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Abstract 

This thesis explores how organizational leaders experience and manage digital transformation 

(DT), with a focus on Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) with an often emerging combination with 

AI-enhanced SaaS adoption. While much prior research emphasizes infrastructure and 

performance, this study examines the interpretive and relational dimensions of leadership during 

technological disruption. The central concern is how leaders perceive, frame, and enact digital 

tools in ways that shape both organizational outcomes and employee responses. 

Using a qualitative, narrative design grounded in social constructivism, nine semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with leaders across biotechnology, law, media, consulting, public 

administration, and fintech. An abductive thematic analysis, guided by sensemaking (Weick, 

1995) and affordance theory (Gibson, 1979), traced how leaders constructed meaning 

retrospectively and socially while identifying and acting on the possibilities that technologies 

afforded. 

Findings show that adoption was motivated less by abstract strategy than by concrete payoffs 

such as efficiency, integration, and confidentiality, with leaders retrospectively rationalizing 

these as organizationally plausible benefits. Implementation was mediated through training, 

mentoring, and narrative framing, which made technical affordances visible and meaningful. Yet 

adoption was hindered by resistance, fears of surveillance and job loss, data security concerns, 

and ethical dilemmas around AI’s impact on skills and creativity. Leaders consistently framed 

SaaS as enabling efficiency, collaboration, and professional growth, while employees often 

perceived risks and losses. The study highlights digital transformation as a cultural and narrative 

process as much as a technical one, showing that affordances exist materially but gain 

organizational significance only through leaders’ sensemaking and sensegiving. 
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Understanding Digital Transformation 

Digital transformation (hereby referred to as DT) has come to be the term that we refer to for all 

things related to the disruption of organizational processes by automation, artificial intelligence, 

agentive AI and many more applications of today’s technology. In other words, the term 

encompasses everything related to modern technology and its deployment in organizations. 

However, it becomes hard not only to understand what exactly the term concerns, but also how it 

differs from digitalization (1960s-1990s) and the Internet Revolution (1990s-2000s) (Balbi, 

2024, ch.1). Governmental sources initially used digitalization to describe how transcribed 

databases and records were replaced by digital ones and the Internet Revolution was used to 

describe how e-commerce influenced value creation and introduced new business models in the 

world. Fast forward to the 2010s  and we find Cloud Computing and SaaS (Software as a 

Service) companies. Less than ten years later, AI and Automation have become the new constant, 

and it definitely looks like we are still at the beginning of what will now be a digital disruption. 

Emerging technologies, such as Quantum Computing as processing information utilizing 

principles from quantum mechanics to solve complex problems that traditional computers cannot 

– and IoT– Internet of Things - everyday objects that are connected to the internet, so they can 

send and receive data (Kumar et al., 2019; Lang, 2021, ch.5), are only indicators of the 

unprecedented acceleration of technology in the future. 

 

Given all the above, it is difficult, if not impossible altogether, to define what DT means and how 

its meaning will be developed in the future. But what becomes the ultimate defining factor in the 

way we perceive it today is the growth rate (or acceleration) at which this 

transformation/disruption/revolution takes place. Several technological predictive models have 

been introduced over the years. Starting from Moore’s law (1965), which predicted that 

computing power (number of transistors on a chip) doubles approximately every two years (ed. 

Brock, 2006, ch.7; Denning & Lewis, 2016). This model was challenged in 1991 by futurist 

Kurzweil’s “Law of Accelerating Returns”, which suggests that every time we have a 
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technological advancement, the time between the last one and the future one shortens, predicting 

that we will not experience just 100 years of progress in the 21st century, but something more 

like 20,000 years at this pace (Kurzweil, 2004). This is a significant indication that technological 

changes are not slowing down but are in fact speeding up with an exponential growth rate, as any 

new technology will always grow faster than any previous one. In addition to Kurzweil’s law 

comes “The Law of Disruption” by Downes (2009), which emphasizes that “Social, political, 

and economic systems change incrementally, but technology changes exponentially.” (Downes & 

Mui, 2000, p.29). Applying this concept to current and future leadership models, one question 

becomes clear: How can leaders adapt to new technologies when they do not know what they are 

adapting to?  

 

1.2 Challenges and the Human Side of Transformation 

Despite the effort and progress we have made on defining DT and its impact, we still come short 

in finding a way to categorize the change and understand how different industries experience it. 

From cryptocurrency gradually altering the financial system by creating value for currencies that 

cannot be controlled or anticipated with traditional methods like the stock market (Carvalho et 

al., 2021; Lee, 2016), to automation reaching the point of replacing jobs and AI bringing a 

revolution in all professions by revolutionizing how work tasks can be perceived, executed and 

distributed (Au-Yong-Oliveira et al., 2019). These are all indications that technology is evolving 

too fast for organizations and leaders to anticipate, rendering decision-making, planning and 

strategizing a much harder task than it used to be. At the same time, while organizations struggle 

to keep pace with this accelerating change, the role of leadership becomes increasingly critical. It 

is no longer just about adopting tools, but about enabling human adaptation. 

 

Considering the above, we can hypothesize that DT is no longer a subcategory of an 

organizational, business, or finance framework, but it is the whole framework altogether. It is 

becoming more and more infrastructural since it is increasingly integrating into the core business 

structures (McKinsey & Company, 2024). It is a prerequisite for everything that is happening 

around, for every success or failure in any kind of development. However, DT as a concept is not 

2 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rnhPl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ymKUhD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pLxXUV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pLxXUV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?D40OWX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?D40OWX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EAbdfj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?44bdKS


 

only related to technological change, but it is also related to people and adaptation. Organizations 

that embark on tech-related projects need to have a very clear vision and be able to anticipate the 

resistance from their respective teams.  

 

As several studies indicate, only about 30% of DT initiatives worldwide are successful 

(Heuermann et al., 2024; Ramesh & Delen, 2021). This is to say that technological innovations 

are more than hardware/software upgrades, but they also involve successful implementation, 

which is directly related to effective leadership, a supportive culture, and a willingness to change 

the long-established ways of working. This social side of transformation is often the most 

challenging since technology advances quickly, but employees and their processes need more 

gradual and smooth adaptation. This seems to create a “pacing gap” for leaders to bridge. 

Because while technology leaps, people lag behind and this is what makes disruption inevitable 

(Andriole et al., 2018, ch.1; Balaraju & Singh, 2024). 

 

1.3 SaaS as the Core of Contemporary Transformation 

For the purposes of this study and taking into consideration that the field of DT will never be 

well defined due to its constant change, we decided to focus our research on one of the most 

prominent manifestations of DT in today’s organizational environment – SaaS 

(Software-as-a-Service). SaaS is a cloud-based software delivery model where certain 

applications are provided over the internet and on a subscription or pay-as-you-go basis. This is 

different from applications that used to be installed locally on a company's servers (Lang, 2021, 

ch.5). Over the last decade, SaaS solutions have had an unprecedented popularity across all 

industries (Oliveira et al., 2019). They offer all kinds of solutions, from productivity software to 

customer relationship management (CRM), data analytics, or even running daily operations. 

Platforms like Salesforce, for example, help businesses with keeping track of customer 

relationships, and digital tools like Microsoft Office 365 and Google Workspace facilitate teams’ 

communication and collaboration online. As AI is either integrated in most of those applications 

(e.g., Gemini) or very easy to use online (e.g., Chat GPT ), everyday tasks like creating a 

presentation, responding to an email, or writing a business proposal are now solved within a few 
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minutes. Even more recently, Generative AI (e.g., GPT-based tools) has emerged as a powerful 

and defining driver of change, putting new pressure on organizations to integrate AI into their 

SaaS solutions (McKinsey & Company, 2024). In addition, those solutions come with much 

lower costs, rapid deployment of new capabilities, and automatic updates (Al-Madhagy 

Taufiq-Hail et al., 2021). By the end of 2023, over 95% of businesses were using SaaS solutions 

in some form (Page, 2025). These numbers render Saas as the backbone of mainstream 

enterprise. As one study notes, SaaS has become emblematic of the cloud-based digital platform 

economy and is now reshaping modern business (Al-Madhagy Taufiq-Hail et al., 2021). These 

emerging technologies illustrate an environment of continuous disruption and a much more 

pressing need for instant adaptation than before. Leaders across industries must constantly sense 

and respond to such rapid advances.  

 

While the adoption of SaaS tools is quite popular, it understandably comes with significant 

leadership challenges, especially concerning the employees’ transition from old ways of working 

to a new SaaS platform. The key to understanding why we put an emphasis on employees’ 

transition is to fathom their role as agents of the change. No matter what the process is, this 

transition is inherently disruptive to their normal routines, and it is also likely to require new 

skills and workflow adjustments, all while doing business as usual. Given this, we focus on those 

tasked with guiding this adaptation, the leaders, and how they interpret, communicate, and 

enable digital change under such conditions. The software is a product to be purchased, the 

leader is the one who drives the change, and the employees are the carriers/executors/bearers of 

it. Is it a workflow adjustment? The employees need to adjust. Is there a security or compliance 

concern? The employee needs to adjust. Is there a change in their current role? The employee 

needs to adjust. In that sense, employees are the agents connecting leadership to DT. And this is 

exactly why strong leadership is critical. Because leaders are not only called to choose the right 

technology, but also to choose it wisely, while they also prepare their people to embrace it. 

 

As demonstrated in the introduction, DT is not only accelerating but also brings complex and 

unpredictable changes in planning, control, and optimization strategies, which are now 

insufficient on their own (Downes, 2009; Kurzweil, 2004). While most technological disruptions 
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are typically framed as “technical upgrades”, assuming organizations are building on existing 

infrastructure, their success is more related to the social and cognitive processes surrounding 

how these tools are used rather than the tools themselves (Heuermann et al., 2024; Oliveira et al., 

2019). In this context, leadership becomes central. Because the case now is not just about 

selecting or implementing new systems, but about navigating uncertainty, mobilizing people, and 

creating meaning around change. Unlike managers, who focus on structure, efficiency, and 

routine execution, leaders are expected to drive change, communicate vision, and help others 

make sense of ambiguity (Kotter, 1996; Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). This distinction is especially 

relevant in digital environments where rapid transformation generates resistance, confusion, and 

emotional disruption. 

 

To understand how such transformations are experienced, enabled, and enacted across 

organizations, we explore the narratives of diverse leaders who are actively involved in SaaS 

adoption and digital change. We draw on sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995) to examine how 

leaders understand disruption and how they navigate their roles in periods of uncertainty. To have 

a clearer view of how leaders perceive what technologies enable or constrain, we use affordance 

theory (Gibson, 1979, ch.8), and we look at how those perceptions influence their actions. When 

we combine these perspectives, we investigate how leaders make sense of new technological 

possibilities and how their interpretations shape organizational adaptation. We focus on 

leadership narratives across varied industries, roles, and organizational contexts, which allows us 

to explore whether common patterns of meaning-making and affordance perception emerge 

despite the diversity of settings.  

 

1.4 Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to explore how organizational leaders make sense of and respond to 

the challenges of DT, with a focus on the implementation and adoption of SaaS and AI-based 

tools. By applying the two interconnected theoretical perspectives, sensemaking in organizations 

and affordance theory, we aim to understand how leaders across diverse contexts perceive, 

interpret, and act upon the changes digital tools bring to their work and their teams. This study 
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aims to evaluate the interpretive power of sensemaking and affordance theories in explaining 

leadership behavior in the context of DT. We aim to investigate whether leaders working in 

different industries, organizational structures, and roles engage in similar patterns of narrative 

construction and perception of technological affordances when faced with digital disruption. 

