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Abstract. Organizations seek to drive digital transformation. Initiatives fail, of-
ten due to human-related factors such as stakeholder resistance. Despite the role
of human dynamics in digital transformation, research has yet to fully explore
effective strategies for mitigating these challenges. Narratives represent a prom-
ising yet underexamined tool for managing human-related risks in digital trans-
formation. Many organizations employ narratives, either implicitly or explicitly,
to shape their transformation efforts. However, both scholars and practitioners
lack understanding of how narratives influence transformation outcomes. This
inductive case study examines how organizations leverage narratives to enhance
digital transformation. We conducted interviews to analyze their use of narra-
tives. Our findings reveal key functions and characteristics: (1) narratives serve
a transformative, motivational function, (2) narratives help overcome resistance
and engage people, (3) boundary conditions are relevant for successful narratives,
(4) overarching narratives define digital transformation initiatives. By strategi-
cally shaping narratives, organizations can navigate human-related barriers and
improve transformation success.
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man Friendly Automation

1 Introduction

Over the years digital transformation (DT) emerged as an important phenomenon for
both strategic Information System (IS) research (Bharadwaj et a/.,2013; Piccinini et al.,
2015) and practitioners (Fitzgerald, 2014; Westerman et al., 2011).

DT redesigns organizations (Vial, 2019) with the idea to create a better world with the
help of digital technology (Conboy, 2019; Walsham, 2012). DT is often associated with
change (Chanias ef al., 2019). As technologies can be used to transform organizational
activities, changes can create broader resistance to adopting new ways of working
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(Chuah, 2019; Jalo and Pirkkalainen, 2024). Moreover, the organization environment
is more and more characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity
which changes the mindset within an organization (Bennett and Lemoine, 2014; Eilers
et al., 2022). Technological change always brings organizational change that affects
actors (Markus, 2004). A way to address this is through the articulation of narratives.
Narratives are “something that someone tells” (Pentland, 1999, p.712). Narratives pro-
duce action (Oomen et al., 2022) while offering guidance for actor’s sensemaking
(Weick, 1999).

Early work in this area emphasized the cognitive advantages of narratives leading some
scholars to describe narratives as having a "privileged status" in human cognition
(Schank, 1995). The role of narratives in DT has received scholarly attention, particu-
larly as a means of sensemaking and alignment within organizations (Zimmer and
Minkkinen, 2024). Some studies have gone further, examining narratives as essential
resources for leading DT processes (Nielsen et al., 2024). Other scholars have taken a
different angle, investigating the role of narratives in theorizing itself - focusing on how
they shape the development of influential theories and guide future research. Despite
growing interest, critical gaps remain in understanding how narratives contribute to the
success of DT initiatives and what makes them effective. This results in the question
(RQ): How do narratives influence the success of digital transformation initiatives?

This is particularly relevant in the context of Artificial Intelligence (Al) driven trans-
formation, where shifts in technology often provoke uncertainty, resistance, or compet-
ing interpretations among different stakeholder groups (Engstrom et al., 2022; Stieglitz
etal., 2023).

To answer our RQ, we pursue an interview study. Besides that, we examine the current
literature on narratives as well as DT, automation and human-centric approaches. We
conducted (until now) 5 semi-structured interviews to analyze experience and discuss
implications of narratives for DT with experts.

2 Related Work

2.1  Digital Transformation and Change

DT has become a key research focus in organizational and IS literature and is widely
cited as “a process that aims to improve an entity by triggering significant changes to
its properties through combinations of information, computing, communication, and
connectivity technologies” (Vial, 2019, p.121).

Transformative technologies such as e.g., robotic process automation (RPA) (Aguirre
and Rodriguez, 2017) large language models (LLM) (Petroni et al., 2019), are reshap-
ing practices within domains studied by IS research by enabling greater levels of pro-
cess automation (Schulte-Althoff, 2023). Traditional human-centric operations are re-



shaped into automated systems (Oberlander ef al., 2018). Beside altering the opera-
tional landscapes of organizations, they reshape human roles, responsibilities and par-
ticipation within these systems (Diederich et al., 2022). Additionally, organizational
challenges emerge, as automation often reshapes work practices and process logic, re-
quiring effective change management strategies. These hurdles frequently contribute to
the failure of automation initiatives (Reijers ef al., 2016). Syed et al. (2020) further
emphasize the need to address sociotechnical implications. Non-technological aspects
as culture, employee training and leadership are equally important for successful IT-
enabled transformation (Markus, 2004).

An important feature of IS is the tradition of sociotechnical systems thinking (Sarker et
al., 2019). Besides the technical disciplines of computer sciences and software engi-
neering, focus is on what emerges from the interaction of digital technology and social
elements. Consistent with this, many define IS as sociotechnical systems comprising
both social and technological elements (Alter, 2013; Sarker et al., 2019).

