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Abstract   
This study explored how public sector organizations can organize for digital transformation. 

Current research proposes that organizational flexibility supports digital transformation. In 

contrast, public governments are recognized by consistency and ingrained structures. To 

answer the research question: How can a municipality organize for digital transformation? 

We conducted a case study of a Swedish municipality. Where we collected data through 

interviews, documents, and an open-space workshop. Collected data was inductively 

explored to build an understanding of the material and followingly analyzed through a 

practice lens. The results showed that organizing for digital transformation in the public 

sector is difficult due to traditional municipal practices. We made two contributions. (1) 

Leaders of public sector organizations must establish structures that allow reconfiguration 

of routines to enable performative actions in digital transformation efforts and (2) A 

theoretical component on the nature of digital technology needs to be included if practice 

theory is used in research on digital transformation.      

   

Keywords: Digital Transformation, Public Sector, Organizing, Practice Theory   

1. Introduction   
Digitalization is occurring on a global scale and provides organizations with benefits. Digital 

technologies allow organizations to run operations with higher efficiency and lower cost, 

improve customer relationships to enable new and novel value offerings, increase revenue 

streams, and in some instances transform entire business models (Vial, 2019: Venkatraman, 

2017: Parviainen, Tihinen, Kääriäinen & Teppola, 2017). However, reaping the benefits of 

digitalization is a challenging and daunting task for incumbents, as it often requires changes 

in strategy, organizing, infrastructure, culture, processes, and skills (Vial, 2019: Duerr, 

Holotiuk & Beimborn, 2018: Svahn, Mathiassen & Lindgren, 2017). In fact, consultancy firms 

have assessed the risk of failure in digital transformation to be between 70- 95 % (Forbes, 

McKinsey, KPMG, BCG, Bain & Company). Digital transformation goes beyond merely the use 

of digital technologies and impacts organizations at many levels.     

Issues of organizing is not a new phenomenon. We emphasize organizing, as opposed to 

organization here, to capture a process perspective. Process theorizing attempts to build 

knowledge on “how things evolve and why they evolve in this way” (Langley, 1999, p. 692). 

Taking on this perspective adds analytical value because digital transformation is a process of 

change. Since the Italian Renaissance, organizations have formed operating models with 

separate, specialized units to manage operational complexity (Iansiti & Lakhani, 2020). The 

siloed structure of organizations deepened further in the industrial era to benefit from 

specialization, scale, and speed of learning (Iansiti & Lakhani, 2020). However, the last 

decade's surge of information technologies as enablers for new and more efficient processes 

causes managers to deal with organizational change. A consequence of the rapid pace at which 

digital innovation is emerging (Lyytinen, 2021: Venkatraman, 2017), is that firms need to adapt 

to continuous change, which has implications for aligning efforts to ensure that processes and 

routines are reproducible. Castells (1996) defines technology as “the use of scientific knowledge 

to set methods for doing things in a reproducible way”. Organizations manage complex 

processes in their production of goods and services, and to be efficient in managing these 

processes, they need to master reproducibility.   
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Digital technologies have come to fundamentally transform how organizations operate and 

compete (Wimelius, Mathiassen, Holmström & Keil 2020). To stay competitive, organizations 

must periodically renew their underlying digital platforms and infrastructures based on 

technology advancements (Wimelius et al. 2020). However, while we know that the 

implementation of digital technologies can allow for positive changes in value creation paths 

and efficiency of processes, there seems to be a tendency that organizations to use their 

information systems to reinforce established practices and structures, rather than changing 

them.     

Iansiti & Lakhani (2020) argues that traditional firms need to transform their entire 

operating model to truly unlock the power of digital. On the contrary, they observe that 

implementation of IT often reinforces the siloed structure of firms rather than creating 

transparency and flow of information.     

We posit that it is of critical importance to illuminate the organizational changes that are 

necessary to realize the value of digital technologies with respect to contextual differences. We 

turn to the body of knowledge produced by research regarding what organizational changes 

need to be undertaken to achieve successful digital transformation processes.     

Vial (2019) displays that digital transformation is a multifaceted process, ranging from 

elements of computing technologies, cloud-based solutions, and sensor technologies to 

elements of organizational change and the emergence of new business logic. Digital 

transformation entails that digital technologies are effectively used to pursue business 

objectives. Therefore, digital strategy formulation should point out the elements of the firm’s 

current business model that need to be modified according to the new strategy, along with the 

scope of the digital transformation (Correani, De Massis, Frattini, Petruzzelli & Natalicchio, 

2020). Research on digital transformation shows that the phenomenon has substantial 

implications for organizational structure, culture, and leadership (Vial, 2019).     

Digital transformation may ensue differently between private- and public sector contexts. 

Research suggests that structural flexibility is an enabler for digital transformation (Duerr et 

al., 2018), but fundamental constituents of public governments might constrain this flexibility 

(Francesco & Alford, 2016). Anyhow, public sector organizations are subject to the pervasive 

adoption of digital technologies in society, so we argue that there is a need for producing 

knowledge about digital transformation processes within the public sector.     

SKR (Sveriges kommuner och regioner) states that digitalization is a key method to solve 

demographic challenges for social welfare. As the digitalization of society unfolds, citizens will 

expect the same quality of customer experience in digital services provided by public sector 

actors as they receive elsewhere (Norling, Lindroth, Magnusson & Torell, 2022). This set 

demands on how municipalities conduct their mission and create a need for transformation in 

how they operate and interact with citizens (SKR, 2023; Alvarenga, Matos, Godina & Matias, 

2020). Furthermore, in the strategy for digital development: development in a digital era, 

SKR argues that management and leadership are key in enabling the best outcomes of 

digitalization and increasing the value of social welfare for citizens.    

We use practice theory to analyze the current practices, routines, and structures of our case 

organization. By doing this, we seek to find eventual adaptations in terms of organizing that 

may be needed to facilitate their ambitions of undertaking a digital transformation journey. 

Practice theory provides an analytic unit to understand social, technological, and 

organizational phenomena (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011).  Since digital transformation 

inherently carries consequences for organizing and processes of change, we regard a practice 
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lens to be a useful analytic tool for us, as our area of concern lies in organizing digital 

transformation. We aim to explore how the digitalization council (a unit within the 

municipality), as a form of organizing, currently supports preparations for the municipality’s 

digital transformation. Therefore, we seek to answer the research question: How can a 

municipality organize for digital transformation?      

A case study has been conducted on a unit in a Swedish municipality, namely, the 

digitalization council. Political authorities have assigned the municipality to realize the 

opportunities enabled by the digital transformation of society. The digitalization council 

consists of representatives of each administration in the municipality. The group is tasked to 

have a strategic focus on coordinating digital transformation efforts within the municipality 

rather than acting operatively.  We have studied the council through observations of meetings 

and workshops, interviewed seven representatives, and analyzed meeting documents. To 

clarify, this is not a study of an ongoing digital transformation in the sense, but rather a study 

of the efforts made to prepare for digital transformation.    

2. Related research   

2.1 Digital transformation    
Wessel, Baiyere, Ologeanu-Taddei, Cha & Blegind-Jensen (2021) contribute to the 

conceptualization of digital transformation by comparing it to the established concept of 

ITenabled organizational transformation, which has been studied by IS scholars since the early 

1990s. By conducting two case studies, they generate a more precise framing of the nature of 

digital transformation than what scholars previously have been able to distinguish. One 

important conclusion they make is that in IT-enabled organizational transformation, digital 

technologies support an organization’s existing value proposition whereas in digital 

transformation, digital technologies redefine an organization’s value proposition. To identify 

the differences between IT-enabled organizational transformation and digital transformation, 

Wessel et al. (2021) argue that it is illuminating to inquire about the interrelation between 

value propositions and organizational identity. Identity, in this case, means: “what an 

organization is”. So, we can see that if an organization changes its identity as a result of 

implementing new digital technologies, we refer to this as digital transformation. An example 

is Netflix, which went from being a movie rental business to an online streaming platform. In 

contrast, in Wessels et al. (2021) case study of a hospital (Beta), the organization implemented 

EMR technology to heighten efficiency as an effort to improve the delivery of their already 

existing value proposition of providing healthcare services.  

Both identity and value proposition are relatively abstract concepts that do not suggest a 

specific doing or decision, so what are the underlying building blocks within digital 

transformation that can allow an organization to alter its identity and value proposition?  Vial 

(2019) attempts to inductively build a framework of digital transformation by reviewing 282 

works on the topic. From Vial’s (2019) review, we can conclude that digital transformation 

includes many components, ranging from the implementation of specific technologies, 

organizational changes, strategic responses, and technologies that disrupt the competitive 

landscape. Now, let’s examine the factors at play in digital transformation covered by the 

research. Vial (2019) defines digital transformation as:      
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“A process where digital technologies create disruptions triggering strategic 

responses from organizations that seek to alter their value creation paths while 

managing the structural changes and organizational barriers that affect the 

positive and negative outcomes of this process”. (Vial 2019, p.118)   

   

This definition encompasses the different building blocks of digital transformation, we will 

further examine these. Digital technologies facilitate the recombination of existing products 

and services to provide new forms of digital offerings (Yoo, Henfridsson & Lyytinen, 2010: 

Mithas, Tafti & Mitchell, 2013). For example, platforms enable the redefinition of already 

established markets by facilitating the trading of digital goods and services (Tiwana, Konsynski 

& Bush, 2010). As competition moves from a physical to a virtual plane where information 

flows more freely, barriers to entering the market are lowered. Therefore, digital business 

models have the perks of being able to disrupt markets and pose a threat to incumbents.   

