-team nominated to
perform the planned activities. Finally, it is important
to agree on follow-up meetings, were the short-term
goals can be monitor and evaluated regularly.

2013.12.04

1.0 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Supervisor

A follow up meeting, where short-term goals set in the
previous meeting, are monitor and evaluated. During
the discussion of the meeting, participants tell about
their previous experiences, stories of how previous
client cases and teamwork has succeeded, or failed.

The basic idea of the construction of the expert-team
is to be able to deliver a great customer experience,
every time. The bottom line is being able to offer the
services solutions at the right time, as well as having
the most suitable experts in the team to perform the
job in the best possible way.
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2014.03.05

2.0 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

It is important to plan and agree upon a common client
engagement plan and strategy for developing the client
relationship, before the contact to the customer is
made. Different approaches to consider here are,
whether to approach the client from a wide range of
services or just one particular and to build from there.
Cooperation rises as a key work in this discussion.

2014.10.23

1.5 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Markets
Supervisor

It is important to create a common image around our
practical work that “we are one group”. The purpose of
our teamwork is to shift from a single product or
service mindset towards a more comprehensive
mindset for our action, for building a stronger
customer loyalty towards our organization.

2015.04.29

1.5 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

A good starting point for building teamwork includes
a good employee motivation, an interest to learn new
things, and a good attitude. Discussion between
participants and changing of experiences, with focus
on teamwork.

2015.08.25

1.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment
Supervisor

The discussion during the meeting was centred on
customer experience. The client was invited to speak
of their own experiences and what they expect from
their financial services provider. The client highlighted
issues such as expertise, taking the initiative,
flexibility, and smooth service. Moreover, they value
their provider’s interest and getting to know the
business and the entrepreneurs. Personal chemistry is
also considered important in this context. It’s about
building a trusting relationship in the long term.

2015.09.01

2.0 h

Banking
Finance
Cash & payment
Insurance
Investment

The initiative to this meeting is taken by myself (in the
role of banking account manager). I present a list to
everyone involved, including my key client
relationship. The discussion then proceeds, handling
one client relationship at the time. During the
meeting, I ask questions of other experts, and their
views on the possibility to seek to increase our share of
customer-wallet. There is a lot of valuable information
exchange between participant concerning different
client relationships. During the meeting, I take notes,
which I later on document in our ICT. We agree on a
few client cases that we aim to proceed with to further
develop. A further engagement plan for these clients is
not set here, but left for future pair-work between me
and the other expert (concerned).

2016.08.24

1.5 h

Banking
Financing
Supervisor

As the client’s requirements increases that will require
custom solutions, expert traditions tend to become
more dependent on each other in order to get their job
done and to solve the complex problem for their client.
Special solutions require more teamwork. Often the
banking account manager has the best knowing and
trust of the client. On the other hand, the expert has
the best knowing of the specific product and service.
The account manager has an important role to
recognise the client potential to increase the customer
share of wallet. An ongoing dialogue between experts
helps recognise the ‘silent signs’ and potential from the
everyday situations, to build on. The banking account
manager should know the basics of the various
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services and products available for our clients, and
how these differ from each other, in order to getter a
better grasp what could fit into the need of a specific
client. It is important to recognise the financial
strategy of the client. For example, does the client want
to own its vehicles, or just lease? Also, is the client
willing to take the risks of all his accounts receivable.
Moreover, it is important to examine closer the cash
flow of the client’s business operation. This will help to
recognise how the client can enhance from our various
financial solutions.
2016.08.28

1.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Markets
Supervisor

The sales manager from markets tradition brief us
about the state of the market, interest rates,
currencies, and the forecasts for near future. He tells
us what our competitors are doing and what activities
we should focus on in the near future. The market sales
manager provides useful examples how to include
different market products in lending and our decisionmaking. The main goal is to brief us with examples in
order to better recognise situations with high potential
to increase client customers share of wallet. The
advantages for both the client and for to us are
highlighted.

2017.08.23

1.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Supervisor
Risk management

The main focus of the meeting relates to risk
management issues. It is noted that our team had done
a good job, sales and growth has been good so far this
year, although the team has suffered limited resources.
Many qualitative risk management priorities have,
however, not been achieved, and some mistakes have
also been done. It is emphasised that the qualitative
priorities have to put in order before the end of the
year.

2017.08.30

1.0 h

Banking
Supervisor
Risk management

A central theme of the meetings is financing of
property constructions. For example, to finance a large
shopping mall, knowing its effect on the region is
crucial. The demand on housing from owners as well
as investors varies between different regions in
Finland. What is suitable in one part of the country is
not in the other. Behind the various growth figures are
matters such as employment and the movement in the
region, what kind of investments have been done
previously in the region, as well as the change in the
education situation. Huge investments, such a
decision to build a nuclear plant on a location, can
have a dramatic change in housing demand for a
period of time. It is understandable that the speed of
urbanization varies between different centres in
Finland. It is also important to recognise, what is the
usability of a large building after certain time-period.
The risk management highlight matters, such as
allocation, the economic strengths of the renters,
length of the leasing agreements, the maturity of the
loan agreement, amortizing plan, and the equity ratio
of the whole project. The risk apartment emphasises
that much of the local knowledge that is crucial for
decision-making is located out in the regional
branches.