Through a narrative and abductive analysis of nine leadership interviews, we aim to provide 

theoretical insights into how meaning and possibility are co-constructed in digitally transforming 

environments. 

 

It is important to note that we focus on leaders rather than managers due to the fact that the latter 

are typically responsible for maintaining operational efficiency and control, while the former are 

tasked with articulating vision, navigating uncertainty, and driving change (Kotter, 1996; Yukl & 

Mahsud, 2010). Given that DT entails ambiguity and emotional uncertainty, it is leadership 

sensemaking, rather than managerial execution, that is central to understanding how 

organizations adapt. 

​

And these are the research questions that will guide us through the thesis process.  

1.​ How do leaders describe their experiences of adopting and integrating new digital tools? 

2.​ How do leaders narrate and frame digital change when introducing new tools to their 

teams? 

3.​ What kinds of challenges /concerns do leaders encounter with SaaS and AI tools? 

4.​ What kinds of benefits and outcomes do leaders associate with these tools? 
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2. Literature Review  

2.1 The Evolution and Scope of Digital Transformation 

Digital transformation (DT) has become one of the defining challenges for contemporary 

organizations (Hanelt et al., 2021; Verhoef et al., 2021; Vial, 2019). Rapid advances in 

technology, from cloud computing and Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) to artificial intelligence 

(AI) are now reshaping the way organizations operate, compete and create value. While these 

developments bring opportunities for efficiency and innovation, they also generate uncertainty, 

resistance and new demands on leadership (Benlian & Hess, 2011; Marston et al., 2011). 

Understanding how organizations navigate such transitions requires careful review of the 

growing body of literature on DT. The purpose of this literature review is to situate our study 

within the existing research and to highlight key debates and to identify the theoretical and 

practical gaps that motivate our project. The review is not limited to the technical aspects of 

transformation but also emphasizes the human and interpretive dimensions that shape 

organizational outcomes. This perspective reflects our focus on leadership narratives, where 

technology is not only adopted but also made sense of and enacted in daily practice. 

The term DT has been used widely in both academic and professional contexts, yet its meaning 

often remains ambiguous (Gong & Ribiere, 2021; Hanelt et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 2022). Early 

studies offers a range of definitions that often emphasize the deployment of digital technologies 

to achieve strategic improvements and creating value (Matt et al., 2015; Verhoef et al., 2021). 

For example a recent review by Vial (2019) defines DT as “a process where digital technologies 

create disruptions triggering strategic responses from organizations that seek to alter their value 

creation paths while managing structural changes and organizational barriers.” Similarly, 

others describe DT as “the adoption of disruptive technologies to increase productivity, value 

creation and social well-being” or “a process used to restructure economies, institutions, and 

society at the system level through the incorporation of digital technology, triggering significant 

changes in their properties by strategically responding to their environment and optimizing value 

creation” (Busco et al., 2023, p.2). These dominant definitions focus on technology as the 

catalyst and improved organizational performance or value as the outcome (Gong & Ribiere, 

2021; Kraus et al., 2022; Vial, 2019). In this sense, DT was frequently framed as a technical 
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process, where innovation in information systems or digital infrastructure would lead to 

competitive advantage. While such definitions capture part of the phenomenon, they risk 

portraying transformation as a bounded project with a clear beginning and end. They risk 

overlooking the human and interpretive dimensions of transformation that the ways people make 

sense of technological change and the open-ended evolutionary nature of the process. 

The pace of technological advancement adds another layer of complexity. Kurzweil's “Law of 

Accelerating Returns” suggests that digital technologies evolve at an exponential rate which 

means that new tools often appear before organizations have fully absorbed earlier ones 

(Kurzweil, 2004). Similarly, Downes “Law of Disruption” observes, technology changes 

exponentially while organizations and people adapt more linearly, creating a widening gap 

between digital innovation and an organization’s ability to absorb change  (Downes & Mui, 

2000, p.29). This highlights that while social and organizational systems adapt incrementally, 

technology changes at a much faster speed. New digital capabilities (from cloud computing to 

AI) emerge at an accelerating rate, often disrupting existing structures and business models faster 

than organizations can respond (Skog et al., 2018). This dynamic context calls for viewing DT 

not just as a set of technology adoptions, but as an ongoing and open-ended organizational 

evolution. It shows that definitions based only on technology or outcomes are insufficient, as 

they fail to capture the adaptive mindset and interpretive work required of organizations and 

leaders to navigate constant change. This makes it difficult to define DT as a stable concept. 

Building on this perspective to address these gaps, this thesis proposes a more critical and 

inclusive definition of DT in a way that goes beyond limited, technology focused understanding. 

We define digital transformation as “a continuously accelerating, open-ended process of 

reconfiguring how organizations think, operate, and create value, driven by emerging 

technologies that disrupt existing structures, demand adaptive leadership, and shape futures that 

are not yet fully knowable.” This definition deliberately extends beyond the dominant views. It 

presents DT as “open-ended” and “continuously accelerating” consistent with the view that DT 

is not a temporary initiative but an evolving capability that organizations must continually 

improve and manage rather than treat as a one-time effort (Chanias et al., 2019; Rakovic et al., 

2024; Warner & Wäger, 2019). This perspective adds an interpretive layer, stressing that 

transformation is as much about shifts in mindset, culture, and meaning as it is about structure or 
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process. It highlights adaptive leadership as central, since leaders guide sensemaking and 

integration, whereas digital change without leadership may occur “spontaneously” (Rakovic et 

al., 2024). By recognizing uncertainty and the unknowability of future states, DT is reframed as a 

socio-technical journey of ongoing adaptation as an evolving reconfiguration of organizational 

identity and operations amid technological flux. 

2.2 Organizational Implications of DT 

DT has far-reaching consequences for organizations. It affects not only technical systems but 

also the cultural, structural and strategic foundations on which organizations operate (Hanelt et 

al., 2021; Verhoef et al., 2021; Vial, 2019). In this sense, DT cannot be reduced to the adoption 

of tools. It is a process that reshapes how people work together, how leaders guide change and 

how value is produced and delivered. Research consistently shows that successful DT extends 

well beyond just new IT systems. It requires shifts in organizational culture, leadership, structure 

and strategic direction (Hanelt et al., 2021; Vial, 2019; Warner & Wäger, 2019). Rather than a 

simple technological upgrade, many scholars describe it as a comprehensive “organizational 

reawakening.” (BFC, 2025). At the cultural level, research shows that DT requires organizations 

to embrace agility, innovation and data-driven practices (Busco et al., 2023; Hanelt et al., 2021). 

Thus, culture plays a pivotal role when aligned with change, it can “support business 

transformation and the exploitation of digital technologies” but if rooted in legacy mindsets, it 

risks becoming “a source of inertia that impedes change.” (Busco et al., 2023). 

A survey of Chilean executives found that building a digital culture is central to transformation. 

This means encouraging behaviours like risk taking, collaboration and openness to change, all of 

which help organizations unlock value from new technologies. On the other hand, rigid 

hierarchies and top-down view of change were seen as key obstacles to transformation (Busco et 

al., 2023)ibid.). Addressing the “soft” dimensions such as mindsets and behaviours are just as 

critical as implementing the “hard” technical changes. In fact, cultural adaptation is widely 

recognized as a prerequisite for effective DT, particularly in the face of disruptive technologies 

(Busco et al., 2023; Butt et al., 2024; Hanelt et al., 2021; Trenerry et al., 2021). Research 

suggests that many DT failures are not about technological shortcomings but they happen 

because organizations struggle to change mindsets and ways of working. Studies estimate that 
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about 70% of digital initiatives fail to reach their goals due largely to organizational and human 

factors (Tabrizi et al., 2019). Ultimately, transformation is as much cultural and behavioral as it is 

technical. 

While the importance of cultural change is broadly acknowledged, the current literature pays 

relatively little attention to organizational culture as a determinant of DT outcomes. Research 

rarely provides a detailed account of which cultural values or practices play the most decisive 

role in DT outcomes (Busco et al., 2023; Butt et al., 2024; Hanelt et al., 2021). This research gap 

has led to growing recognition that fostering a digital mindset is just as vital as deploying new 

technologies. For instance, research by Kane et al. (2015) argued that “strategy, not technology, 

drives digital transformation,” meaning that companies need clear strategic visions for how they 

will reinvent their business in the digital age, rather than focusing solely on the tech itself. While 

Boston Consulting Group underscores that “it’s not a digital transformation without a digital 

culture” (Hemerling & Killman, 2018). Achieving this cultural change depends heavily on 

leadership. Leaders are responsible for articulating a compelling vision, demonstrating 

commitment through their own practices, and rewarding innovation and adaptability (Uhl-Bien 

& Arena, 2018). Without active leadership support, cultural inertia may undermine 

transformation, regardless of financial investment. 

The literature increasingly highlights leadership as a pivotal factor in the success of DT 

initiatives. DT initiatives tend to be most successful when leaders assume roles beyond that of 

project sponsors, acting instead as interpreters, influencers and culture shapers (AlNuaimi et al., 

2022; Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Hanelt et al., 2021). Studies increasingly emphasize their role as 

“agents of change” who promote learning and sensemaking around emerging technologies (Gioia 

& Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis, 2005). Leaders who adopt a DT mindset cultivate trust, promote 

experimentation and exemplify the behaviors necessary to drive organizational change. Digital 

transformational leadership (DTL) has been shown to enhance organizational agility and digital 

maturity (Kludacz-Alessandri et al., 2025). Such leaders set out a compelling vision, empower 

teams and nurture continuous improvement. Equally important, they act as sensegivers, helping 

employees understand what the transformation means and why it matters. 
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Even with widespread agreement on the importance of leadership and culture, many DT efforts 

fail to achieve their goals. Evidence from multiple surveys indicates that DT success remains 

elusive for most organizations. Boston Consulting Group estimates that only about 30% of 

initiatives worldwide realize their intended objectives (Boston, 2021). Academic research 

reinforces this concern, with a recent review reporting failure rates of approximately 70–90% for 

DT projects across studies (Ramesh & Delen, 2021). In short, the majority of digital initiatives 

do not deliver on their promises, frequently at great expense. The problem rarely lies with the 

technology itself, but with organizational and human barriers such as unclear strategy, lack of 

leadership support, cultural pushback, gaps in skills and weak change management (Oludapo et 

al., 2024; Ramesh & Delen, 2021). Ramesh and Delen (2021) observe that even substantial 

investments in DT aimed at improving efficiency often falter, with failure rates reported as high 

as 90%, leading to negative effects on both operations and firms’ willingness to pursue further 

innovation. The evidence highlights the high stakes of getting human and strategic factors right. 

Yet, while we know what contributes to success or failure, less is understood about how leaders 

can manage the technology–people dynamic to improve the odds of success. Our research 

responds to this need by focusing on leaders’ experiences and practices in navigating DT, 

particularly how they interpret and implement changes involving emerging technologies. 

2.3 SaaS and AI-SaaS Adoption Patterns 

One of the defining shifts in DT today is the move toward SaaS platforms and now AI-enhanced 

SaaS sometimes called AI-SaaS. By delivering software through the cloud, these solutions have 

become widespread, helping organizations benefit from the rapid speed of deployment, 

scalability and ongoing improvements. Organizations adopt SaaS in diverse ways, influenced by 

factors such as who drives adoption, the methods used and the specific circumstances involved. 