Digital technologies foster the generation of data. One factor in digital transformation is that 

firms strive to exploit the value of data for their benefit (Loebbecke & Picot, 2015). By 

combining data with analytics, firms can customize products and services to better meet the 

needs of their customers or perform processes more efficiently (Gunther, Mehrizi, Huysman & 

Feldberg, 2017). So, the increased availability of data because of implemented digital 

technologies is a driving force in digital transformation. Furthermore, digitally smart firms are 

successful in using the potential of digital technology to uncover new paths of value creation 

and construct new value propositions (Vial, 2019). In addition to using digital technologies as 

an opportunity for altering business models, digital transformation is associated with 

important structural changes in the focal organization (Vial, 2019). 

 One such important structural change regarding digital transformation is the organization’s 

ability to overcome functional silos. If silos persist, the likelihood of a fusion between 

organizational- and IS strategy decreases (Duerr et al., 2017: Li, Liu, Belitski, Ghobadian & 

O’Regan, 2016: Seo, 2017). IS research has previously observed cross-functional teams across 

business units as a strategy to overcome organizational silos. One way to achieve this objective 

is to establish a unit that has access to existing resources but has a degree of independence 

from the rest of the organization. With this structure, the unit is granted a bit of flexibility 

which is favorable to innovation (Maedche, 2016: Sia, Soh & Weill, 2016). Beyond changing 

organizational structures as a strategic response to realize the benefits of digital 

transformation, the disruption caused by digital transformation requires that the culture of the 

focal organization changes (Hartl & Hess, 2017).    

The importance of cultural change in digital transformation processes is also observed by 

Duerr (et al., 2018). Organizational culture in the digital age is characterized by novel forms of 

internal collaboration. Particularly cross-functional teams, physical and virtual collaboration, 

dual structures, and external collaboration (Duerr et al. 2018). Based on their results, Duerr 

(et al., 2018) conclude that cross-functional teams are a popular best practice among 

digitalizing firms. Cross-functional teams are established to reduce conflict and possible 

confusion between operational functions of the organization (Duerr et al. 2018). To ensure 

faster innovation cycles, it is crucial to build an integrated view of different functions. The goal 

is to make the procedure characterized by mutual adjustment to the development of new 

products or processes (Duerr et al. 2018). Thereby, collaboration takes a horizontal form where 

people from different functions sit together. This enables everyone to have transparency over 

everything and to form task teams with the needed input and competence from different 

functions (Duerr et al. 2018).  
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Opposed to the structure of cross-functional teams, Haffke, Kalgovas, and Benlian, (2017) 

found that the traditional separation of IT and business functions is so ingrained in the 

organizational fabric that they become part of the organization’s values. However, to adopt a 

“digital culture”, the literature emphasizes the importance of firms' willingness to take risks 

and experiment with digital technologies on a small scale and selecting successful experiments 

to scale up (Dremel, Wulf, Herterich, Waizmann & Brenner, 2017). This trend resembles the 

principles of agile work methods, inspired by software development practices (Gust, Flath, 

Brandt, Ströhle & Neumann, 2017). The benefits of these types of methods are that firms can 

learn through small, iterative changes while simultaneously adopting long-term plans based 

on the outcomes of experiments and ongoing changes in their environment (Jöhnk, Röglinger, 

Thimmel & Urbach, 2017).     

So far, we have covered a selection of the many building blocks constituting digital 

transformation drawing from Vial’s (2019) research. Among the topics described, we can 

conclude that digital transformation is a multifaceted phenomenon including many aspects 

ranging from advancements in technology to market disruptions and shifts in organizational 

life. However, most of the research that has been made to define or regard processes of digital 

transformation has been conducted in a private sector setting. The logic of managing the 

organization varies across the private and public sectors, and since our case study was made in 

a public sector context, it’s in a perfect place to review what has been done in research 

concerning digital transformation in the public sector.      

2.2 Digital transformation in the public sector     
Norling (et al., 2022) approach digital transformation strategies within the public sector 

through a strategy-as-practice perspective. By analyzing top steering documents published on 

the websites of 282 municipalities in Sweden, their findings suggest that the principal direction 

of digital transformation in Swedish municipalities is primarily set on internal efficiency. The 

mean strategy displays a balance between efficiency vs innovation activities of 78 % vs 22 %. 

This indicates that digital transformation is enacted as a means of continued operations with 

improved efficiency, and the main objective is lower costs and lead times (Norling et al. 2022).     

Municipalities also differ in their digital transformation strategies due to contingency 

factors.  For example, the mention of digital is 20 % more frequent in municipalities that are 

running a surplus compared to those in deficit. In terms of size and geographic location, the 

researchers see a 300 % higher utilization in major cities as well as in municipalities with 

rightwing majorities (Norling et al. 2022). The emerging patterns of the study suggest that 

digital transformation is not equally distributed between different types of municipalities and 

the researchers fear that this might lead to the formation of a split in digital accessibility of 

welfare services depending on where people live (Norling et al. 2022).     

Furthermore, the direction of digital transformation stated in steering documents is weak 

in descriptive power. This is interpreted as digital transformation is not sufficiently 

differentiated from the implementation of information technology (Norling et al. 2022). A 

consequence is that digitalization is seen as value-neutral, meaning that it is rather a matter of 

implementation or not, and it is unclear how it is implemented and why. According to 

Magnusson, Elliot, and Hagberg (2021), this is indicative of an organization that has decoupled 

digital from its strategic intent.     

Decoupling digital transformation might have impacts on democracy, Norling (et al., 2022) 

argue that when digital is decoupled from strategy, politicians retreat from concerns regarding 

how digital transformation should be directed in the municipality. The study suggests that the 
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situation in Sweden is one where there is no difference in the direction of digital transformation 

between left-wing and right-wing majority municipalities. So, the ideology of elected 

representatives does not impact how digital transformation is used to change the operations of 

the municipality (Norling et al. 2022).      

Digital transformation is a necessary shift for the public sector because of the increased 

adoption of digital technologies in society. With a widened scope of use, the applicability spills 

over to welfare services and expectations placed on public sector organizations (Norling et al., 

2022). The authors argue that public sector organizations that fail to adopt the shift towards 

digital will lose relevance to their stakeholders (Norling et al., 2022).    

A more general point regarding the research landscape is that digital transformation within 

the private sector has received ample attention, and successful forms of organizing have been 

identified and exemplified, the formation of cross-functional teams and external collaboration 

to drive innovation is one example (Duerr et al., 2018: Svahn et al., 2017). This suggests that 

structural flexibility functions as an empowering factor in digital transformation.    

However, traditional municipal structures can be suspected of constraining organizational 

flexibility as a response to a changing environment. For example, consistency has an enduring 

significance in the public sector as it is important to ensure the fair treatment of citizens 

(Francesco & Alford, 2016). Consistency is often manifested in a focus on procedural fairness. 

Furthermore, the allocation of resources in public sectors is controlled through budget systems. 

Budget systems are perhaps the key means to operationalize the accountability that public 

governments have towards citizens (Francesco & Alford, 2016). A consequence is that budget 

processes in government are caught between maintaining institutional imperatives for 

responsiveness and consistency, such that practices of public budgeting are often viewed as a 

constraint on organizational flexibility (Francesco & Alford, 2016).    

Against the backdrop that an absence of digitalization efforts will result in a loss of relevance 

to stakeholders, the democratic threat composed by digital decoupling, and that public sector 

organizations face difficulties of structural flexibility which is suggested as an important factor 

of success in digital transformation, we argue that producing knowledge of digital 

transformation in public sector settings are of critical importance. Research is needed to grasp 

the phenomenon and necessary practices for how the public sector best achieves it (Norling et 

al., 2022). This description is much in line with the aim of our study, to contribute to the 

understanding of how public sector organizations can organize for digital transformation.    

2.3 Practices and Routines     
Research on digital transformation emphasizes that organizing logic is a critical part of success 

in digital transformation processes. As Vial (2019) reviews the body of knowledge produced 

concerning digital transformation, he covers topics such as Agility and ambidexterity, 

structural changes required for changing the value creation process, organizational 

structure, organizational culture, leadership, and employee roles and skills. Our area of 

concern lies in organizing for digital transformation; hence, we find practice theory to be a 

useful analytical tool for the digestion of our case study. Practice theory points out the 

relationship between instances of specific situated actions and the social world in which the 

action takes place (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).     