A persistent challenge in digital initiatives is resistance to change. Resistance can man-
ifest in various forms - ranging from passive non-compliance to active opposition - and
stems from a variety of sources, such as fear of the unknown, perceived loss of compe-
tence, or a lack of trust in leadership (Oreg et al., 2011). Far from being irrational,
resistance frequently reflects a gap between the proposed change and existing cultural
or identity structures within the organization (Sonenshein, 2010). While traditional
change management approaches emphasize planning, communication, and stakeholder
alignment, they often fall short in addressing how meaning is made during transfor-
mation (Weick and Quinn, 1999; Sonenshein, 2010) - a gap that narratives can help to
bridge (Weritz ef al., 2024; Zimmer and Minkkinen, 2024).

2.2 Narratives

Reviewing literature on narratives shows, that narratives are more easy to comprehend
and more engaging in contrast to traditional logical-scientific communication (Green,
2006). Historically, narratives have been used to give information, transition beliefs,
and inspire action as a fundamental mode of thinking (Schank, 1995).

Narratives can be defined as descriptive and textual representation that captures one or
more aspects of a domain's substance and form, structured as a coherent sequence of
sentences in natural language (Hvalshagen ef al., 2023). Narratives are not just cultural
by-products or retrospective accounts of organizational activities; rather, they actively
shape social reality by guiding organizational actions (Czarniawska, 1995). They are
inherently performative, meaning that individuals do not simply retell stories, but ac-
tively enact them through their behavior and choices (Pentland, 1999).

Narratives typically reflect dominant cultural meanings and reinforce shared under-
standings of reality (Lundholt et al., 2018).

Narratives are used to enable empowered users to unlock the full potential for the anal-
ysis, design, development, implementation and maintenance of IS and data
(Hvalshagen et al., 2023). Usage of narratives as textual representations is evident
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throughout the IS lifecycle (Alexander and Maiden, 2004), and is often combined with
graphical representations (Cockburn, 2000).

Narratives stand often in contrasted with other formats of communication, especially
with argumentative or expository, descriptive communications (Avraamidou and Os-
borne, 2009). Empirical studies support a categorical difference between narratives and
paradigmatic processing. They suggest narrative processing as generally more efficient
(Michael and Dahlstrom, 2014). Resulting benefits from narratives do not result from
simplicity — narratives demand a high level of complexity - internally as in alignment
to cultural and social expectancies (Monteagudo-Gonzalez, 2011). Narratives offer in-
trinsic benefits within the four main steps of information processing: motivation and
interest, allocating cognitive resources, elaboration, and transfer into long-term
memory (Glaser et al., 2009). Ongoing discussions within the field of science commu-
nication can benefit from including of narrative constructs (Dahlstrom, 2014).

Research also indicates that narrative explanations are processed more quickly than
logical-scientific descriptions by non-expert audiences, regardless of their prior
knowledge of the subject (Graesser ef al., 2003). Furthermore, narratives are generally
more engaging and persuasive, fostering greater trust and comprehension of Al models
among non-experts (Dahlstrom, 2014).

3 Research Approach

Given the exploratory nature of our research question, we adopted a qualitative research
approach. To gain deeper insights into the importance of narratives for DT, we con-
ducted five expert interviews, to get insights on best practices and past experiences for
narratives within DT. The interview data was organized using the Gioia methodology,
aiming to provide a clear and systematic approach to building theory from the inter-
viewees’ experiences while ensuring transparency and academic rigor (Gioia et al.,
2013).

The experts were selected from both academia and industry, including researchers and
experts on human friendly automation and human-computer collaboration. Our experts
were either academically engaged in the topic or experienced practitioners working
closely with narratives in DT projects. Looking forward, more experts will be inter-
viewed to past experiences and future research topics.

Table 1. Role and experience of interviewee

ID | Role Experience Company

11 | Expert Hybrid Intelligence Research

12 | Expert Digital Transformation, Narratives, Hy- | Research in corporation with
brid Intelligence manufacturing company

13 | Manager Augmentation, Digital Transformation IT provider

14 | Manager Human Friendly Automation, Hybrid Research in corporation with
Intelligence public sector agency

15 | Expert Narratives in Digital Transformation Manufacturing




We conducted semi-structured online interviews, each lasting approximately 40
minutes. All interviews were recorded and transcribed with prior consent. To structure
our study, we first reviewed the literature to define key concepts relevant to our research
question. Based on this foundation, we developed a semi-structured interview guide
following (Mayring, 2015) problem-centric approach. The interview questions aimed
three insights: (1) on past projects where human-centric narratives were used, (2) on
the relevance and importance of narratives themselves and (3) on fears and the need for
change management related to automation and DT. Initially, participants were asked to
describe their specific work in the field, as well as to provide examples of past projects
and success stories (e.g., What was the outcome of implementing a human-centered
narrative in your project? Were there any tasks you did not implement due to human-
centered considerations?). This was followed by a broader discussion on the signifi-
cance of narratives (e.g., Why should digital transformation and automation be guided
by a narrative? What does a narrative mean to you?). Additional questions focused on
addressing fears related to digital transformation (e.g., What common fears do people
have regarding automation and digital transformation? Do you believe a human-cen-
tered approach helps reduce these fears? What makes the difference?). The interviews
concluded with the question of how the participants” individual definition of narratives
evolved throughout the interview.