These tools promise not only to support existing tasks but also to automate, predict, and even 

reshape the way work is organized (Lins et al., 2021; Matt et al., 2015). Studies on technology 

adoption help explain these variations, yet they also expose persistent gaps and complexities. 

The proliferation of SaaS is evident in industry surveys. In 2021, virtually all organizations 

(99%) had adopted at least one SaaS solution and enterprises now rely on hundreds of different 

applications on average (eSpark, 2024). This trend is being accelerated by the rise of 
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AI-enhanced SaaS, from customer service platforms with built-in assistants to analytics tools that 

leverage machine learning. According to a recent McKinsey survey, adoption of generative AI 

has increased, within a year of its launch, one-third of organizations were using it regularly and 

almost one in four C-suite leaders had incorporated it into their own work (McKinsey, 2023). 

This shift demonstrates how AI-enabled SaaS rapidly transitioned from a niche experiment to 

mainstream practice. Still, adoption is uneven with substantial variation between and within 

organizations. To examine leaders’ experiences, it is important to understand these patterns. 

Research on technology adoption sheds light on identifying the factors that encourage or hinder 

uptake, the behaviors of users and how these dynamics differ by context and user characteristics. 

Research highlights the importance of organizational readiness in SaaS adoption. Yang et al. 

(2015) propose a “tripod of readiness” model, stressing that firms must be prepared 

technologically, organizationally and environmentally. This includes having strong IT 

infrastructure and skills, supportive cultures and leadership, and external conditions such as 

competitive and regulatory alignment (Yang et al., 2015). Evidence shows that all three 

dimensions play a critical role in driving SaaS uptake. A recurring theme in the literature is the 

central role of leadership. When top managers champion a Saas initiative by committing 

resources, reassuring employees and linking it to strategic goals that these adoption typically 

gathers momentum. Without this support, however, even the most capable systems can fail to 

gain user acceptance (Al-Sharafi et al., 2023; Low et al., 2011). This reinforces the broader 

lesson from IT implementation that adoption hinges less on features alone and more on the 

surrounding context and support. Technology alone cannot create value without organizational 

change (Low et al., 2011). Effective SaaS adoption requires more than technical deployment. It 

demands change management. Communication, training, process redesign and aligned incentives 

are critical. Research shows that usage and value are highest when companies invest in 

education, integration and support. By contrast, simply turning on a system rarely works, since 

adoption is fundamentally a social process of learning and adaptation. 

Another important pattern in SaaS/AI-SaaS adoption is variation across different user groups and 

roles. Unlike older on-premise enterprise systems, which were typically imposed from the top, 

SaaS often diffuses in a more organic, decentralized way. Adoption may occur bottom-up, as 

teams independently adopt collaboration applications, or top-down, when management initiates 

enterprise-wide deployment of tools such as CRM systems  (Baillette et al., 2018; Bala & 
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Venkatesh, 2016; Silic & Back, 2014). This creates a divide in perspectives. End-users and 

executive sponsors may experience the software very differently. In B2B SaaS, the buyer for 

example, IT manager is often not the same as the day-to-day user. This can create a gap where a 

product is purchased with good intentions, but true adoption stalls if the frontline users do not 

find value in it or resist changing their habits (Gupta, 2025). Take the example of a hospital 

adopting a SaaS scheduling system. If reception staff find it difficult to use, they may fall back 

on old methods, negating the intended change. Research and case studies indicate that early user 

involvement, clear demonstration of individual benefits, and employees who actively advocate 

for the tool can substantially enhance adoption outcomes. 

Individual differences among users also play a role in adoption patterns. Research indicates that a 

user’s prior experience, skills, and even generation can influence their openness to new digital 

tools (Bala & Venkatesh, 2016). A recent study shows that younger people are far more likely 

than older ones to use AI tools like ChatGPT. About 21.5% of respondents reported using 

ChatGPT for information, with users averaging 33 years old versus 39 for non-users, 

underscoring a generational gap in adoption (Ayo-Ajibola et al., 2024). Within organizations, 

tech-savvy employees or those who identify as digital natives may be quicker to experiment with 

a new SaaS or AI-SaaS tool, whereas others with less technical confidence may feel anxiety or 

skepticism about it. Experience plays a key role in shaping adoption. Employees who have 

benefited from similar tools in the past often become enthusiastic early adopters who influence 

others, while those encountered by previous IT failures are understandably more hesitant and 

resistant (Bhattacherjee & Premkumar, 2004; Kim & Kankanhalli, 2009; Lapointe & Rivard, 

2005). This underscores the need for thoughtful leadership framing of new technology 

deployments. How leaders introduce and contextualize a new tool can shape employees’ 

perceptions profoundly. If leaders present AI-SaaS as empowering like automating routine tasks 

and supported by training then employees are more likely to see it as an opportunity and engage. 

By contrast, poor communication or perceptions of cost-cutting motives can trigger fear and 

resistance, leading to low adoption and limited impact (Ratanjee & Royal, 2024). To summarize, 

adoption is never uniform. it reflects who the users are, what they have experienced before, and 

how the transition is managed. 
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Finally, DT adoption is not one-size-fits-all. It depends on the users, their experiences and 

attitudes, and how leaders manage the change. Studies show that adoption is just the first step. 

Value comes from how deeply and effectively SaaS tools are used. If users can see clear benefits 

like saved time or better decisions they move from basic use to advanced features and their 

engagement grows. The effective adoption of SaaS and AI-SaaS is as dependent on human as it 

is on technology. Factors like communication, training, trust and leadership support are the 

decisive ones on human. Evidence shows that when leaders themselves use SaaS/AI tools, it 

signals commitment and accelerates organizational learning. This literature will guide our study 

of how leaders both adopt and make sense of these tools in practice. 

2.4 Conceptual and Theoretical Foundations 

DT phenomena have been analyzed through multiple theoretical lenses in prior research. Prior 

studies frequently grounds its analysis in established frameworks such as the Technology 

Acceptance Model (TAM) and related adoption theories such as institutional theory and the 

dynamic capabilities perspective (Hinings et al., 2018; Karimi & Walter, 2015; Warner & Wäger, 

2019). Each perspective sheds light on important factors, but none fully address the human, 

nuanced realities of how organizations adapt to DT. To examine leaders’ engagement with new 

technologies, this thesis adopts a combined lens of Weick’s sensemaking and Gibson’s concepts 

of affordances which highlights both interpretive processes and material possibilities for action. 

While the theoretical framework section will provide a more detailed account of Sensemaking 

and Affordance Theory, it is first necessary to consider other theoretical approaches, clarifying 

their limitations and highlighting the rationale for selecting these two perspectives. 

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), first introduced by Davis (1989), quickly became 

one of the most widely used ways to explain why people adopt new technologies. According to 

TAM and its later extensions, such as UTAUT, whether someone chooses to use a system largely 

depends on two factors: how useful they believe it will be and how easy it is to use (Bala & 

Venkatesh, 2016; Lee et al., 2003). This body of research, drawing from psychology and 

information systems, has provided practical tools and clear predictions for understanding user 

adoption. Many studies have used TAM to predict adoption of enterprise systems and consumer 

applications, showing that tools perceived as useful and easy to use are more likely to be 
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embraced. However, TAM tends to frame adoption as a rational choice made in isolation and 

assumes a fixed evaluation period before acceptance. Consequently, TAM offers limited insight 

into the dynamic realities of DT, where people continually interpret new tools and where 

emotions, narratives, and social influences shape use over time. While useful for highlighting 

factors like perceived ease and usefulness, TAM abstracts away the rich, evolving context in 

which technologies are situated. 

Institutional theory offers a complementary perspective by shifting attention to the organizational 

field and societal level. It emphasizes how external pressures like coercive (regulations or 

mandates), mimetic (copying peers or competitors) and normative (cultural norms and 

expectations) drive organizations to adopt new structures or practices to maintain legitimacy 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 2008, ch.1; Wareham et al., 2009). In DT, this might explain 

why a bank launches a major digital overhaul, not only to improve efficiency, but because 

regulations demand it or because the industry is moving that way and the bank fears being left 

behind. This lens is helpful for showing how outside forces can spark digital initiatives. Research 

has shown, for instance, that once cloud computing became the norm in many industries, 

companies felt compelled to follow suit in order to stay competitive (Low et al., 2011). However 

the drawback is that institutional theory says a lot about why organizations feel pressure to 

conform, but much less about how they actually carry out digital change or what it feels like on 

the inside. Consequently, we gain limited insight into how leaders interpret external pressures 

and translate them into concrete change initiatives. Two firms may encounter identical demands 

to ‘go digital,’ yet the outcomes can diverge significantly depending on leadership and internal 

sensemaking. One may innovate and advance, while another may engage only in superficial 

compliance. Institutional theory on its own does not adequately capture those internal processes 

of meaning-making and transformation. 

DT has also been examined through the Dynamic Capabilities lens (Teece, 2007), which sees it 

as a company’s ability to ‘sense, seize, and transform’ when new technologies create 

opportunities or pose threats. Dynamic capabilities research emphasizes the need for 

organizations to continually reconfigure resources, develop new competencies and realign their 

strategies in the face of rapid change. It usefully highlights that DT is not a one-time event but 

depends on ongoing agility and learning. A dynamic capabilities lens might highlight how a firm 
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integrates technologies by sensing opportunities, seizing them with investments, and 

transforming skills and workflows. Yet it largely operates at the firm level, often overlooking the 

micro-level human processes involved. These lenses tell us a lot about what organizations should 

do to stay adaptable, but much less about how people on the ground actually make sense of and 

carry out those changes. Considering all, while TAM highlights user adoption factors, 

institutional theory emphasizes external pressures, and dynamic capabilities focus on strategic 

renewal, none fully account for the human-centered, interpretive, and relational dimensions that 

are essential for understanding leaders’ lived experiences with digital technologies during 

transformation. 

To bridge this gap, we draw on a blended theoretical perspective that combines Karl Weick’s 

Sensemaking with J. J. Gibson’s Affordance theory. This integration enables us to view DT both 

as a process of organizational meaning-making and as an interaction with technological 

possibilities. Accordingly, we examine how leaders interpret emerging technologies 

(sensemaking) and what actions those technologies invite or enable (affordances), as well as how 

the two are intertwined. 

2.5 Theoretical Lens: Sensemaking and Affordances 

Sensemaking and affordance theories have largely evolved in parallel, with few studies explicitly 

integrating these perspectives. Scholars have only lately begun examining the overlap between 

these ideas, and existing work is limited (Mesgari et al., 2025; Seidel et al., 2013). This gap is 

notable given that in complex contexts like DT, leaders and employees must interpret novel 

technological changes (sensemaking), and the features of new digital tools (their affordances) 

could shape or amplify the sensemaking process. 

Research has largely examined sensemaking and affordances in isolation, with few attempts at 

integration. Although sensemaking studies illuminate the cognitive and social aspects of meaning 

construction, they have tended to “overlooks the discovery dimension of making sense, that is, 

detecting the role of the IT artifact in bringing about outcomes” (Mesgari et al., 2025). In other 

words, classical sensemaking studies often treat technology as a background factor rather than a 

core part of the meaning-making process. Affordance research in information systems and 

technology, on the other hand, tends to stress the possibilities for user action, yet it rarely frames 
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those actions as elements of a continuing sensemaking process. As a result, the interaction 

between affordances and sensemaking is still largely overlooked in scholarly work. Recently, 

scholars have begun to stress that closing this gap is essential for grasping processes like 

organizational change in digital environments. Mesgari et al. (2025), for instance, emphasize 

incorporating the IT artifact into sensemaking theory, arguing that affordances can explain how 

people make sense of and enact technology-driven change. This underscores that the perspective 

is still emerging and that only a small number of peer-reviewed studies explicitly connect 

affordances with sensemaking. 