Practice theory adheres to a set of theorizing moves in the investigation of these 

relationships which are: (1) Situated actions are consequential in the production of social life, 

(2) dualisms are rejected as a way of theorizing, and (3) relations are mutually constitutive 

(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).     
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The consequentiality is concluded because everyday actions are consequential in producing 

the structural patterns of social life. Giddens (1984) states that “practices are those social 

actions that recursively produce and reproduce the structures that constrain and enable 

action”. Schatzki (2002) describes consequentiality by stating that “the bundles of human 

activity that constitutes practices enact social orders”. Theorists propose different arguments 

for how social life is created, but a recurrent theme within practice theory is the observation 

that everyday actions constitute the social orders and structures that are manifested in society   

(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).                                                              

 Practice theory rejects dualisms as a way of theorizing and recognizes the inherent 

relationship between elements that commonly are treated dichotomously (Feldman & 

Orlikowski, 2011). These elements include conceptual oppositions such as mind and body, 

objective and subjective, and structure and agency.  While rejecting dualisms, practice theorists 

are enabled to theorize the dynamic constitution of dualities and thereby escape the twin 

fallacies of “objectivist reification” and “subjectivist reduction” (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).     

A third principle of practice theory is the relationality of mutual constitution, this postulates 

that no phenomenon can be taken as independent from another phenomenon. All phenomena 

exist in relation to each other, produced through a process of mutual constitution (Orlikowski 

& Feldman, 2011).  The notion of mutual constitution implies that social orders like structures, 

institutions, and routines cannot be regarded unless the agency that produces them is 

understood. And the other way around, human agency cannot merely be seen as plain action 

but must be understood as configured by structural conditions (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).     

We use an empirical practice lens inspired by Orlikowski and Feldman (2011) to analyze our 

study of the digitalization council because the unit is intended to assist with strategic directions 

for digital transformation across the municipality. To achieve this objective, it is reasonable to 

assume that the municipality must challenge and change some of its current structures and 

practices. Merely the formation of this strategic unit imposes a new structural form on the 

municipality and provokes the need for new practices to realize the set goal of initiating 

processes of digital transformation. Feldman & Orlikowski (2011) argues that contemporary 

organizing is increasingly understood to be complex, dynamic, distributed, and unprecedented. 

To that end, a practice lens can provide a tool for theorizing these undefined and emergent 

phenomena (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).    

2.3.1 Practice lens     
We take on an empirical approach to practice by observing the everyday actions of people and 

subsequent organizational outcomes, an emphasis is put on the activity of organizing in both 

its routine and improvised forms (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). In addition to action, we 

deploy a theoretical approach to practice where we seek explanations for specific actions and 

the context in which they occur. This can be described as the “how” of a practice lens, an 

explanation of the ongoing interdependent relation between organizational structure, and the 

actions people take to reinforce or change organizational outcomes. As stated earlier, digital 

transformation is a phenomenon that emerges through processes of change. Our data is 

collected at a specific point in time, and we regard our findings as single events connected to 

causal chains of events before and after, therefore they are useful to understand the larger 

scheme of how organizing digital transformation unfolds over time (Skog & Öbrand, 2019).   

We would argue that an empirical practice lens is of great use in analyzing the digitalization 

council and its role in digital transformation for the municipality because it is a phenomenon 

that triggers change, in structure as well as human action.     
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A set of concepts drawn from practice theory have been selected to construct an analytical 

body to be applied to collected data. A description of the concepts and how they are intended 

to be used is provided below:      

   

Organizational routines:    
A central feature of human organizations and an explanatory mechanism in many widely 

accepted theories. Routines enable bureaucracies to organize expertise and exercise power 

efficiently. Although they can be defined as repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent 

action, they are not static or unchanging objects (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). In alignment 

with Feldman & Pentland’s contribution (2003), we regard human agency as a potent factor in 

shaping, reinforcing, and changing routines. This can be further understood by considering the 

nature of ostensive and performative aspects of a routine.     

     

Ostensive aspects of routines:    
Ostensive aspects of routines embody what we typically think of as the structure. The ostensive 

aspect enables people to guide, account for, and refer to specific performances of a routine. The 

ostensive aspect of a routine shapes our perception of what the routine is. A common version 

of the ostensive aspect of the hiring routine involves attracting, screening, and choosing 

applicants. This ostensive aspect may be codified as a standard operating procedure. The 

ostensive aspect may have a significant tacit component embedded in procedural knowledge. 

It would be a mistake to conceptualize the ostensive routine as a single, unified object because 

the ostensive incorporates the subjective understandings of participants. The ostensive aspect 

of a routine cannot encompass specific performances because it is impossible to specify any 

routine in sufficient detail that it could be carried out. The ostensive aspect is the conceptual 

idea of a particular routine, whereas the performative aspect is the actual performance of the 

routine.     

 

Performative aspects of routines:   
The performative aspect of routines embodies the specific actions taken by specific people, at 

specific times and places. This brings the routine to life. Performative aspects create, maintain, 

and modify the ostensive aspects of a routine. Feldman & Pentland (2003) argue that the 

relationship between ostensive and performative aspects of routines creates an ongoing 

opportunity for variation, selection, and retention of new practices and patterns of action, this 

allows routines to result in various outcomes, from a source of stability to an opportunity of 

change. Practices are carried out against a background of rules and expectations, but the 

specific courses of action are always, to some extent, novel. Bourdieu (1977, 1990) claims that 

practices are inherently improvisational. Improvisation in organizational routines involves 

attending to the actions taken by relevant others and the details of the situation. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that it would be impossible to carry out the operating procedure of a routine 

the same way twice. So, routines cannot exist as something entirely separated from agency.     

   

Structures:    
Practice theory argues that everyday actions are consequential in producing the structural 

contours of social life (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). Structuration theory suggests that 

structures are produced and reproduced by actions taken by agents, and the actions taken are 

constrained and enabled by structure. According to Giddens (1984), agency and structure are 

not two independent sets of phenomena, they are not dualisms, but represent a duality. To 
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understand how structures emerge, practice theory emphasizes the importance of power 

relationships. For Giddens (1984), power is the agentic capacity to “make a difference”, and 

“make things happen”. Thus, power relations enact structures of domination over time. 

Furthermore, power is understood to have both enabling and constraining implications for 

everyday action (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). If actions represent the more performative 

aspects, structures are more ostensive. Valuable for digital transformation and organizational 

change, is to understand that structural changes can be accomplished by collective action.    

3. Research methodology     

3.1 Research approach     
In this study, we aim to explore how the digitalization council as a form of organizing currently 

supports preparations for the municipality’s digital transformation. We examined the 

digitalization council by conducting a qualitative case study. According to Myers (2020), a case 

study will help us explore and discover relevant features from several perspectives on how and 

why the municipality currently is organizing to achieve digital transformation in the future 

(Myers 2020). The form of a case study was optimal for us, since the studied object unfolds in 

a contemporary, real-life organization, implicating that there was no control of events on the 

part of us as researchers (Myers, 2020). Also, we did not attempt to deliberately intervene in 

situations, we were initially seeking to describe the studied phenomenon which is typical for 

case studies (Myers, 2020). We were also inspired to conduct a case study because of how Yin 

(2018) has advanced the use of case studies as a methodological approach to help enhance the 

quality and rigor of the gathered data.     

To answer our research question, “How can a municipality organize for digital 

transformation?” We needed to gain an understanding of the social context in which the 

phenomenon occurs. Myers (2020) argues that it is impossible for researchers to understand 

why people say and do certain things without talking to them about it. Therefore, we chose a 

qualitative approach. With our case study, we knew as researchers that we wanted to view and 

understand the research context, specifically by talking to the actors involved (Myers 2020). 

Therefore, we decided to apply a qualitative method in this study. Myers (2020) states that 

when researchers have decided on following a qualitative method, they gain a greater 

understanding of respondents’ individual experiences and knowledge of the phenomena. By 

conversing with the participants, researchers are allowed to view and understand social and 

cultural contexts in terms of why the participants act as they do in certain situations. Lewis & 

McNaughton Nicholls (2014); Myers (2020) argue that researchers should focus on questions 

that examine “how” and “why” while conducting a case study. The motivation for that is it will 

offer a greater range of perspectives within the presented context. In the following section, we 

provide a description of our case.    

3.2 Case study    

3.2.1 Case description    
To answer our research question, “How can the public sector organize for digital 

transformation?” We examined the digitalization council within a Swedish municipality. This 

municipality and Umeå University are in an ongoing collaboration, we were introduced to the 

idea of contacting them for this study. Since our study aims to explore organizing digital 

transformation in the public sector, and the digitalization council is established to work 
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towards this objective, it constitutes a well-fitted object for this study. We wanted to make sure 

the process had a high validity; therefore, purposive sampling was performed. This means that 

we selected a specific instance (in our case the digitalization council) that will provide our study 

with the most relevant data (Yin, 2016).    