2017.08.30

1.0 h

Banking
Cash & payment
Investment

Team discussion, where the supervisor highlights the
role of the account manager, and the importance to
fully adopt the Agile practice and the expert-team
model, and an active use of ICT for documenting as
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Supervisor

part of our everyday practice. The comments from
other members show, however, that this has not yet
been fully adopted into everyday practice: Business
segments mainly use different ICT software (isolated
from each other) to document customer related
information. The customer relationship work is still
more reactive than systematic and proactive. There is
still much to improve in the teamwork between
business segments. There is still much to be learn how
to prioritise things and use our time more effective.

2017.09.14

1.0 h

Supervisor

A supervisors’ meeting between banking and
insurance supervisors, discussing and reflecting on
seminar day, including adopting ICT in to the everyday
job of the professional (presented in more detail in
Case 3, Leading Agile)

2017.10.13

1.0 h

Banking
Insurance
Supervisor

We decide on short term goals, and to work in pairs
(banking account manager and insurance sales
manager). Each pair shall find two new client cases for
cross-selling and to increase our share of the customer
wallet. Moreover, the date of next meeting date is set,
where the aim to evaluated and discuss the goals set.

2017.10.30

1.0 h

Banking
Investment
Supervisor

The meeting contains a change of information of
current issues. We agree on some practical rules for
the future, related to client steering’s and teamwork
between our functions.

2017.10.30

1.0 h

Banking
Insurance
Supervisor

We concluded that in some situations the teamwork
between our functions works quite well. In some client
cases, however, it is very hard to build on the
relationship, due to the various business logics and
risk management priorities and interests between our
functions.

2017.11.07

1.0 h

Banking
Insurance
Supervisor

During the meeting we exchange ideas and stories of
previous experiences. During the last month, there has
occurred teamwork on different levels, from single
client steering’s (in small firms), but also a more
systematic and proactive kind of cooperation (in larger
client entities). A central consideration here is that
most cases seem to be long-lasting. In other words, the
cases have not shown any fast results yet.

2017.11.20

1.0 h

Banking
Insurance
Supervisor

The supervisor comments during the meeting,
whether the teamwork has been adopted to a larger
exchange and to its full potential yet. The results of the
teamwork are still modest. He problematizes the
method, to focus too much on pricing, when
approaching a potential new client. Instead, we should
focus more on the qualitative factors of a potential
relationship and on the companionship that we can
offer.
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APPENDIX 7

ILLUSTRATIVE EXTRACTS

One of the main sources of data for this study is personal field notes. The extracts from
the field notes are presented in the empirical results of my ethnographic study in Chapter
7. Below, I provide illustrative extracts from some of the field notes that were collected.
”Konstruktionen av kundteamet handlar om att kunna leverera en överlägsen kundupplevelse
åt kunden, varje gång. I grund och botten handlar det om att kunna erbjuda de rätta tjänsterna
på rätt tidpunkt, samt ha de mest lämpliga experterna med i teamet för att kunna utföra jobbet
på bästa möjliga sätt”.
The basic idea of constructing the expert-team is to deliver a great customer experience, every
time. The bottom line is being able to offer the services solutions at the right time, as well as having
the most suitable experts in the team to do the job in the best possible way.
Diary entry, 11.6.2013

”Ett identifierbart hinder är att man ibland har olika intressen från en riskhanteringssynvinkel.
Bankens och försäkringbolagens riskanalys av en specifik kund kan påverka motstridigt på
varandras strategier åt vilket håll man vill utveckla kundförhållande, något som i sin tur upplevs
utmanande för uppbyggande av kundteamarbetet”
It’s challenging for the expert-team, if the bank’s and insurance operation’s risk analysis have
opposing views on how to develop a specific client relationship … The banking and insurance
traditions’ business logic and risk policy are based on different assumptions, which makes
cooperation between the traditions in many cases challenging or even pointless.
Diary entry, 2.10.2013

“Yhteinen tekeminen sekä vuorovaikutus on asiakkuustiimityöskentelyn lähtökohta.
Nämä lisäävät ymmärrystä toistemme ajattelutavoista sekä auttavat meitä luomaan
itsellemme paremman kokonaiskuvan. Ne edistävät luottamuksen rakentamista ja ns. mehengen synnyttämistä, jossa kanssakäyminen ja viestintä muuttuisivat jokapäiväisiksi
toimintatavoiksi”.
Ongoing interaction and doing between experts is the basis for effective cooperation. It will
increase our understanding of how others think and act, which will help build a more complete
view of how different things relate to each other. It will also help build trust and a ‘we-spirit’ in our
working environment.
Diary entry, 4.11.2014

“Ongelma asiakkuustiimitoiminnan näkökulmasta on että toimimme siiloissa...”
A challenge sometimes for cooperation between our business segments is that we function in
siloes…
Diary entry, 29.3.2017
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