While research is still limited, emerging work suggests that affordances enhance sensemaking by 

providing concrete means for action and interpretation. They offer cues and tools that help 

anchor abstract processes of sensemaking in practical possibilities. For instance, Seidel et al. 

(2013) conducted an influential study examining how information systems supported an 

organization’s response to emerging environmental sustainability pressures. They identified four 

functional affordances that fostered an 'actionable context,' allowing organizations to make sense 

of emerging requirements and individuals to adopt sustainable practices. In effect, the 

affordances amplified the sensemaking process, enabling the company to better interpret 

complex sustainability challenges and translate its insights into concrete practices (Seidel et al., 

2013). The study contributed theoretically by showing how IT’s material features or affordances 

can facilitate sensemaking, thereby connecting two previously separate research streams. It also 

introduced the concept of 'functional affordances,' highlighting the role of specific system 

functionalities in supporting sensemaking during organizational change. 

Recent work likewise shows that technology affordances strengthen sensemaking in different 

settings. For example, research on social media has shown that affordances such as rich media, 

connectivity, and editability support collective sensemaking and knowledge sharing within 

organizations (Nyambandi & De La Harpe, 2022). In a study of knowledge transfer via social 

platforms, Nyambandi and de la Harpe (2022) observe that mainstream research often focuses on 

social media’s operational use, “not much is concentrating on how [social media] affordances 

facilitate social, organisational sense-making”. The study filled this gap by showing that social 

media affordances foster new ways of understanding. These tools foster “sense-making, 

sense-unmaking and insights into organizational performance improvement strategy,” leading to 
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more productive dialogue and knowledge transfer. In effect, the connectivity and interactive 

features of digital platforms amplify sensemaking by broadening access to information and 

enabling collaborative interpretation (ibid.) Likewise, Mesgari et al. (2025) propose the 

Affordance-Based IT Sensemaking (ABITS) framework to explain how people make sense of 

new technologies. According to their model, perceived affordances, enacted affordances and user 

characteristics combine into a 'sense-made' configuration that drives outcomes. By identifying 

the affordances users notice and actualize, the framework shows how affordances guide 

sensemaking and influence the meanings drawn from technology use. Together, these studies 

show that affordances strengthen sensemaking by enabling people to enact interpretations as 

testing assumptions, exchanging perspectives, and solidifying meaning. This perspective moves 

beyond purely cognitive or social accounts, acknowledging the material agency of technology in 

shaping meaning during DT. 

During DT, leaders engage in sensemaking and sensegiving, while technologies offer numerous 

affordances. However, little research examines the intersection of these processes. Questions 

remain about how affordances shape leaders’ sensemaking around new systems like AI, and how 

leaders might deliberately use them to guide employees’ interpretations. At present, there is no 

generalizable framework or robust empirical foundation for understanding how affordances and 

sensemaking interact across varied contexts. Existing studies provide valuable insights, yet they 

remain fragmented, leaving the field without an overarching theory or consistent body of 

findings. In sum, both theory and practice lack a clear understanding of how affordances and 

sensemaking co-evolve during complex organizational change. While existing studies provide 

suggestive evidence that affordances amplify and guide sensemaking, the literature has yet to 

offer a comprehensive or definitive account. Expanding this work through more extensive 

empirical studies, tighter theoretical integration, and applications in contexts such as leadership 

and DT offers a promising agenda. Advancing it would bridge a notable gap in scholarship while 

equipping practitioners with insights into how technology’s affordances can be leveraged to 

enhance sensemaking in an era of rapid DT. 
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3. Theoretical Framework  

In this chapter, we introduce and explore the two theories that guide our analysis: Sensemaking 

(Weick, 1988, 1995) and Affordance Theory (Gibson, 1979). Each provides a different but 

complementary perspective on how leaders interpret and enact DT in organizations. While 

sensemaking highlights how leaders construct meaning in uncertain contexts, affordance theory 

grounds these interpretations in the concrete possibilities and constraints of technology. Taken 

together, the two theories allow us to examine both the interpretive and the material dimensions 

of SaaS adoption. 

3.1 Affordance Theory 

The concept of affordances originates in the ecological psychology of James Gibson, who 

defined them as “what the environment offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for 

good or ill” (1979, p. 127). Importantly, affordances are relational: they are not simply 

properties of objects, nor subjective perceptions, but exist in the encounter between an actor and 

an environment. A chair affords sitting for an adult but not for a toddler; a knife affords cutting, 

but what is cut and how depends on context. As Gibson emphasized, “an affordance is neither an 

objective property nor a subjective property; it is both” (1979, p. 129). 

In organizational settings, this perspective is particularly useful because it emphasizes that digital 

technologies do not have effects on their own. Instead, action possibilities emerge depending on 

users’ skills, goals, and contexts. Donald Norman (1999) extended Gibson’s concept into design, 

distinguishing between actual affordances and perceived affordances. A technology may 

technically allow certain actions, but if users do not perceive or recognize them, they remain 

unrealized. As Norman puts it: “Affordances provide strong clues to the operations of things” 

(1999, p. 9). For example, a collaboration platform may afford asynchronous communication, but 

unless leaders and teams recognize this possibility, it does not alter practice. 

Building on this, Paul Leonardi (2011) brought affordances into organizational studies, defining 

technological affordances as “the possibilities for action that emerge from the intersection of 

people and materiality” (p. 153). He highlighted that affordances can be enabling—opening new 
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forms of collaboration or automation—or constraining, limiting work through rigid structures. 

Affordances are not static: they evolve as people engage with technology, discovering new 

possibilities or discarding others. This dynamic and relational character makes affordance theory 

especially relevant to SaaS adoption, where leaders and teams continually reconfigure what tools 

“allow” in practice. 

In this study, affordance theory grounds our analysis in the practical realities of DT. It directs us 

to ask: what new actions do technologies make possible for leaders and organizations? Which 

possibilities are foregrounded, which remain invisible, and how do these perceptions shape 

organizational practice? By attending to leaders’ accounts of affordances, we gain insight into 

how technologies become meaningful in use, not just in design. 

3.2 Sensemaking 

If affordances describe what is possible, sensemaking explains how people notice, interpret, and 

act on those possibilities under conditions of uncertainty. Karl Weick’s work is central here. In 

The Social Psychology of Organizing (1969), he described organizations as processes of 

enactment, selection, and retention rather than fixed structures. In crisis research (1988), Weick 

showed how unexpected events disrupt routines and force actors to reconstruct order by 

generating plausible accounts. These ideas culminated in Sensemaking in Organizations (1995), 

where he argued that “sensemaking is about the ways people generate what they later interpret” 

(p. 13). 

Sensemaking, for Weick, is about turning ambiguity into a plausible story that enables 

coordinated action. He characterized it as retrospective, social, ongoing, grounded in identity, 

cue-based, enactive of environments, and oriented toward plausibility rather than accuracy 

(Weick, 1995, pp. 17–62). The famous line, “How can I know what I think until I see what I 

say?” (Weick, 1995, p. 12), captures the idea that understanding is constructed through 

articulation. 

Leadership is a crucial site of sensemaking. Leaders are expected to interpret ambiguous change 

and provide direction when outcomes are unclear. This also involves sensegiving—efforts to 

influence how others interpret and respond. As Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) explain, 
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“sensegiving is the process of attempting to influence the sensemaking and meaning construction 

of others toward a preferred redefinition of organizational reality” (p. 554). In DT, leaders 

engage in sensegiving by telling stories, offering metaphors, and framing tools as either 

opportunities or risks, helping teams navigate technological disruption. 

3.3 How Affordances Amplify Sensemaking 

While affordances focus on what technologies make possible, they do not explain why certain 

possibilities become salient or acted upon. Here sensemaking becomes critical. As Gaver (1991) 

and Norman (1999) emphasize, affordances only matter if they are perceived and taken up. 

Leaders do not simply encounter the material features of SaaS tools; they extract cues, interpret 

them in light of their identity and organizational context, and construct narratives that define 

what the technology affords. 

Sensemaking and affordances therefore amplify each other. Leaders’ interpretations determine 

which affordances are foregrounded and which are dismissed. A SaaS tool may afford 

collaboration, but it is through leaders’ narratives of “working together across distance” that the 

affordance becomes organizationally meaningful. Affordances, in turn, provide the material 

anchors that make sensemaking possible: they are the cues from which leaders construct stories. 

Weick (1995) distinguishes between interpretation as discovery and sensemaking as 

invention. Interpretation assumes something is already present to decode, whereas sensemaking 

emphasizes how actors generate the very conditions they later explain (p. 13). Affordances 

connect to both: perceiving an affordance may feel like discovery (“this door can be opened”), 

but enacting it creates new practices that must be later explained. For example, a knife’s 

affordance is not limited to food preparation — when someone uses it to cut tape, they enact a 

new meaning, which can then be narrated as a novel use. 

Similarly, leaders experimenting with generative AI tools perceive affordances such as text 

generation or summarization. By acting on them, they invent new practices (e.g., integrating AI 

into editorial workflows), which they later frame as strategic choices. In this way, affordances 

serve as the “entry points” that amplify sensemaking, bridging discovery with invention. As 
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Gibson (1979) stressed, affordances exist “for good or ill” (p. 127), and sensemaking explains 

how leaders interpret which side of that duality matters in their organizational context. 
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4. Methodological Framework  

4.1 Research Approach and Philosophy 

Our main goal in this study is to explore how subjective experiences, perceptions, and actions 

unfold in real-world settings (Bryman, 2012; Burr, 2015), instead of seeking measurable 

outcomes or testing strict hypotheses. For this reason, we are employing a qualitative research 

design based on their narrative inquiries, which will help us approach the way they make sense 

of the organizational changes brought on by this era of digital disruption and, more specifically, 

the adoption of Software as a Service (SaaS) tools in their organizations. Having positioned 

ourselves as social constructivists, we see reality as something we build together through 

conversations, relationships and shared experiences, and therefore, our goal is to learn how 

people think and feel about digital change in real-world contexts (Bryman, 2012, chap.13; Burr, 

2015). Consequently, our interest lies predominantly in the processes of meaning-making, 

specifically exploring how leaders interpret and narratively construct their understanding of DT. ​

​

Complementing this constructivist stance, we adopt an interpretive approach, emphasizing the 

subjective experiences and interpretations leaders assign to organizational changes. Rather than 

imposing predefined categories or theoretical structures, our research prioritizes capturing 

participants' own perspectives and stories to reflect their Consequently, our interest lies 

predominantly in the processes of meaning-making, specifically exploring how leaders interpret 

and narratively construct their understanding of DT. Complementing this constructivist stance, 

we adopt an interpretive approach, emphasizing the subjective experiences and interpretations 

leaders assign to organizational changes. Rather than imposing predefined categories or 

theoretical structures, our research prioritizes capturing participants' own perspectives and stories 

to reflect their lived experiences authentically and deeply. 