To give some context to this case, the process started when Swedish politicians decided to 

construct a main goal, with an aim for Sweden of becoming the best in the world in terms of 

using opportunities given by digitalization (regeringen.se). This proceeded when the town 

board formulated a set of visions to heighten the attractiveness of living and working in the 

municipality. To manage the supply of competence, improve the work environment, and 

increase the value of public services, the town board decided that utilizing the opportunities of 

digital transformation is a strategic objective.  For instance, the municipality forecast great 

demographic challenges in the future. By 2050, a population increase from ninety thousand 

people to two hundred thousand is expected. It is estimated that an aging population combined 

with a reduction in the workforce will force challenges upon the municipality in managing its 

societal responsibilities. This composes a clear motivation for digitalizing work. To ensure this 

strategic objective, the town director’s forum has requested the digitalization council to create 

the best possible preconditions for the municipality’s digital transformation, where the 

coordinator has formally been given the CDO (chief digital officer) role.    

The council currently has the form of a cross-functional team consisting of representatives 

from a total of eleven administrations. In this study, representatives from seven 

administrations were available for us: community building, education, technology and real 

estate, culture, digitalization and business development, social services, and leisure. Figure 1 

displays an organizational schedule of the seven administrations represented in our case as 

well as their relation to the digitalization council and management in the municipality. It’s 

important to note that Figure 1 has been constructed to describe an organizational schedule 

that exclusively contains the parts included in our case study.   

 

Figure 1. An organizational schedule of the mentioned actors.    

   

3.3 Data collection     
Several different data collection techniques have been conducted in this study. This process 

began when we conducted a pilot interview that was included in our seven semi-structured 

interviews with seven members of the council. We also participated in an open-space workshop 



 

    

11 

organized by a representative within the municipality and proceeded by reading through 

strategic documents provided by the case organization.     

The data collection process began as mentioned above by conducting a pilot interview, with 

one of the seven respondents from the council. This provided us with an opportunity to see if 

our interview guide needed to be altered. However, the interview provided us with useful 

insights in line with our aim and research question and was therefore included in the study’s 

empirical data. Moving forward, as mentioned above several data collection techniques were 

followed and applied in this study. According to Guion, Diehl & McDonald (2011) when using 

different sources to collect data, it increases the validity of a study and therefore reduces biases, 

thus a data triangulation was applied (Guion, Diehl & McDonald, 2011). In our case, this was 

done through semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and observations of our case 

organization. Applying a triangulation helped us view our research question from multiple 

perspectives and provided us with a clearer understanding of the current “problem” we wanted 

to investigate (Guion, Diehl & McDonald, 2011).   

3.3.1 Interviews     
Choosing semi-structured interviews as our data-gathering technique allowed us to investigate 

and understand the representatives' thoughts and experiences within the digitalization council 

(Myers, 2020). Specifically in terms of the representative’s routines and practices in relation 

to digital transformation within the municipality. For that reason, an interview guide was 

prepared in advance to ask appropriate questions about the research area (appendix 1). 

However, it’s important to be aware of the interview guide is not being strictly followed since 

the interviews were semi-structured (Myers, 2020). Since this is a qualitative approach, we 

wanted to have several open-ended questions to let the participants answer in their own words 

(Yin, 2016). Some of the interview questions were re-phrased or added depending on which 

administration the respondent represented or depending on their expertise within the subject 

area.   

 In terms of sampling, we decided to do a purposive sampling, since we specifically wanted 

to gain various insights from the representatives of the digitalization council (Yin 2016). It was 

important for our study that the chosen participants represented different administrations, to 

gain different perspectives on the subject. Therefore, emails were sent to specific participants 

from various administrations in the digitalization council with suggestions of fitting dates to 

conduct the interviews.    

When it was time to perform the interviews, we made sure to welcome the participants and 

introduced the research area and its context. The respondents were informed about their 

anonymity and details of how the collected data would be stored and deleted after the thesis is 

published. After receiving the question of recording the interviews, all participants agreed and 

signed the consent form.  All interviews were conducted in Swedish. Five interviews were 

performed remotely through Teams while the remaining two were in person. We suggested 

meeting all respondents in person, but for practical reasons, most preferred to be interviewed 

via Teams.   

The interviews took approximately 30 minutes – 45 minutes to perform. This is primarily 

due to some of the respondents answering with more dept to the questions or wanting to share 

and discuss their own personal experiences. If a respondent gave short answers, the authors 

tried to ask follow-up questions to receive more in-depth answers. At the end of each interview, 

all respondents were asked if they wanted to add something or if they had any questions 
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regarding the thesis. To finish up the authors thanked the respondents for their participation 

in the study. In Table 1 we present a few characteristics of each respondent.   

   

Respondents   

   
   

    Gender   

   

   

Employed by the 

council since 

(year)   

Time of interview   

(min)   

Respondent 1   Male   2019   42 min   

Respondent 2   Male   2020   30 min   

Respondent 3   Male   2022   38 min   

Respondent 4   Male   2019   37 min   

Respondent 5   Male   2019   44 min   

Respondent 6   Male   2019   45 min   

Respondent 7   Female   2022   40 min   

   

Table 1: Characteristics of the seven interviewed representatives from the digitalization council. 

3.3.2 Documents     
To complement the data that was gathered from interviews, we decided to analyze internal 

documents provided by the municipality. The documents contained information regarding the 

municipality’s strategies moving forward in terms of digitalization, the aim and mission of the 

digitalization council, and various definitions set by the council in terms of digitalization and 

digital transformation.     

 

3.3.3 Open-space workshop     
An open space workshop was organized to increase creativity within the digitalization council. 

As well as to inspire the council’s members to make use of this method within their 

administrations, or to enhance the collaboration among all administrations moving forward.    

All members of the council were invited to take part in the workshop, as well as the researchers 

for the study, the total number of participants was therefore ten. This functioned as a 

participant observation for us as we were allowed to take part in the digitalization council in 

its real-life context. By immersing ourselves in their activity and taking field notes, we gained 

a complementary understanding that could not have been accumulated by interviews alone 

(Myers, 2020).    

The purpose of the workshop was to address challenges within all administrations and 

discuss potential solutions. After identifying these challenges, the idea would be to have a 

common ground on how to resolve shared issues within the municipality.  The workshop was 

led by a representative of the council that made sure everyone was actively participating and 

following the structure of the open space. For instance, by identifying expectations for the 

participants of being open to discussions, claiming responsibility to address challenges, and 

finding solutions. After the introduction, all participants were given instructions to write down 

challenges within their administration and needed to proceed by presenting a question or 

subject relevant to their administration.     
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This resulted in a total of 7 topics being identified out of 10 participants, see Figure 2. All 

topics were divided into various time slots and settings of A, B, and C. Where all participants 

would choose each topic to be a part of and discuss, and go sit by the location of A, B, or C. The 

individuals who initiated each topic had a personal responsibility of leading the discussion and 

writing down potential solutions and suggestions to move forward with the subject. After the 

workshop, documentation of covered topics and activities during the session was shared with 

us through email.    

   

     

Figure 2: A summarized table of the seven defined topics at the open-space workshop.   

3.4 Data analysis    
After conducting a total of seven interviews we proceeded to transcribe them. We decided to 

transcribe all interviews independently by listening to our recorded audio. This was done to 

capture and comment on any sounds we might have missed during the interviews. It is worth 

mentioning that all interviews were conducted in Swedish, therefore, we decided to transcribe 

all text into Swedish as well. However, all data and quotations presented in our thesis have 

been translated into English. Furthermore, the analysis was performed in three stages. It began 

with open coding and an exploratory approach, and later we deductively related our findings 

to the concepts of our empirical practice lens.     

Our first step in the data analysis was to perform an open coding process (Yin, 2016). This 

allowed us to familiarize ourselves with the data in an exploratory manner and open new 

theoretical possibilities as our understanding of data deepened (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this 

step, we decided to perform our coding independently to create our own perception of the data 

without affecting each other, this was to achieve validity in the data analysis process (Guion et 

al 2011). We proceeded by discussing our findings and created a shared Word document with 

our merged potential codes, these codes were then transferred into the Atlas.ti software tool. 

We used Atlas.ti to iteratively position clusters of text from the dataset and sort out resembling 

quotes into codes. Initially, together we identified 187 quotations and 36 codes, however as we 

iteratively analyzed the empirical data together, we landed on a total of 158 quotations and 24 

codes.     
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When our open coding process was completed, we moved on to step 2 and deployed the 

empirical practice lens inspired by Orlikowski and Feldman (2011). The practice lens served as 

an analytical tool to understand what factors support or prevent the municipality in its DT 

efforts. This data analysis process focuses on the material gathered from all seven interviews, 

reviewing documents, and the open space workshop.      

Generated codes were analyzed through our practice lens and supported us in establishing 

categories. The concepts drawn from the practice lens helped us understand how codes related 

to each other and had an explanatory value of emerging patterns. Finally, many codes were 

categorized under our concepts from practice theory. The process of categorizing codes was 

done iteratively as our understanding of collected data developed over time.      