4 Preliminary Results and Contributions

We systematized the insights from the interviews following the data structure by Gioia
et al. (2013) providing a structured synthesis of our research findings. This procedure
is considered widely to gain rigorous findings and to identify patterns and connections.
Following the Gioia methodology, we began with open coding to identify first-order
concepts grounded in the participants’ own terms. These concepts were then grouped
into second-order themes, which reflect patterns and core ideas emerging from the data.
Finally, we connected these themes into aggregate dimensions that capture broader pro-
cesses and outcomes within the organization (Gioia ef al., 2013). One main outcome
and essence is that narratives serve as the bridge between employees’ emotions, fears
and hopes and the practical realities of the organization transformation through tech-
nology. Throughout all interviews, narratives emerged as a success factor for DT (see
figure 1).

Our findings reveal four key features. It needs to be differentiated between functions of
the narratives and their characteristics: (1) Narratives serve a transformative and moti-
vational function. They help people make sense of change, give purpose to transfor-
mation efforts, and motivate engagement (I1-15). (2) Narratives reduce stakeholder re-
sistance and engage them in the transformation while they create enthusiasm, explain
why change is needed and support acceptance (I1-I5). (3) Boundary conditions are rel-
evant for successful narratives. (4) Overarching narratives exist in DT and especially
in Al. By strategically shaping narratives, organizations can navigate human-related
barriers and improve transformation success.



Narratives engage people and motivate them to leam new tools.
Narratives can be used for a specific purpose and reflect a value system.
Narratives can be strategically utilized to guide transformation, counteract
Tesistance, of eVen opposing narratives. Function: Narrative az a
Awell-crafted narrative can be a powerful tool - perhaps even an accelerator - for transformative and motivational
achieving a specific goal. toal.

A narrative, when used as a tool, reflects a value system and serves as an
aggregated form of stories.

Narratives should be more than just stories - they need to be infused with purpose
and meaning.

Narratives can counteract certain resistances that people may have.

Creating enthusiasm for the future and generating excitement is essential for
forward strategies.

The chall Is engaging employees - without their nvolvement, progress Function: Overcoming resistance
cannot be achieved. and engaging people
Proactive approach reduced the effort needed to convince employees. transformation.

Without narratives, significantly more time and effort would have been required
t0 gain acceptance, and the project might have taken a different direction,
potentially focusing more on technical aspects.

Narratives are essential for AT but not necessarily for all aspects of digital
transformation;

Narratives can be beneficial in specific contexts.

On a societal level, narratives create discursive spaces in the pubhc sphere These

Narratives within digital
transformation projects.

are spaces where certain opi and arel F Characteristics: Boundary conditions
Narratives can counteract resistance to digital transformation. are relevant for successful narratives.
Narratives can 1 ically, with competing narratives creating tension.

Fegardless of how they are used, namatives serve to achieve specific goals—
sometimes even to counteract opposing narratives.

Defining 2 clear purpose and direction, ensuring Al adoption aligns with long-term
organizational goals.

Designing systems that benefit humans—using the concept of augmentation—
means replacing parts of a job while enabling Al and humans to work together.
The term 'digital transformation’ does not have a luman connotation; rather it
sounds technical and objective, evoking thoughts of machines and

This is particularly relevant i discussions ahout artificial intelligence, where
narratives play a crucial role.

There needs to be something in it for people, so they feel encouraged to participate Characteristics: Overarching
in and actively forward-thinking strategy, advocating for a shift in debate: rather narratives are defined for DT
than focusing on cost reduction and efficiency gams, Al should be leveraged for initiatives.

innovation, new business models, and improved work quality.

A key distinction is between human-friendly automation and broader Al-driven
transformation.

Research in this area has identified critical factors for successful AI
implementation, leading to the development of a framework: that provides
organizations and stakeholders with strategic gmdance.

Figure 1. Data structure

DT continues to evolve as new technologies emerge, often intensifying existing forms
of resistance (Vial, 2019; Mettler et al., 2024). By constructing narratives around the
purpose, urgency, and expected outcomes of change, organizations can help employees
and stakeholders reframe uncertainty as opportunity and align with new strategic direc-
tions (Nielsen et al., 2024; Sonenshein, 2010). Further interviews are necessary to gain
a broader understanding of the roles of narratives and to confirm the success factors.
Future research is essential to explore their implications and role in DT in greater depth.
Besides further interviews we are planning to conduct workshops to evaluate the themes
in a structured manner. Future research will be done especially on how to effectively
design and embed narratives within organizations. Moreover, further research will ex-
amine how narratives can be leveraged to drive successful DT and align technological
changes with employee” experience and expectations.
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