4.2 Research Design 

Given our aim to explore the subjective experiences of leaders in digitally transforming contexts, 

we conducted a thematic narrative analysis using an abductive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
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Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). By focusing explicitly on the narratives leaders share, we can 

deeply investigate their emotional responses, decision-making strategies, and the complexities 

they encounter during the adoption of Software as a Service (SaaS) tools. Rather than imposing 

theoretical categories from the outset, we allowed patterns to emerge inductively from the 

narratives and then used theoretical concepts to interpret and connect these findings. This 

approach balanced the participants’ own storytelling logic with a critical engagement with 

existing literature. 

Our research design emphasizes openness and flexibility. Interviews were conducted in a 

narrative style, inviting participants to elaborate extensively on their experiences without 

restrictive question frameworks. The aim is to facilitate authentic and reflective storytelling, 

allowing deeper insights and unexpected themes to emerge naturally from their narratives. This 

openness enabled rich insights into emotional responses, decision-making strategies, and the 

sensemaking processes surrounding the adoption of Software as a Service (SaaS) tools. By 

focusing explicitly on the stories that leaders shared, we were able to identify not only their 

actions and choices but also the underlying motivations, tensions, and interpretations that shaped 

them. This design choice aligns with our interpretive philosophical grounding, emphasizing that 

participants' narratives offer valuable windows into their processes of sensemaking. 

All transcripts were imported into NVivo to support a systematic coding process. We began with 

open, inductive coding, marking recurring words, metaphors, and patterns across the interviews. 

These initial codes were then grouped into broader categories, which were refined through 

multiple iterations as we compared transcripts and cross-checked codes against emerging 

theoretical insights. The four final themes 1. Adoption and Implementation, 2. Leadership 

Roles and Framing Change, 3. Challenges of Adoption, and 4. Benefits and Impact were the 

outcome of this iterative process.  

In analysing the material, we paid particular attention to participants’ descriptions of the 

perceived affordances of technologies, the stories and metaphors they used to make sense of 

change, and their accounts of resistance, governance, and professional growth. This structure 

highlights how the adoption of digital tools is simultaneously a technical and a meaning-making 

process, shaped by both organisational context and individual interpretation. 
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4.3 Data Collection 

Data collection was conducted through narrative, semi-structured interviews with participants 

holding leadership roles directly involved in SaaS integration within their respective 

organizations (Robson & McCartan, 2016, ch.12). Our participant group includes nine leaders 

working in a variety of industries, organizations, and leadership roles. While at first glance they 

do not appear to share many characteristics, we deliberately chose to embrace this diversity as a 

strength. Our goal was not to focus on a narrow group (e.g., CEOs in tech) but to explore 

whether shared patterns of sensemaking and affordance interpretation appear even across highly 

varied leadership contexts. This diverse sampling strategy allowed us to examine the relevance 

and adaptability of our theoretical frameworks in different settings (Robson & McCartan, 2016). 

Table 2: List of interviewees 

Interviewee Position Experience Organizational 
Type 

Organizational 
Size 

IP1 IT Operations Lead More than 1 year in 
current role 

Biotechnology 
(AI-based lab 
automation) 

Small biotech 
company (c.60 
staff) 

IP2 Team Leader (3D Design 
& Post-Sales Support) 

13 years; manages 
team of 7   

Engineering 
software provider 

Large company 
(thousands of 
employees globally) 

IP3 Head of IT 7 years in current 
organization; 
oversees all IT 
operations 

Public sector 
(municipality) 

Large organization 
(c. 5000 employees) 

IP4 IT Specialist  1 year; responsible 
for technical 
operations  

Law firm (U.S. 
based, fully remote 
workforce) 

Medium-sized (c. 
120 employees) 

IP5 CTO 5 years as CTO; 
15+ years in tech 
industry 

Fintech company 
(digital financial 
services) 

Medium-sized (c. 
200 employees) 

IP6 Senior Editorial Lead & 
Programs Coordinator 

Several years in 
journalism and 
NGO management 

Media organization 
& NGO 

Small/medium (c.4 
and 11 respectively) 

IP7 Managing Partner Several years in 
consulting; 
supervises c. 6 staff 

Business consulting  Small/medium-size
d (c. 24 employees) 
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regularly  

IP8 Consultant & Research 
and Project Lead 

Several years in 
media, tech and 
business 

Research & 
advisory 
(media-tech focus) 

Small (c. 10–15 
employees; 
project-based 
teams) 

IP9 Project Lead Leads AI adoption 
across department; 
mentor for staff 
training  

Consulting 
company 
(innovation & 
digitalization) 

Large (c. 150 
employees in 
department) 

 

Therefore, our participant pool was not selected from a pre-established database. Given our time 

limitations, we used purposive and convenience sampling (Bryman, 2012). This means we 

reached out to people in our professional networks and extended connections, leaders who were 

accessible and willing to participate. While this approach introduces some limitations in terms of 

generalizability, it is a common and accepted method in qualitative research, especially when 

time and access are constrained (Guest et al., 2012). 

To be more specific, all participants hold a leadership role involving direct experience with 

digital tools and implementing transformation through vision and not control. All leaders were 

willing to reflect on their personal experiences, decision-making, and leadership practices while 

they had actively navigated or facilitated change related to digital technologies within their 

organization. 

All nine participants were selected from a broad range of sectors, including biotechnology, 

engineering, cybersecurity, law, media, consultancy, and nonprofit organizations. Their 

leadership roles varied from IT leads and software architects to innovation directors and strategic 

delivery consultants. They worked in both large global companies and small startups, and their 

responsibilities ranged from technical coordination to strategic vision-setting and change 

management. We acknowledge that such variety might be seen as a challenge for comparison, 

but we argue that it is in fact methodologically useful for our research aim: to understand the 

cross-contextual relevance of our chosen theoretical lenses. This intentional diversity allowed us 

to explore how different leaders make sense of DT and perceive technological affordances in 

environments with different pressures, hierarchies, and levels of digital maturity. 
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To protect participant confidentiality and abide by ethical standards, we anonymized all names 

and identifying information. Each participant is referred to in the analysis using neutral labels 

such as “IP1,” “IP2,” etc., and organizational names have been removed or generalized. 

4.4 Data Analysis 

The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy. After 

transcription, the data was read multiple times to gain familiarity and an initial sense of emerging 

patterns. An abductive approach was followed, moving back and forth between the empirical 

material and the theoretical framework (Alvesson et al., 2018).  

The analysis process consisted of several steps. First, open coding was conducted by highlighting 

meaningful segments of text and assigning preliminary codes that captured key ideas, 

expressions, or reflections from participants. These codes were then grouped into broader 

categories that reflected recurring themes related to leadership, DT, and the adoption of SaaS and 

AI-based tools. 

Next, the categories were compared and refined in relation to the theoretical perspectives of 

sensemaking and affordances. This allowed us to interpret how leaders not only described their 

experiences of digital change but also how they constructed meaning and perceived possibilities 

or constraints offered by new technologies. 

The final step involved synthesizing these insights into thematic narratives that illustrate how 

leaders make sense of disruption, communicate change, and guide their teams during digital 

transitions. This structured yet flexible approach ensured that the analysis remained grounded in 

participants’ accounts while also informed by established theoretical concepts. 
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4.5 Limitations 

We acknowledge that the variety of our participant pool might be seen as a challenge for 

comparison, but we argue that it is, in fact, methodologically useful for our research aim: to 

understand the cross-contextual relevance of our chosen theoretical lenses. This diversity 

allowed us to explore how different leaders make sense of DT and perceive technological 

affordances in environments with different pressures, hierarchies, and levels of digital maturity. 

Furthermore, in this study, we use the term SaaS (Software as a Service) to refer broadly to 

cloud-based tools that support organizational workflows (e.g., Slack, Jira, HubSpot). A recurring 

theme in the interviews, however, despite both researchers following the interview guide, was 

the integration of AI-enabled SaaS (AI SaaS) tools such as Microsoft Copilot or ChatGPT. For 

clarity, we treat AI SaaS as a subset of SaaS: it shares the same delivery model but introduces 

additional challenges and opportunities, particularly around security, creativity, and workforce 

perceptions. 

Accordingly, when participants discuss tools like Jira or HubSpot, we refer to them as SaaS; 

when they refer to tools with embedded generative AI, we specify AI SaaS. Where both 

categories were mentioned together, we use the broader term “SaaS” for simplicity unless the AI 

features are central to the participant’s account. We also acknowledge this variation as a 

limitation and have been cautious in our wording, used plenty of quotes to offer clarity, and we 

avoided generalizations where there were direct dichotomies.  

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

Participants were informed in advance about the purpose and scope of the study, how the data 

would be used, and their rights, including the possibility to withdraw at any time. Consent was 

obtained verbally before each interview.  

To protect confidentiality, all identifying details such as names, organizations, and specific roles 

were anonymized. Audio recordings and transcripts were stored securely and accessed only by 

the researchers. In accordance with GDPR regulations and Malmö University’s ethical 
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guidelines, the data was used solely for the purposes of this thesis and will be deleted upon 

completion of the project.  

In qualitative research that seeks perspectives and narratives, researchers must pay special 

attention to ethical principles. Bryman and Bell (2016) highlight the importance of protecting 

participants’ well-being, treating them fairly and impartially, and being transparent about how 

data will be used and safeguarded. These principles guided the design and conduct of this study, 

ensuring that participants were respected throughout the research process. 
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5.  Analysis  

In this chapter, we present our findings based on the nine semi-structured interviews conducted 

with leaders involved in the adoption of SaaS tools within their organizations. The analysis is 

structured around four overarching themes that emerged from our abductive thematic analysis: 

5.1 Adoption and Implementation, 5.2 Leadership Roles and Framing Change, 5.3 

Challenges of Adoption, and 5.4 Benefits and Impact. 

These themes uncover both the practical experiences of participants and the meaning-making 

processes they navigated through technological change. With our focus on the narratives, we aim 

to demonstrate how leaders encountered, interpreted, and integrated these tools into their work, 

and how they made sense of the challenges and opportunities that accompanied this process. 

The first theme, Adoption and Implementation, explores the ways that drove organisations and 

individuals to engage with SaaS tools and how implementation was handled. The second theme, 

Leadership Roles and Framing Change, examines how leaders’ role was central to framing 

these tools for others, using examples and stories that would encourage adoption. The third 

theme, Challenges of Adoption, addresses the barriers and doubts that followed adoption which 

ranged from resistance to change and data security concerns to ethical questions about 

over-reliance on AI. The fourth theme, Benefits and Impact, illustrates the positive aspects and 

outcomes that participants experienced such as enhanced efficiency and improved collaboration.  

The following sections present these findings in detail, analysing each theme with direct 

quotations from participants and through operationalization of our theories. . 

5.1 Adoption and Implementation 

5.1.1 Motivations for adoption 

When talking about motivations and how SaaS tools were implemented, leaders described 

themselves as  both drivers of change and adapters to it. Some of the participants were tasked 

with leading the whole transition from the ground up. As IP1 explained: “I initiated the 

transition from Microsoft to Google and from Discord to Slack … I handled everything; from 
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convincing people to the technical side of the transition.” Additionally, he mentioned: “Every 

tool brings its own value whether it’s about saving time, enhancing security, or just giving you 

more confidence in your operations” showcasing that adoption of such tools adds value to the 

organization and can serve multiple purposes. Having said that, our data show that for most 

participants adoption of SaaS (and AI) was not a personal or a random choice. People went in 

this process to adopt such tools because they realized that the ROI (return on investment) would 

be positive. They saw specific payoffs. IP1 remembers “We started transitioning from Microsoft 

to Google and from Discord to Slack” because Discord “doesn’t integrate well with other tools.” 