Step three began when the iterative process of relating codes into the categories was 

finalized. The coded material was positioned under four main categories drawn from our 

empirical practice lens. The categories are organizational routines, organizational structures, 

ostensive aspects-, and performative aspects of routines. During this process, we identified 

meaningful codes that did not fit into the concepts belonging to the practice lens. These codes 

were not necessarily related to practice theory but provided insights into the municipality's DT 

efforts. Therefore, we included a fifth category named data architecture and leadership.    

To conclude, at this stage of the data analysis, codes are related to the categories to enable 

a meaningful analysis, view Figure 3. We make reservations that the data analysis has 

remained an iterative process with an established validity throughout the production of the 

report to clarify codes and naming as our work progressed. By applying data triangulation in 

this study’s analysis, we have been able to view our data from several perspectives, which has 

given us an opportunity to find a deeper meaning of our data (Guion et al 2011). Our findings 

will be presented in the results section.    

   

Themes    Codes    

Ostensive aspects of 

routines   
  Identifying role   

Common denominator 

Advisory   
Different perspectives   

Performative 

aspects of routines   
Absence of output   

Agency   
Competence   

Knowledge sharing 

Nonoperative   

Organizational 

structures   
Expected responsibility   

Structure   
Cooperation   

Conditions for DT   
DT efforts varies   

Separated from operations 

Organizational 

routines   
Everyday routines   

New practices   
Supply of competence 

Unclear DT efforts   
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Data architecture & 

Leadership   
Management priorities 

Data architecture   
Cross functional teams   

Re-organizing   
Economic context   

   

Figure 3: Our identified 24 codes within the five themes.   

3.5 Ethical considerations     
When conducting a research study, it is crucial to be aware of ethical considerations, especially 

when it involves individuals. This includes adhering to appropriate ethical procedures when 

collecting data and ensuring ethical standards are upheld throughout the research project 

(Myers, 2020; Vetenskapsrådet 2002). Especially when working with an external collaborator, 

as in this case a municipality.  To upload strong ethical integrity, four key principles were 

followed in this thesis: Truthfulness, Thoroughness, Objectivity, and Relevance (Myers, 2020). 

Truthfulness emphasizes the importance of honesty and sincerity in the study, while 

thoroughness requires careful consideration of the methodology’s construction. Objectivity 

mandates that researchers should refrain from injecting their personal views or biases into the 

study. Finally, relevance dictates that the study should not be conducted wastefully but instead 

serves a clear purpose (Myers, 2020). In this study, we have decided to anonymize the 

respondents’ work titles and which administration each respondent represents to make sure 

they are anonymized, and that their confidentiality is respected. It has also been a priority to 

make sure all participants have been aware of their anonymity as well as how the data has been 

handled in terms of GDPR and the university’s guidelines. This has for instance been achieved 

by informing all participants of their rights to decline audio recordings of the interviews, or by 

obtaining informed consent documents signed by the participants (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002).    

4. Results    
In the following section, we will present the results of the data collection and analysis. Our 

identified concepts inspired by a practice lens make up the categories through which we 

structure this section. These categories are ostensive - performative aspects of routines, 

organizational structures, and organizational routines. An additional category, data 

architecture and leadership, has been constructed through our data analysis and will therefore 

be presented as our fifth category. The choice of structuring our results this way is motivated 

by the aim of contributing to the knowledge of how digital transformation is being organized 

within the municipality, with an emphasis on organizing.    

4.1 Ostensive aspects of routines     
Ostensively, the role and function of the digitalization council are clear. Data collected from 

interviews and documents show us that the representatives are aware of what the council’s 

contribution should be, although with a relatively high level of abstraction:     

    

“The digitalization council’s work is about creating conditions for enabling the 

transition to digital transformation, so we are working more towards 
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governance and management, and obviously I have a tight dialogue with my boss 

regarding development and so on...”  - Respondent 1   

    

“I was familiar with the purpose of the council. We were an intersecting forum 

within the municipality, a strategic convention to accelerate digital 

transformation, but I did not know more details than that.” - Respondent 4   

    

“The digitalization council was established to cover the strategic line but is filled 

with people that do not have strategic responsibility in all cases, but that was the 

purpose, I am expected to watch over strategic issues, whatever that means.” 

Respondent 3   

    

These quotes support the notion that members of the digitalization council possess ostensive, 

yet highly abstract, knowledge of what results the council should generate. The digitalization 

council has also informed itself of the municipality’s current state of innovation and 

digitalization by reviewing results from different indexes provided by consulting services. For 

example, they have adopted the three-box solution by Vijay Govindarajan. The solution is a 

method for innovation where current, old, and future practices are sequenced in conceptual 

boxes, and applying this method is supposed to drive innovation.     

Additionally, the council has been studying a conceptual framework (Dimios) that measures 

an organization’s digital maturity. By participating in a meeting, we observed that the use of 

Dimios functioned as a way of appreciating the digital maturity of the municipality but was not 

discussed in a manner of having an impact on effective work. Below a respondent describes 

how Dimios is used as of now.    

    

“For example, with Dimios..., it is a part of the program for digital 

transformation..., it is a measurement of the administration’s digital maturity 

and the conditions for working with digitalization and realize the opportunities 

with it, basically.” - Respondent 6   

    

By using these services, the ostensive clarity of what digital transformation is and how it should 

be organized is heightened for the council’s members. Despite the ostensive clarity of how to 

organize digital transformation, our findings show that members are uncertain about how to 

pursue set goals in their daily work. Several of the respondents have highlighted the obscurity 

of the fact that an excessive amount of time has been spent identifying the council’s role.     

    

“The last semester was entirely spent on continually pondering about this. What 

should we do? Where do we need to improve?” - Respondent 3   

    

“We are busy trying to determine: how should we work in the digitalization 

council?” - Respondent 7   

    

“Yeah, but why do we exist?” - Respondent 2   

    

To summarize, the council has put a lot of effort into educating themselves about digital 

transformation and trying to identify how the council effectively should support the 
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municipality's digital transformation. Despite producing ostensive ideas of how to organize 

digital transformation, our findings suggest that the council cannot turn ostensive aspects into 

performative action.    

4.2 Performative aspects of routines    
Viewed performatively, we can see how the role and function are both obscure and constantly 

(re-)negotiated within the council itself. Respondent 3 is not alone in thinking of the 

digitalization council’s work as tentative and uncertain. Performative aspects of a routine 

entail the actual and effective doing of work. From the interviews, examples of how the 

council’s activities have supported digitalization efforts are very scarce. We received examples 

of quite the opposite, the council is not producing concrete changes in IT-related issues at the 

municipality. Many of the respondents expressed concern about this:      

    

“I would not say that our work with digitalization is mainly derived from the 

council, even if questions raised there might be relevant for us” - Respondent 6   

    

Moving forward there is also a sense of frustration because the council is perceived to not have 

any impact on accelerating digital transformation in the municipality.    

    

“So, the purpose of the digitalization council and all these things of accelerating 

the pace of digital transformation, but it has not happened. We have not 

contributed anything that accelerates the pace for anyone. We have not delivered 

anything outside the council...” - Respondent 3   

    

When asked how the council can support the administration in reaching its goals, Respondent 

5 has low expectations:    

    

“I do not think the council can do anything for us, really. They might have the 

possibility to coordinate our resources and intentions to generate something 

valuable” - Respondent 5   

    

Respondents have shared examples of performative action in regard of changing routines to 

support digital transformation, however, these initiatives are decided upon, and implemented 

within the administrations, rather than being orchestrated by the council. For instance, 

respondent 1 and 2 shares different examples of how digital technologies have helped two 

administrations create vision boards of what the next steps should be moving forward with the 

help of digital technologies. An example is provided by Respondent 4:     

   

“Currently we have several areas that we are planning to digitalize even further 

within our administration. We are for instance currently working on different 

technologies that can be applied to help us advance our welfare technology. An 

example of advancing our current processes is with a surveillance camera.” – 

Respondent 4   
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Since this currently is being pursued within some of the administrations, Respondent 1 

expresses the importance of following these examples within the entire municipality down 

below:     

    

“It would be madness if one administration alone is driving this kind of issue... It 

needs to be done cooperatively. That is a condition that must be created” - 

Respondent 1   

    

However, respondent 4 might disagree and seems to contemplate factors that might hinder the 

council’s ostensive insights into performative action by stating:    

    

“Once again, the administrations deal with different circumstances, so I think we 

need to find the smallest common denominators in several areas regarding 

leadership, economy, resources, competence, and so on. We do not have the 

fundamentals sorted out, and it does not happen overnight, so you need to start 

carefully with something sustainable for all the administrations with respect for 

their varying pre-conditions" - Respondent 4   

    

This section displays that the council’s members cannot exemplify performative actions taken 

by the decision of the council. The last quote suggests that structural factors may have 

implications in turning the council’s ostensive idea generation into performative aspects of 

new routines.    

4.3 Organizational structures     
Viewed through organizational structures, the analysis shows that the council is currently not 

empowered to realize the mission it has been given. The digitalization council is hierarchically 

positioned between the town board and the administrations, where it is supposed to guide 

digital transformation efforts in the administrations.     

However, it has not been given a decision mandate or executive power of allocating 

resources to projects. Instead, all administrations have a high degree of autonomy in directing 

and financing their digitalization projects. Furthermore, the representatives find it hard to 

fulfill the advisory role the council should provide to the administrations.     

    

“Yes, it’s an ongoing challenge, i.e., how do we get our digitalization work 

connected to the municipality's digitalization work?” - Respondent 5   

   

The same respondent proceeds within this subject by stating that:    

    

“I effectively become the link to bring back input from the council and assess how 

it affects us in different ways. I try to find the appropriate forum to hand over the 

task. We have no clear structure, as long as I am by myself, I can manage, but if 

more people become involved it is harder to manage this conveyance. At the same 

time, since things come from different directions, I cannot be everywhere and get 

a hold of everything”. - Respondent 5   
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We can conclude that respondent 5 holds the view that there is a lack of established structures 

to turn inputs from the digitalization council’s activities into actual changes in the 

administrations. Respondent 3 shares the opinion that the council has weak ties to the digital 

transformation initiatives that are started within different administrations.    

    

“So, the apparatus that is working with digital transformation is the object 

management or within those projects that are driven in each administration, and 

they have no connection to the digitalization council”. - Respondent 3   

    

Continuously, the complexity and diverse nature of the municipality’s administrations’ 

responsibilities makes up for a structure, in which the respondents find it difficult to create a 

mutual, cross-organizational strategy for a coherent digital transformation. Therefore, many 

respondents emphasize the importance of identifying basic conditions that must be put in place 

in each administration to accelerate digital transformation. For example, respondent 1 argues 

that it is of great importance to establish a structure that ensures that digitalization efforts are 

coordinated and spread across the organization:     

    

“They have created a dashboard to visualize what parts of the roads need to be 

cleared from ice and snow. It would be madness if one administration handles 

this kind of issue. I mean, that they build their own data storage and methods of 

analysis, these things need to be done in common across the municipality. That is 

definitely a condition that must be created”. - Respondent 1   

    

Drawing from interview excerpts, the municipality's structural constitution is characterized by 

diversity and separation between mission objectives between the administrations. This evokes 

a challenge in organizing digital transformation because specific use of technologies, routines, 

and obstacles may vary a lot depending on an administration's context. From a management 

perspective, there is a need to identify common, yet unspecific, denominators for enabling 

digital transformation. These denominators are not so easily identified. Respondent 4 

describes the challenge:     

   

“There are organizational issues that need to be addressed. You need to create a 

mutual goal about what should be put in place in each administration, what is 

expected to be provided centrally in terms of support, developmental resources, 

and so on... and obviously there must be room for variation because the 

administrations have different starting points that you must consider. It feels like 

we are still searching with light and candle to make our way forward with this.” 

- Respondent 4   

   

Regarding what role and impact the council should have within the municipality, we asked the 

respondents if the council should have an advisory, educational, or decision-making role. 

Given these alternatives, none of the respondents replied that the council should have the 

power to make decisions, which it also does not have now. They all agreed that it should 

function as an informative and advisory unit. In this setting, they are not mandated to steer 

and allocate resources for digital transformation projects within the administrations. The lack 

of a decision mandate combined with that they are currently struggling to connect their 
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activities with the digitalization projects started in the administrations leaves them unable to 

fulfill the advisory role they have ambitions to provide. Respondent 4 describes this situation:    

    

“First and foremost, we should be a council. But somehow there is an uncertainty 

because we are not used as a council right now. For example, the town director’s 

forum could be an instance that sends questions on referral to the digitalization 

council, but we are not that formal right now” - Respondent 4   

    

We note how the municipality’s organizational structure is impeding the council from realizing 

the mission of enabling and supporting digital transformation assigned by the town board. This 

might have detrimental effects on their ability to establish new organizational routines that can 

accelerate digital transformation. We cover how so in the next category.    

4.4 Organizational routines    
The arranged open-space workshop that we participated in was held to inspire the council’s 

members to make use of this routine within their administrations. This shows that the council 

is making efforts to create new routines that will support the digital transformation moving 

forward. In the interviews, we were given examples of routines that are not formulated or 

implemented by the digitalization council but have come up because one representative wields 

agency to form new work methods that aim to facilitate the shift to digital.      

    

“We have taken 100 000 skr. And then we have said that any coworker at the 

administration with an idea can get funded 15 000 skr to do what they want. For 

example, trying something with a digital camera, hiring a drone, attending a 

seminar, or whatever. If you have an idea, we will finance it. This is a way of 

promoting new initiatives to improve the value for citizens. We have an AI engine 

to optimize the construction process. “- Respondent 2   

    

“We started doing storytelling from the future and answered: what significates a 

future when the construction process is digitalized? It was received well among 

the participants, and we concretized ideas into several goals.”  - Respondent 2   

    

Here, respondent 2 displays active consideration and participation in establishing new 

routines that have not previously been used in the administration, and the motivation for 

implementing them is to activate coworkers in forming the administration's future in terms of 

digital. Moreover, respondent 2 implied that they should change hiring routines in the 

administration to heighten digital skills:    

    

“For example, our administration is responsible for building permits. When we 

recruit people to manage that process, we hire a case manager, while we really 

should hire a UX designer. That could help us work smarter and more efficiently. 

I think we must invest resources to work with digital service development. A 

general challenge is that we do not involve those customers that we serve when 

developing new services or products. We develop a service in isolation and then 

reach out”.  - Respondent 2   
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As noted earlier, these routines are not instructed or implemented by the digitalization council. 

Furthermore, respondents state that a set routine for transferring insights from the council’s 

activities back to the administration does not exist. Hence, the respondents have had a certain 

degree of freedom in doing this work.     

    

“Well, it is a continuous challenge, how do we get our digitalization efforts aligned 

with the municipality’s digitalization efforts? We have a little group at my 

administration that we call IT coordination which consisted of the directors and 

me. We have had irregular meetings every six months... Ideally, you would wish 

to have a more strategically organized agenda and rules of procedure”. - 

Respondent 5   

    

Respondent 4 also holds the view that the members are quite free to manage their own work 

concerning participation within the digitalization council. On the question of whether the 

respondent received any protocol for how to report material from the council back to the 

administration, the answer was no:     

    

“Ehm, no nothing specific about that, no. I assume that is more individual, I read 

up on the topics to be discussed and stay prepared for the content that will be 

covered. But no instructions from the administration, it’s on me to identify if there 

any questions raised in the council that I need to report internally”. Respondent  

4   

    

We interpret that the absence of established routines regarding how to transfer insights 

produced within the council into outputs at the administration level opens a certain degree of 

agency for the representatives in how to perform this work. This freedom, or agency, put 

requirements on their skills and knowledge in terms of implementing changes that enable 

digital transformation. This will be further elaborated in the discussion section. The 

respondents reflected on the need for new skills and competencies within the municipality. 

One of them thinks that knowledge is a major barrier to fulfilling the objective of utilizing 

opportunities with digitalization.     

    

“I think knowledge is a challenge, and I think we are locked in administrating and 

trying to keep our heads above the surface all the time, and then it easily happens 

that you have no energy left to develop new things.” - Respondent 2   

    

Respondent 3 also has the opinion that the right kind of skills is missing to achieve faster 

progress.     

    

“We (the digitalization council) need appropriate expertise to be advisory, but we 

do not have it. I do not think it is wrong to have a council, but it should be based 

on architectural governance or a similar area which requires specific skills.” - 

Respondent 3   

    

“Secondly, to arrive at these investments that need to be made for facilitating 

digitalization efforts and business development, we need people who are actively 
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busy with this. So, we need business developers with this kind of competence, and 

we lack that right now.” - Respondent 3   

    

As covered in the results section of organizational structures, the respondents agree that it is 

important to find a common, cross-organizational strategy for the municipality’s digital 

transformation processes. We interpret that this ambition is not so consistent with our findings 

regarding routines. The fact that representatives are creating their own routines for initiating 

digitalization without them being regulated a step up the hierarchy (i.e., the digitalization 

council) can have strategic implications for establishing a coherent digital transformation 

across the municipality. Respondent 3 expressed concerns in this matter.     

    

“We must make sure if we purchase a device, everyone must be able to use it. That 

is not the case today, the community youth center has their solution, public baths 

have theirs, and so on. That is not moving in the same direction. Moving in the 

same direction implies making broader investments. It is strategic investments in 

budget processes and so on”. - Respondent 3   

4.5 Data Architecture and Leadership     
The fifth category has been identified to present the respondent’s opinions on current issues 

that need to be addressed to enhance the digital transformation within the municipality. 

Regardless of whether these occurrences take place inside or outside the council’s boundaries. 

To support this matter several quotes and examples will be presented to reveal what they 

believe requires attention in terms of moving forward with the digital transformation.     

Throughout several of the interviews, the respondents mention how the municipality is 

currently burdened with too many IT systems. Various examples were given of how the current 

technology results in complicated information flows and time-consuming processes:     

   

“Within my administration, we need to cut down the number of systems. 