He explained that Slack “met more of the needs … we listed 5–6 specific capabilities … Slack 

met more of the needs by about 10–20 percentage points” while he also highlighted that they use 

“more than 80 different tools” that integrate with Slack. Additionally, IP1 also introduced a 

mobile‑device‑management tool to manage devices centrally and enforce security policies. 

Similarly, IP2 is using Service Cloud to report bugs on their system which saves time to both 

him and the developers team they work with by being an intermediary which fixes small logged 

errors and bugs by itself before they reach the developers, instead of taking time from their 

teams. So the system allows IP2  to see if a bug has already been reported: “As soon as I see it in 

the system, I know: ‘This is a known bug’ … I just link my case to the existing one. I don’t have to 

waste time” and continues “The whole purpose of this structure is to make the process more 

efficient and reduce the burden on the developers. IP2 also remembers being involved in the 

adoption of both Workfront and Service Cloud which had been in the works since 2012: “First, 

we conducted tests to see if these tools were suitable for us. The final decision, of course, came 

from management”. These examples indicate that the driver for IP1 and IP2 was connected to 

strategically calculated expected return. For IP1 it was about the needs of the organization that 

needed to be met, and for IP2 it was about saving time.  

 

IP3 admitted that urgency was the main incentive that led him to change, “Our adoption was 

accelerated by the pandemic. Before that, we never held online meetings.” IP4 referred to 

convenience, efficiency and control as a motivation: “Consolidating requests in ClickUp and 

controlling access through 1Password improves ticket management and speeds up responses” 

and he adds (referring to 1Password) “This has been a major convenience, especially because 

many of our staff come from non-technical backgrounds, as is common in law firms. So, for them, 
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this has made things significantly easier.” IP5 mentions efficiency and speed: “HubSpot was 

about sales flow. Moving from gut feeling to measurable pipelines. GetAccept promised faster 

deal closure.” For IP7 it was a matter of unprecedented efficiency (referring specifically to 

generative AI); he wanted to make a comparative market analysis for a client but for his own 

reference, to understand the client’s market better. Producing such an analysis, would have taken 

days before, so if the client did not ask for it, a consultant would not create it just to be informed 

themselves.  He remembers that he was blown away by the speed of AI: “Within 15–30 minutes I 

had a pretty good graph … The fact that I could get this kind of result in half an hour instead of 

two days? That’s revolutionary for me” (IP7). For IP9 adoption came from the need to balance 

innovation with confidentiality. Having control over the transition and maintaining security were 

important factors to consider as she explains: “We’re focused on implementing the Copilot 

system as a SaaS tool … At first, we weren’t allowed to use ChatGPT … because of 

confidentiality concerns … Now we’ve rolled out a secure, company‑specific chat tool and 

implemented Microsoft 365 Copilot across the board.”  

 

Additionally, people who worked in smaller companies seemed to have their own drivers and 

motivations to explore digital tools and when asked about these tools they recall their personal 

experience (referring often to generative AI).  IP6, IP7 and IP8 described being early adopters 

of generative AI tools out of curiosity. IP6 explained, “I advocated for [organization’s name] to 

buy a paid subscription [to ChatGPT]. So yes, I enabled team access” and IP7 began using 

ChatGPT, Grok, Gemini, Claude and Perplexity on his own initiative, encouraging his team to 

use them if they found value. IP8 recalled, “It started when ChatGPT came out, there was a lot 

of buzz around it … Eventually, I realized it could be very helpful in daily life.” Put simply, 

adoption happened when people saw a clear payoff in time saved, control gained, or problems 

solved. 

A clear pattern that emerges here is that leaders adopt new digital tools when they perceive a 

strong relative advantage or pressing need. While strong advantages and pressing needs seem to 

be higher impact drivers for leaders of bigger organizations, smaller companies seem to 

recommend integrations that themselves have found useful through their own experiences with a 

tool. Leaders of bigger organizations act as calculated change agents: they support and champion 
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adoption of tools that promise significant benefits, having rationalized these decisions as 

organizational payoff. Participants consistently mention concrete improvements like faster 

workflows, improved integration or higher productivity as their motivation in terms of meeting 

critical needs quickly. For smaller firms, where digital innovation seems to have a more 

leader-personal pattern, leaders become advocates and offer accessibility without forcibly 

pushing for the change.  

5.1.2 Practices of implementation  

Once the decision to adopt a tool was made, leaders had to handle this transition and how to get 

people up to speed. Even though adoption tended to be driven by leaders, not everyone had the 

same experiences and capacities. IP1 put effort and organized “around 5–6 short training 

sessions: how to use Slack, what advantages it offers, how to set up workflows, automations, 

integrations and so on.” The training was not only about the practicalities of the tools (how to 

use it) but it also involved why they should use it. As he explained:“Even if you provide all the 

documentation and training, if you haven’t enabled that mental shift, it won’t work”. He noted 

however, that after running multiple training sessions he still hit a wall, with about a fifth of his 

team still resisting Slack. IP2 also took the same route with the transition to Service Cloud: 

“First, everyone received training. Each of us had what’s called a sandbox environment — a 

kind of test space where we could try things out freely,” while he noted that the full rollout took 

almost a year. IP4 explained that her team made onboarding seamless by using 1Password so 

that “everyone’s access is updated automatically.” However, he stresses that insufficient 

onboarding and training can hinder adoption: “If providers don’t offer onboarding or training, I 

have to explain everything myself … That’s why I prefer using as few tools as possible.” and he 

pointed out that whenever “a new SaaS application is introduced … you need to explain the tool 

to everyone.” IP5 found that the training needs of the team were covered by the SaaS selling 

company (TrueAcculate): We had quite a lot of demo with them about what the tools can, can do 

and how we can configure it because, basically, it's about mapping all the processes in the 

organization…that's something that provided some help to actually come to a certain level of 

implementation” so, “everyone can access this and see how it works.” IP6 mentioned that he 

developed“guides on using AI  for contributors at [organization’s name] and volunteers at 

Wikimedia Ukraine. I also held a webinar on it.” Meanwhile, IP9 oversaw a massive training 
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program with company‑wide sessions, especially because older staff needed extra guidance, and 

she worked as a mentor for the teams that adopted it: “We’ve implemented Microsoft 365 Copilot 

across the board — in emails, PowerPoints, Excel, Teams and more,” and noted that “Copilot 

became accessible to everyone, and now we’re receiving training sessions on how to use it 

across different applications.” Implementation has also brought changes in daily habits.  

These accounts illustrate that training and mentorship are essential, especially when dealing with 

large teams’ adoption. While some SaaS providers have built-in training services with the 

purchase of the product, internal training is deemed to be necessary in many cases. However, it is 

critical to also recognize that the need for training also depends on the customization of the SaaS 

tool (not only its impact). For example, Slack, or Chat GPT can have a big impact even when 

using their free versions. However, bigger organizations tend to purchase such tools for the 

purpose of customizing them according to their needs so that the tools provide results and 

solutions that only apply to them (and cannot be used by everyone). In those cases, the impact of 

the tools multiplies analogically with how many unique challenges it solves for the respective 

organizations. IP9’s account is a great example of that, having purchased the Microsoft 365 

Copilot tool (generative AI SaaS) who explained that “In the early stages of Generative AI, we 

weren't allowed to use tools like ChatGPT from our work laptops because of confidentiality 

concerns…But that’s changed now. The company actually built its own internal version of 

ChatGPT; an AI tool only for employees…a secure, company-specific tool that contains a lot of 

internal knowledge”. Overall, participants’ accounts highlight that training is not perceived just 

as a support mechanism, but also as a strategic enabler, while deep customizations can directly 

affect necessary learning demands from the respective teams. 

Across participants, implementation practices centered on structured training and mentorship. 

Leaders used both formal onboarding and hands-on experimentation (e.g., sandboxing) to reduce 

resistance and build confidence. While some SaaS tools included provider-led demos, others 

demanded significant internal effort from leaders to guide adoption. Larger organizations 

emphasized systematic company-wide training, while smaller organizations relied more on 

self-developed guides or peer mentoring. 
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Gibson (1979) defines affordances as “what the environment offers the animal, what it provides 

or furnishes, either for good or ill” (p. 127). This means that affordances are not subjective 

preferences nor objective properties, but relational possibilities that emerge in the encounter 

between actor and environment (pp. 69–70). Norman (1999) extends this by stressing that 

affordances matter only when they are perceived: “affordances provide strong clues to the 

operations of things” (p. 9). In our data, leaders clearly identified affordances in concrete terms: 

IP1 saw Slack affording integration with “more than 80 different tools,” which solved prior 

frustrations with Discord’s limitations. IP2 highlighted Service Cloud’s affordance of 

error-tracking that automatically linked known bugs, saving time: “As soon as I see it in the 

system, I know: ‘This is a known bug.’” IP7 focused on the affordance of unprecedented speed: 

“Within 15–30 minutes I had a pretty good graph … instead of two days.”  

Following Gibson’s (1979) view that “affordances are facts of the environment … not bestowed 

by the observer” (p. 78), these affordances existed regardless of whether employees acted on 

them. However, as Norman (1999) reminds us, many affordances remained and will remain 

unrealized until leaders perceive and frame them in ways that make organizational sense. 

For Weick, adoption is not a matter of neutral “discovering” benefits, but of inventing plausible 

stories around tools that make past experiences coherent and future action possible. He claims 

that the basic idea of sensemaking “is that reality is an ongoing accomplishment that emerges 

from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what occurs” (Weick, 1995, p. 15). It 

is therefore, “less about discovery than it is about invention” (Weick, 1995, p. 13). 

In our case, this is evident in how leaders justified adoption decisions: For IP3 for example, 

adoption was accelerated by the pandemic, which means that it is retrospectively framed as  a 

necessary response to an unexpected disruption (a discrepant cue in Weick’s terms). Similarly, 

IP9 framed the ban on ChatGPT and their move to Microsoft Copilot as a combination of 

innovation with confidentiality. This narrative indicates a justification of the new tool as both 

safe and progressive. Lastly, IP1’s account of Slack adoption was framed as the logical solution 

comparing to past inefficiencies which are used as evidence that the change was necessary 

because it untangles a messy integration and creates a coherent story of improvement. Weick 

(1995) also reminds us that “sensemaking is never with raw experience, it is always with what 
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we have already made” (p. 26). Leaders were not predicting the future of digital work, but in fact 

they were rationalizing past inefficiencies and crises (e.g., pandemic disruption) into stories that 

made adoption plausible and legitimate. 

Maitlis & Sonenshein (2010) describe this as sensegiving, where leaders “attempt to influence 

the sensemaking and meaning construction of others toward a preferred redefinition of 

organizational reality” (p. 554). Training sessions (IP1, IP2, IP9) and analogies like “Copilot is 

like a second brain” (IP9) or “AI is like an intern” (IP7) exemplify this process. 

Adoption and implementation emerge, therefore, not as purely rational strategies but as the 

interplay between perceived affordances and retrospective sensemaking. Digital tools afforded 

new possibilities for integration or speed, but these possibilities only gained meaning when they 

were retrospectively interpreted as solutions to past frustrations (Weick, 1995, p. 26), when 

leaders enacted them through training, onboarding, and advocacy (Weick, 1995, p. 30), or they 

were framed with relatable narratives to others (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010, p. 554).  

In this sense, adoption is less about discovering objective benefits and more about inventing 

plausible accounts that make those benefits intelligible in organizational life. Leaders 

“discovered their own inventions” (Weick, 1995, p. 15), using affordances as if they were raw 

materials for constructing sensible stories in the organization. 

5.2 Leadership Roles and Framing Change 

5.2.1 Roles and responsibilities 

Interviewees held roles such as IT operations lead, software architect, IT specialist, senior editor, 

business consultant and innovation leader. Depending on their position and the company size, 

some of them were responsible for selecting the tools while others had to abide by the 

management decisions. In all cases, they were all supporting teams and overseeing digital 

infrastructures. Leaders often collaborated with other managers rather than issuing purely 

top‑down directive. 
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IP1 is an IT Operations Lead at a biotechnology company: “I build, manage, and maintain the 

company’s digital and IT infrastructure.” While he works alone on the technical side and he 

makes decisions related to SaaS tools integrations, he needs to report and get approved by the 

CEO before implementation. He can, however, be seen as an initiator of change, which means 

that he contributed to the decision but without having a formal capacity:“I initiated it, yes. 

Apparently, they had been discussing it before I arrived, but they didn’t have anyone with the 

technical capability to make it happen…I handled everything from convincing people to the 

technical side of the transition, including transferring all the data from one platform to another.”  

IP2 is the 3D Design Lead for a company that develops software for engineering solutions. He 

explained that “Most of the changes we see these days are coming top-down. Decisions are made 

by the executive board and then they try to impose those decisions on everyone else. This applies 

to things like AI or SaaS adoption too.” Similarly, IP3 is the Software Engineering Lead for a 

digital security firm and he explained that he was not involved in the adaptation decision of such 

tools. He mentioned that all decisions and implementations “...were either mandated by 

management or imposed by the IT department.” Additionally, IP4 is an IT Specialist and was 

not directly responsible for introducing SaaS tools, but he contributes to decision making as well 

as the integration of the tools that his team uses. He mentioned that “Leadership is essentially 

about…providing technical support and being a decision-maker in technical matters. If the 

organization needs something, for example, subscribing to a new IT service, I’m the person who 

needs to be consulted about that.” IP5 is the head of Innovation and Delivery in a software 

quality assurance company. He has not been directly responsible for adaptation overall, but he 

has introduced a tool (approved by management) that would significantly change his team’s 

efficiency in Quality Assurance while he leads his team through implementation of updates of 

that tool. Moreover, while IP9 was also not involved in the decision making process, she 

explained that as an early adopter she became the mentor of this change and she “had to teach 

staff how to use [Copilot] and explain what it is.” Lastly, IPs 6-8 are all contributors to 

decision-making and responsible for introducing the tools to their team, however it is important 

to keep in mind that their teams are significantly smaller than the others (6-11/team).  

 

Leaders’ roles in digital adoption varied widely depending on company size, formal authority, 

and technical expertise. Some (e.g., IP1, IP6–IP8) acted as initiators and implementers, handling 
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both technical integration and team guidance, even without formal mandate. Others (e.g., IP2, 

IP3, IP9) operated under top-down management decisions but still mediated adoption by 

mentoring, training, or adapting tools for team use. Across cases, leaders described themselves 

less as unilateral decision-makers and more as mediators who connected executive choices with 

team-level practices. 

5.2.2 Framing change 

Positive Framings 

Through the interviews we can easily identify stories leaders tell to justify change, to interpret 

external pressures and to promote digital tools to others. During the Discord–to–Slack migration, 

the IT lead emphasised (IP1) that Slack would “benefit not just individuals but the entire 

organization; how much time we’d save, how many processes could be automated”. He used 

such justifications to convince even those who preferred Discord. IP2 repeatedly demonstrated 

how Service Cloud’s keyword search returned relevant suggestions and shared examples from 

his own workload “As both a team leader and someone still providing technical support, I used 

real examples from my day-to-day work to help break that resistance. Eventually, the message 

got through.”  

To get skeptical colleagues on board, leaders relied on anecdotes and relatable examples. IP2 

openly uses personal stories: “In meetings, I often share personal examples … I might tell them: 

‘This situation recently occurred with a client, and because everything was in Salesforce, it took 

me one second to find the information.’” He also used an enabling narrative: “You need to learn 

new tools. You need to keep up with the times.” IP4 explained that introducing 1Password 

required careful explanation: she told colleagues that the tool would “eliminate the need to share 

passwords manually” allow central updates, and protect sensitive data. IP6 framed AI tools as 

assistants rather than replacements and produced guides and webinars to help volunteers and 

colleagues use them effectively. IP9 told sceptical colleagues that Copilot was like having a 

co-worker: “It’s like having a second brain to support you, but you still drive the work”. IP8 

encourages peers to do their own research, telling them to “research what a tool can do before 

they start using it,” while IP7 referred to AI tools as a “thinking partner,” using them to test 

ideas and to quickly analyse data. He frames AI in human terms: “If I had to introduce ChatGPT 
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or Gemini to someone on my team, I’d tell people to be structured and detailed in their prompts. 

And also to double‑check everything because sometimes it sounds convincing but makes stuff 

up.” In other words, narratives were a form of persuasion that was not intended to produce hype, 

but to create relatable stories and reasons for people to accept change.  

Negative Framings 

Leaders did not just push adoption but they pushed people to think. IP6 bluntly commented: 

“Generative AI is an assistant, not a replacement. You still need to read the article and refine the 

prompt”.  IP7 discusses how he suggests to treat AI: “You need to treat AI like an intern: you 

can’t just trust them blindly”. IP3 sees it as part of his job to set limits:“We encourage AI 

adoption but with limitations,” he says, and he reminds peers that AI is “just a tool.” IP8 

advocates for homework before diving in: “research what a tool can do before they start using 

it” while IP9 notes that some older colleagues are hesitant precisely because they do not want to 

be replaced, which forces a conversation about how to use AI responsibly. By insisting on 

verification, context and continual learning, these leaders keep the human brain in the driver’s 

seat rather than handing the wheel to the software. 

A clear pattern is that leaders framed change in narrative terms that either positively, by 

emphasizing efficiency, security, or collaboration, or negatively, by setting limits and warning 

against over-reliance. Positive framings often drew on relatable anecdotes (time saved, security 

risks avoided, work simplified), while negative framings emphasized caution, responsibility, and 

critical thinking. This duality shows that leaders were not only introducing tools but also actively 

shaping the organizational meaning of those tools. 

The challenges leaders described (resistance, security concerns, and fear) emerged from a tension 

between what technologies afforded and how these affordances were interpreted. As we 

discussed, Gibson (1979) has argued, affordances are possibilities the environment offers to the 

animal. Leaders often saw positive affordances such as efficiency or oversight, while employees 

perceived the same features as surveillance (IP1: “The biggest resistance has come around the 

MDM tool … People reacted emotionally and rationally”) or job insecurity (IP9: “Older 

colleagues see AI as something that might replace them”). Now, as Norman (1999) argues, 

affordances matter only if they are perceived (p. 9). So, in these cases, distrust led to employees’ 
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favoring older routines like Excel (IP2), even when new tools technically offered greater 

functionality. 

Sensemaking theory explains why these contrasting perceptions persisted. Weick (1995) argues 

that “reality is an ongoing accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make 

retrospective sense of what occurs” (p. 15). Employees constructed narratives which wanted the 

new systems to threaten their autonomy or employability, while leaders, engaging in sensegiving, 

reframed AI as an “intern” (IP7) or “a second brain” (IP9) to reduce anxiety. These competing 

stories illustrate the point that sensemaking is less discovery than invention (Weick, 1995, p. 13) 

Everything considered, the challenges of adoption actually highlight how affordances and 

sensemaking intersect: Tools offer real possibilities for action. These only became meaningful 

through narratives that framed them as either empowering or threatening. What some saw as 

productivity gains, others saw as a threat, which is a strong indication that barriers concerning 

adoption are not just technical obstacles but contested interpretations of technology’s role in 

organizations. 

​

5.3 Challenges of Adoption 

5.3.1 Resistance to change 

Resistance emerged when new systems disrupted established routines. IP2, the engineer who 

adopted Service Cloud admitted that both he and his team “were initially resistant” and that 

frustration was high after seven years on a different system. When the biotechnology firm (IP1) 

introduced an Mobile Device Management (MDM) tool, employees protested password policies 

and perceived surveillance. IP9 innovation leader noted that Baby‑Boomers were hesitant about 

Copilot, while younger staff were more receptive. IP2 mentioned that older administrative 

workers worried they would “lose their jobs because AI can do what [they] do” and added “Still, 

people have that fear, that AI will eventually take our jobs.” 

Pushback came in many forms, ranging from people refusing change straightforwardly to quiet 

foot‑dragging. IP1 saw how even a simple MDM tool sparked conflict: “The biggest resistance 
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has come around the MDM tool … People reacted emotionally and rationally. There were even 

arguments” and admitted that “We still have about 20% of employees who are very resistant to 

using Slack.” because employees perceived it as intrusive. IP2 hit similar inertia: “In the 

beginning, some people were skeptical and didn’t see the value of Salesforce. Many are still 

using Excel for things like quote calculations.” IP3 noted that some developers “don’t feel 

comfortable using AI. They think it will replace them” and that you can’t just hand them Copilot 

code, because “you have to rewrite 50–60% of the code.” IP4 restricted 1Password access to 

sensitive departments like asylum law and emphasised the need to protect confidential case data. 

IP5 confessed that he was “curious, but also worried about how much control [he] would lose 

when everything was tracked” while IP7 observed that “some colleagues feel insecure and fear 

they’ll be replaced.” Cultural and emotional factors made matters worse; IP8 warned that “When 

you work remotely, you lose the personal energy of being in the same room” and IP9 explained 

that “Older colleagues see AI as something that might replace them. They are not as comfortable 

using it.” These remarks show that resistance is not random as it’s rooted in fears about 

surveillance, job loss and the erosion of familiar ways of working. 

IP2 acknowledged that some employees resisted logging cases because they preferred quick 

phone calls; he worried that strict use of systems might limit flexibility. Concerns about job 

displacement varied by context. IP9 estimated that about ten administrative roles could be 

eliminated in the next few years due to Copilot and said older staff feared becoming obsolete. 

Her organisation decided to retain those employees for now because not everyone is able or 

willing to learn AI tools.  