Especially concerning facility management. We monitor ventilation and lighting 

through systems. These are purchased for every new construction. We need to 

have fewer systems, and systems that can be connected to new facilities so we can 

monitor several facilities within the same system. This would make it much easier 

to manage”. - Respondent 3   

    

“... how do we make use of all the data around us that we see... how can we work 

with open data?... We have much to learn there, to make one coherent chain where 

the fieldworkers’ daily work is supported by those who control information flows. 

That way we could create value by planning, and managing maintenance more 

systematically based on data rather than gut feeling”.  - Respondent 5   

    

“How should we collaborate with society to increase the value for all citizens? If 

we want to do that, then we have to work with open data, have high-quality data, 

have an administration, etc. Otherwise, the produced quality will be so poor, 

therefore we need to be different in managing the information. I think we still 

have a lot to learn there, to get the whole chain from managers to floor workers, 

to get that information and knowledge from the person who takes care of the 
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entire information flow, so that the value can be created and expanded. That’s 

why I think a lot of it has to do with the information flow.” -  Respondent 5   

    

The respondents seem to agree that data architecture and upgrading information flows are 

important areas to invest in for the municipality’s digital transformation. Moreover, the 

representatives argue that top management has a decisive role in steering and enabling further 

campaigns to reach objectives in terms of digitalization. Respondent 3 argues that people in 

leadership positions who possess decision mandates need to address this challenge for things 

to change. It can be worth noting here that the digitalization council does not have a decision 

mandate regarding finances or investing resources into projects.     

    

“The common thing (in the municipality) is that we have problems with storing, 

collecting, and owning information. That is a big deal, and to solve this we have 

challenges to overcome regarding transferring, retrieving, and integrating data 

between systems. However, many of the systems we use now have an openness 

that makes this possible. So, it is a matter of whether we will invest in this or not, 

and by investing, I mean allocating resources for it. We need information 

architects, business developers, and software developers that collect and develop 

data flows”. - Respondent 3   

    

“Well, I think there are many aspects there, a more explicit governance from top 

management in our organization, the municipality as a whole needs a clear 

direction in terms of digitalization.” - Respondent 4   

    

The arguments made on leadership show that the top management are holding the keys for 

realizing the expressed transitions needed in terms of data architecture and information flows 

explained earlier.     

    

“My recommendation has always been to look at the needs of the municipality for 

which a group needs to review current governance. Right now, we are weaker in 

terms of management for both portfolio and architecture governance.” - 

Respondent 3   

    

“Some decisions need to be made higher up in the hierarchy, it can be general 

things that matter for the whole organization. “- Respondent 7   

    

One such general matter is described by respondent 4:    

    

“Frankly, I think they have got it a bit twisted. The target is only dedicated to 

certain administrations. Elderly care and education are assigned this task. That 

signals that since we have the biggest challenges, we should also invest most in 

digitalization. But really, other administrations could also benefit the 

municipality through digitalization processes. For example, community building 

could increase efficiency for the entire municipality.” - Respondent 4   
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Regarding organizing digital transformation, we need to be aware that our case takes place in 

a public sector setting. There are organizational factors that reduce the opportunities for being 

innovative and establishing new ways of doing work. Many respondents recognize that the 

municipality is heavy in administering existing practices, and a consequence is that change 

runs slow. Models of financing projects may also inhibit investments in innovation.     

    

“It can be about financing, I mean, the municipality has a revenue of 8 billion skr. 

And if we take a look at the private sector, they can invest 10-30 percent in 

developing new offerings. The municipality doesn’t do that, here, it’s about 1 or 2 

percent. So, we must find ways of financing that make economic resources 

available for development. Technology, pre-conditions, and not at least culture 

and leadership are all connected” - Respondent 1   

5. Discussion     
In this section, we will discuss our findings, and analyze their underlying reasons and 

explanations by comparing them to research on digital transformation. We will elaborate on 

what research enunciates as crucial practices in organizing for digital transformation, and how 

it relates to the conclusions we draw from our study.      

The research field insists that digital transformation is associated with important structural 

changes in the focal organization (Vial, 2019). One such change is the formation of 

crossfunctional teams which enables faster innovation cycles (Duerr et al., 2018). An important 

characteristic of cross-functional teams is that all representatives of the different functions are 

included in all decisions (Duerr et al., 2018). The digitalization council has the structure of a 

cross-functional team since the members represent the municipality’s various administrations.    

Nevertheless, they lack the empowerment of making executive decisions regarding digital 

innovation projects. A consequence of that is that they are unable to trigger the change that 

they are assigned to make in the organization. The respondents are aware of this as they all 

agree that an excessive amount of time has been spent on identifying the council’s role, and 

several of them state that top management needs to steer the agenda towards digital 

transformation in terms of allocating resources and financing projects. Furthermore, Duerr (et 

al., 2018) argue that one reason for forming cross-functional teams is to reduce conflict and 

confusion between functions. We argue that the digitalization council has not yet had this effect 

in the municipality. The IT projects and routines that have been initiated by representatives of 

the council do not seem to be informed or decided upon by the council but are executed within 

the administrations separately.  A probable consequence of this setting is that it will create 

strategic implications for making coherent digital transformation efforts across the 

organization. We base this argument on Vial’s (2019) description of how the CDO role should 

support the organization’s digital transformation, which is to make sure that digital 

technologies are correctly leveraged and aligned with the targets of the organization. The CDO 

manifests this by acting as a boundary spanner to implement a digital business strategy into a 

sequence of concrete actions (Vial 2019). This description of “how to do” digital transformation 

does not correspond to what is occurring in the municipality and the separation of IT projects 

mentioned earlier.     

Viewed through our practice lens inspired by Feldman and Orlikowski (2011), we find 

explanations for why the members of the council are concerned about the difficulties they have 
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had in identifying what role they should play in the municipality and the stated absence of 

delivering anything concretely valuable from inside the council.     

While the council ostensively acts as a cross-functional arena for shaping municipal 

digitalization efforts and disseminating ideas, methods, and examples of digitalization within, 

and beyond, municipal boundaries, it has little impact in practice. Our analysis of the 

performative aspects of the council shows why.     

All respondents assert that the activities of the digitalization council have not generated any 

substantial changes in performative actions within their administrations. The ostensive idea 

generation does not necessarily inform or support the performative initiatives toward digital 

transformation that are executed in the administrations. This dynamic between the ostensive 

and performative aspects raises questions as to whether there is any value in the digitalization 

council’s current activities.  Against the backdrop of the municipality having ambitions in 

utilizing the opportunities of digital transformation, it seems important to grasp the underlying 

factors as to why this dynamic between ostensive and performative aspects has emerged. Some 

of the respondents claim it could be partly explained by the lack of needed competencies, but 

we would also argue that the current setup of organizational structure hampers their ability 

to turn ostensive insights into performative output.     

Representatives of the council share the view that access to data and enabling more effective 

work by upgrading data architecture is an important step to reap the benefits of digital. 

However, the representatives in the digitalization council cannot launch projects in this 

direction because the current organizational structure does not permit the council’s members 

to wield agency or performative action to steer the management and investments of the 

municipality’s data architecture. Instead, the representatives must exert performative action 

within their administration, and to get things done they must receive support from the leaders 

of their administration. So, the council is conditioned by the fact that whatever decisions or 

investments they propose must go through other channels before anything is executed. This 

structure may leave the council unable to contribute to the task they are assigned. We see it as 

an example of Gidden's theory of the recursive relationship between agency and structure in 

which enacted structures constitute ongoing actions (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). Despite the 

council’s limited opportunity of having an impact on organizational actions, our results show 

that representatives can impact routines, but in a different arena. For example, respondent 2 

exerted agency and gave examples of two routines that were created by the administration to 

promote the utilization of digital technologies to generate more efficient processes. This is in 

accordance with Pentland & Feldman’s argument that routines can be a source of inertia and 

inflexibility, but also a source of flexibility and change (2003). Although organizational 

routines are often understood as reenacting the past, the performance of routines can also 

involve adapting to contexts requiring ongoing changes and reflecting on the meaning of 

actions (Feldman & Pentland, 2003).      

We have problematized the current situation in which the council has generated a 

substantial ostensive understanding of organizing digital transformation, while 

simultaneously not delivering anything in terms of performative action. Both the ostensive and 

performative aspects are necessary for an organizational routine to exist (Feldman & Pentland, 

2003). Since none of the respondents think that the digitalization council should have a 

decision mandate, a viable option could be to keep the council responsible for ostensive aspects 

of digital transformation and have other instances responsible for performative actions. This 

form of organizing creates a challenge in how to make the ostensive insight informative of the 

performative actions later taken. Currently, the municipality has not found a structure for how 
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this should be done, but a practical suggestion is that the municipality formulates a routine for 

how the council’s work informs and impacts decisions from top management in terms of 

steering and financing digital transformation investments.    

Against this backdrop, we answer the research question: How can a municipality organize 

for digital transformation? By providing a distinct contribution. We have identified reasons 

for how it is difficult to organize digital transformation in public sector organizations. The 

practice lens we apply supports us in demonstrating how the current form of organizing 

supports, or not supports the municipality’s digital transformation. Equitable reasoning on the 

interdependent relation between the municipality’s structure and the actions the council’s 

members take to reinforce or change organizational outcomes has been provided.  If the 

municipality aspires to realize digital transformation and the organizational change that such 

an undertaking entails, leadership must make certain that structures are in place to configure 

routines that enable and empower performative action, reflecting the ostensive understanding 

and supported by technical infrastructure.    

However, due to established and traditional municipal structures, it is difficult to achieve 

such structural flexibility. Other concepts of enduring significance within the public sector 

stand in the way, for example, consistency (Francesco & Alford, 2016). Consistency is regarded 

as important to ensure equitable treatment of citizens, often manifested in a focus on 

procedural fairness. This has been sustained on the constitutional foundations about the 

accountability of governments (Francesco & Alford, 2016). Furthermore, budget systems 

prescribe and enforce rules as to the allocation, transfer, and spending of public resources. 

Hence, budget systems are perhaps the key means to operationalize this accountability. A 

following consequence is that budget processes in government are caught between maintaining 

institutional imperatives for responsiveness and consistency, such that practices of public 

budgeting are often viewed as a constraint on organizational flexibility (Francesco & Alford, 

2016). The power of allocating resources is, as explained above, locked to certain positions 

within the municipality, and therefore restricts the opportunity of empowering such a 

constellation as the digitalization council in steering the agenda towards digital 

transformation. So, to establish a group that can have the functionality of a cross-functional 

team as described by research on digital transformation, rather than only the form of one, 

careful consideration of what people should be included in such a group must be taken. At best, 

the municipality can move forward with its ambitions in digital transformation, but with 

difficulties composed by ingrained structures.      

A contribution to using practice theory in IS studies has also been made. Practice theory 

provides a strong analytical unit to illuminate the ongoing interdependent relation between 

organizational structure, and the actions people take to reinforce or change organizational 

outcomes. Since digital transformation triggers organizational change, we argue that a practice 

lens is applicable for theorizing within the IS field. However, our study contains findings that 

were harder to build an understanding of through a practice lens. These findings are those 

related to technical infrastructure and data architecture. So, our contribution here is that, if 

digital transformation processes are studied through a practice lens, it can be necessary to add 

a theoretical component to the nature of digital technologies.  As described in the previous 

research section, digital technologies foster the generation of data, and in digital 

transformation, firms look to exploit this data for their benefit (Loebbecke & Picot, 2015).  

Leveraging data for operational excellence and customer satisfaction is crucial in digital 

transformation (Vial, 2019, Iansiti & Lakhani, 2020). We have identified areas where the 

municipality can improve how they work with data (customizing services and cutting down the 
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number of systems for more easily managed information flows). To improve these areas, a 

solution can surely be found in our statements above regarding the opportunities to reconfigure 

routines that enable performative action, but to provide a solution including details about how 

they should work with data and reconfigure their technical infrastructure, an answer must be 

found in other theoretical fields.      

Norling (et al., 2022) observe that digital transformation strategies within the public sector 

in Sweden display a balance between efficiency and innovation activities of 78 % vs 22 %. One 

of our respondents described that private sector firms might invest 10-30 % of the budget into 

developing new value offerings, whereas in the public sector, that number is closer to 1 %. Given 

how research depicts digital transformation, I.e., allocating resources for crossfunctional teams 

and ambidexterity (Vial, 2019), it seems hard to reach the level of innovativeness required for 

successful digital transformation processes in this circumstance. On the other hand, given the 

varying circumstances between private- and public sector organizations in terms of financing 

models, resources, and legislative constraints, it does not seem appropriate to propose the 

municipality imitate the directions proposed by research on digital transformation in private 

sector contexts.       

6. Conclusion    
The purpose of this study was to explore how digital transformation can be organized in a 

public sector context. While research on digital transformation has received voluminous 

attention in private sector settings and structural flexibility has been identified as a necessity 

in digital transformation, constituents of public governments might constrain them to afford 

such flexibility. We collected triangulated data by reviewing documents, participating in an 

open space workshop, and conducting seven interviews with members of the digitalization 

council. We have performed two levels of analysis on collected data. First, we performed an 

open coding process to gain an understanding of the case setting and interview transcripts. 

Second, we chose to deductively analyze our findings through a constructed empirical practice 

lens inspired by Feldman & Orlikowski (2011) to explain what factors are at play, their 

interrelationships, and how they affect processes of organizational change, in this case, digital 

transformation in a municipality. Our research question was:     

    

“How can a municipality organize for digital transformation? “    

   

Our study resulted in two main contributions. Firstly, if public sector organizations pursue 

digital transformation, they must ensure that structures are in place to configure routines that 

enable and empower performative actions which are reflected by ostensive understanding and 

supported by technical infrastructure. Secondly, practice theory is a useful tool for 

understanding digital transformation processes, however, there are dimensions to digital 

transformation that may require additional theoretical components to produce knowledge and 

generate theory on digital transformation.    

7. Limitations & future research     
In this study we interviewed seven representatives, therefore, it’s worth mentioning that if we 

had interviewed all representatives in the council, it could potentially have provided us with 
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additional insights. Moving on, this study could have benefited from going deeper into what 

role digitalization, for instance, plays within all administration's development projects, to 

receive a greater grasp of those processes and what support they are given by the municipality 

in terms of digital transformation. Furthermore, it would have been interesting for this study 

to collect insights from employees at various levels of the municipality, to identify an even 

broader view of organizational aspects and practices regarding digital transformation.      

Moreover, an important topic to cover is digital transformation for public sector 

organizations. The research shows that successful companies have been able to put a vast 

number of resources into innovation processes that drive digital transformation. However, the 

possibilities for public sector organizations to allocate resources for such projects are different. 

respondent 1 explained that the municipality only invests around 1 % of the total budget in 

innovation projects. Also, structural flexibility is identified as a factor of success in digital 

transformation, for example by empowering cross-functional teams, but traditional municipal 

practices might constrain opportunities for responding to a changing environment. So, there 

is a need to explore how digital transformation can be managed with limited resources and 

ingrained structures.      

Additionally, more detailed research on digitalization processes within municipalities would 

have provided a greater understanding of what organizational adaptations are necessary for 

successful digital transformation in a public sector environment.     

This would be beneficial for the research field as well for municipalities to increase 

knowledge in terms of how digital technologies contribute to public services.    
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9. Appendix    
    

 9.1 Interview guide     
   
We want to note that this interview guide was the foundation for us in terms of asking 

our respondents questions. However, since we had semi-structured questions, other 

questions might have been asked beyond these stated questions.    
   

Introductory questions with a focus on the administration the respondent 
represents.    

   

What is your name and which administration do you represent in the municipality?     

   

How long have you been working at the municipality?     

   

What is your job role? Please describe what your job role entails daily.     

   

What areas of responsibility does your administration have?     

   

What do you think can be improved in the way your administration works digitally in the 

future?    

   

Questions focusing on the council and its relation to the administration.    
   

Who has given you a position in the digitalization council?     

   

Who has given you a position in the digitalization council?     

   

Did you receive any information about what will take place at the digitalization council?    

   

- What you will learn?    

   

How do you prepare for meetings with the council, do you have any routines?    

   

- Are you assisted by your administration, or do you do it on your own?     

   
If you do it with your administration, do you have a meeting to generate points to address to 
the council?     
   

How should you report information from the council to your administration/specific person?    

   

What type of information/insights are you expected to bring to the council in terms of 
structure?    
   
Do you have any examples of some points that are brought up by your administration to the 
council?    
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What is the “typical” structure of a meeting with the digitalization council? Could you please 
describe how long the meetings usually are, if there’s a certain goal with each meeting etc?    
   

Why do you think the digitalization council has supervened?     

   

   

What role in digitalization work do you think the council should have? Follow-up, 
educationally, advisory, decision-making?     
   

If you defined the council's role today, is it similar to what you think it should be?    

   

Question focusing on the council and its relationship to digitalization and DT.    
   

Do you see any areas within the municipality that will be important to digitalize?    

   
Has the digitalization council so far improved areas in how you work digitally in your 
administration?     
   

In what way would you like the digitalization council to improve your administration's 
opportunities to achieve your goals? (In terms of DT)    
   

Do you think it’s important to collaborate outside the administration's boundaries for digital 
transformation? If so/if not, please elaborate.   
   

Would it be beneficial and offer more opportunities if the administrations can send data freely 
between each other?   
   

Do you have any thoughts/ideas about what the municipality’s biggest challenges currently are 
in terms of digital transformation?    
    

Questions focusing on governance and DT.    

   
If we were to discuss governance, do you think that it should mostly be a flow upwards or 
downwards from the council, in terms of what the council discusses?    
   
When we discuss governance is it mostly about budget decisions or what aspects do you think 
are important there?     
   

In terms of governance and enabling digital transformation, do you have any thoughts on how 
the municipality currently is doing/if everything is so far done correctly?      
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