Resistance consistently appeared when new tools disrupted long-standing habits or provoked 

fears of surveillance and job loss. Some experienced frustration with replacing familiar tools 

(IP2) or felt discomfort with perceived monitoring (IP1). For others, resistance was related to 

generational barriers, as IP9 observed that Baby Boomers were more hesitant about Copilot than 

younger colleagues. Resistance also emerged from doubts about AI’s technical reliability (IP3), 

loss of flexibility (IP2), and anxieties about obsolescence (IP7, IP9). While some employees 

voiced open opposition, others resisted quietly, continuing to rely on older methods like Excel or 

avoiding system logging. These examples show that resistance was not random but patterned 

around control, security, and identity threats. 
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5.3.2 Data security and confidentiality 

Concerns about confidentiality were widespread. IP3 explained that his company forbids 

uploading proprietary code to AI tools and permits only trusted services like Microsoft and 

GitHub Cop and added that AI tools send data to central servers and that it was “strictly 

forbidden … to give our generated code to any AI tool.” Only trusted products like Microsoft 

Copilot or GitHub Copilot were allowed. Additionally, IP9’s company initially banned ChatGPT 

because staff were uploading confidential documents; even with Copilot she still doubted 

whether data was truly safe. And she underscored why, “We handle a lot of sensitive 

information, and some employees were using Generative AI to answer emails or work with 

documents—uploading confidential files without really understanding the risks. So the company 

was very strict about that. The tools weren’t accurate enough yet, and we didn’t feel secure using 

them.” IP1, even as a Slack evangelist, warned that integration does not mean that everything 

goes: Slack “can integrate with over a thousands applications” but they emphasize not sharing 

sensitive information. IP4 revealed she vets tools carefully, asking whether a product is “useful” 

or just trendy and whether there’s enough support to facilitate it’s integration: “Say there's a 10% 

chance of users facing problems. If you have 100 people, that’s 10 people who will definitely 

need one-on-one support.” IP8 treats AI like a public space. She “always cross‑checks things 

that ChatGPT suggests” and compares it to a modern dictionary that still requires human 

judgement. Together, these comments highlight that adoption happens under caution: people 

want the benefits of AI and SaaS but refuse to sacrifice confidentiality. 

Across organizations, confidentiality and data protection were constant concerns. IP3 described 

strict prohibitions against feeding proprietary code into public AI tools, with only “trusted” 

providers like Microsoft and GitHub permitted. IP9 recounted how her company initially banned 

ChatGPT after staff uploaded confidential files, and even now with Copilot, she doubted the 

assurances of full security. IP1 likewise emphasized that while Slack integrated widely, sensitive 

information was still off-limits. IP4 highlighted the burden of safeguarding users in large 

rollouts, stressing that even a small failure rate translates into many individual vulnerabilities. 

Meanwhile, IP8 described treating AI outputs like a “public space,” cross-checking suggestions 

and reminding that even advanced tools require human oversight. Taken together, leaders framed 

42 



 

security not as an afterthought but as a defining boundary condition for adoption: benefits were 

only acceptable if confidentiality was maintained. 

5.3.4 Over‑reliance on AI and creative ethics 

Ethics and culture threaded through every interview, shaping how people judged new 

technologies. Cultural shifts were dramatic. IP2 noted that online meetings only became normal 

after the pandemic and IP3 recalled:“Now, instead of emailing, most people communicate 

through chat. That was a significant change.” and added that “online meetings increased 

significantly. With the introduction of these tools, online meetings became much more frequent. 

People working from home joined from home, and those at the office joined from the office.”  

Additionally, fears of deskilling and inauthenticity surfaced repeatedly. IP6 warned that there is a 

risk that “...relying on AI might make us lazier thinkers...So I have concerns about intellectual 

laziness, both for myself and others. People stop thinking deeply.” and urged colleagues to focus 

on enhancement rather than replacement. IP1 is worried about not being able to chatch up with 

the change: “but even I sometimes feel like I’m falling behind. It’s all moving very quickly. Still, I 

try my best to stay informed and adapt. But I do feel like I’m a step behind.” IP7 relates to that 

and claims that “Things will just move faster. If I want to launch a startup, I can get from zero to 

something in a matter of days, not months. AI lowers the barrier.” but he also warned that “We’ll 

also see more fakes, more disinformation, which is bad, but it’s already happening. The 

challenge will be how to handle it.”  

​

Emotions ranged from curiosity to fear. IP8 admitted that if she could give a title to her feelings 

about current DT, it would be “Lost and Curious”while IP9 balanced anxiety with optimism: “it 

felt both scary and impressive. Then, after some time, I realized how much easier it made 

everything.” IP7 mentioned his initial feeling as "fascination" but then he added “Later, though, 

it got more complicated. I started reading about the implications, and it triggered some fear, like, 

could it replace me? Could it control how I work?” Similarly, IP6 also recalls: “I remember 

feeling amazed—both positively and with some concern. I was excited about its capabilities, but 

also curious about the broader implications.” These reflections make clear that current 
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technological tools create a deep dichotomy for leaders combining feelings of excitement and 

fear at the same time.  

Underlying many of these concerns was a fear of losing human skills and ethics. For IP3, in 

remote meetings, “the lack of facial expressions was a big change”. He also found that remote 

meetings lacked the facial cues of in‑person encounters and noted that “It really has two sides. … 

It helps with visibility. But because it reduces communication with individuals, it can lead to a 

sense of disconnection”. IP1 explained that “This kind of innovation changes how people 

perceive things. They start seeing the company as more advanced and systematic. It also changes 

how they see you; your leadership, your technical skills”. For IP4 the change was not so much 

about technical skills and knowledge but “about being able to navigate within a digital 

application…how to find their  [people] way around the interface.” 

Some participants feared that AI could erode creativity and critical thinking. IP8 admitted, “My 

concern is about getting lazy, relying too much on AI. … I don’t want to switch off the top part of 

my brain. AI should be a tool that enhances my productivity — not something that replaces my 

thinking.” IP7  expressed the fear that AI “could control how I work”. IP8 also reflected on a 

the bigger picture: “What concerns me is that tools like ChatGPT are writing so well because 

they were trained on the work of great writers…So the quality we admire in AI is actually 

human-made. And when I see things like animation styles being replicated instantly, styles that 

took artists a lifetime to develop, that worries me”, raising questions about authorship and fair 

use. However, she also believed that AI would not replace jobs entirely but would change skill 

requirements and predicted that “knowing how to use AI tools effectively” would become an 

expected competence (IP8). Additionally, IP7 said he now focuses more on critical thinking and 

adaptability when hiring, since AI can generate technical answers. 

Leaders consistently described ambivalence toward AI: excitement over efficiency mixed with 

fears of ethical erosion and loss of human distinctive identity. IP6 warned against “intellectual 

laziness” if people rely too heavily on AI to think for them. IP7 similarly framed AI as both 

revolutionary and threatening. IP8 captured this contradiction as being “Lost and Curious” 

while IP9 described that the transformation was “both scary and impressive.” Even basic 

workplace practices like online meetings (IP2, IP3) were seen as cultural shifts that changed 
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communication norms and sometimes they enhanced visibility while they also created 

disconnection. Across interviews, the tension between empowerment (IP1 and IP4) and fear 

(IP7 and IP8) was a dominant reflection of leaders.  

The challenges leaders described can be connected to how affordances can be simultaneously 

enabling and constraining depending on perception and context. Gibson (1979) argued that 

affordances are not subjective projections but real action possibilities “for good or ill” (p. 77). A 

Slack integration or a Copilot deployment can afford automation and speed in a material sense. 

Yet, because affordances are relational (defined by both the artifact/object and the actor’s 

capabilities/subject (p. 127)), the same features can be perceived as threatening to different 

groups. For leaders, centralization afforded efficiency; for employees, it afforded surveillance or 

redundancy. In other words, the affordance itself was steady/unchanged, but its uptake depended 

on whether it was detected and acted upon (p. 68). Misperception or avoidance (e.g., clinging to 

Excel, rejecting Copilot code) is consistent with Gibson’s warning that “to see what is there 

implies not seeing what is not there” (p. 81). What does that mean? Well, perception is selective 

in nature. If we perceive one affordance we subconsciously choose to ignore or downplay others. 

This explains misperceptions and avoidances. Furthermore, Weick compliments this point by 

arguing that sensemaking is grounded in extracted cues (1995, p. 50), which essentially means 

that employees clinged onto cues that fit their identity and protect their comfort zone (Excel = 

reliable, Copilot = risky), creating plausible narratives to justify their avoidance. 

As Weick (1995) emphasizes, sensemaking is retrospective and plausibility-driven: people 

reconstruct events into stories that justify their stance rather than uncover objective truth (pp. 15, 

61). Employees framed new SaaS as threats to autonomy or identity while leaders framed the 

same tools as rational measures to improve efficiency. Both framings represent competing 

“plausible accounts” (p. 13) built on different extracted cues: leaders noticed integration and 

time-savings while employees noticed monitoring or errors. Because sensemaking is grounded in 

identity (p. 18), older staff often resisted tools that clashed with their professional self-concepts, 

whereas leaders embraced them as affirmations of their innovator identity. 
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The intersection of affordances and sensemaking reveals why resistance is not merely irrational 

inertia. Affordances present stable possibilities, but they only become impactful when people 

frame them in ways that support or threaten their identity and values.  

5.4 Benefits and Impact  

5.4.1 Efficiency and productivity 

Users praised SaaS and AI for shaving hours, or even days, off their workloads. IP7 talked about 

going from a two‑day turnaround to a half‑hour insight: “Within 15–30 minutes I had a pretty 

good graph … The fact that I could get this kind of result in half an hour instead of two days? 

That’s revolutionary for me.” IP2 loves how Service Cloud drafts responses automatically: “If I 

answer an email at 9 PM, Salesforce might suggest two possible answers. I don’t have to write 

anything; I can just click one.” IP1 noted that Slack’s wide ecosystem “can integrate with over 

a thousands applications” which “saves time” and lets his team “easily share documents and 

updates.” AI tools also speed up creative work; IP6 relies on ChatGPT and Claude for “idea 

generation, summarization, and exploring new narrative angles” while he emphasised that these 

tools encourage his team to break projects into smaller tasks. IP8, initially skeptical, came 

around because ChatGPT “saves time and gives [her] a different perspective,” while IP9 said 

Copilot’s integration across Microsoft products “speeds up [their] work” so they can “create 

presentations and spreadsheets faster.”  

Taken together, the efficiency and productivity enhancement that results from those tools, we 

would argue, is undoubtable. When it comes to practical aspects, they really make people faster 

and free them up for higher‑value work. Participants widely agreed that SaaS and AI tools save 

time and automate repetitive tasks. Slack’s automations and integrations were cited as reasons for 

migrating from Discord. Service Cloud’s AI suggestions enabled faster problem solving. Copilot 

allowed managers to generate a draft presentation in minutes, freeing time for creative work. 

Task‑management tools encouraged breaking work into “smaller, more manageable, and 

trackable parts” and password managers eliminated manual credential updates. 
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Leaders overwhelmingly praised SaaS and AI tools for boosting efficiency and reducing 

workload. IP7 contrasted the past (“two days turnaround”) with the present (“half an hour”); IP2 

appreciated Service Cloud’s AI suggestions for quick email responses; IP1 highlighted Slack’s 

thousands of integrations as major time savers; IP6 relied on ChatGPT and Claude for ideation 

and summarization; IP8 shifted from skepticism to valuing ChatGPT’s efficiency; and IP9 

emphasized Copilot’s seamless integration for creating presentations and spreadsheets faster. 

Across the accounts, participants described automation, task breakdown, and integration as 

concrete enablers of productivity, freeing leaders and teams for higher-value or more creative 

work. 

5.4.2 Organisation and collaboration. 

Interviewees described improvements in coordination. Slack unified communication channels 

and integrated with other systems. Product‑analytics tools helped define target personas. Training 

platforms provided professional courses and made it easier for staff to upskill. Centralised MDM 

ensured devices were configured correctly from day one. 

Beyond speed, participants highlighted how new software keeps everyone on the same page. IP4 

pointed out that their password manager means “we simply change the password in 1Password, 

and everyone’s access is updated automatically,” removing friction and risk. IP5 loves that their 

process tool lets colleagues “navigate through the organization, seeing how we work with 

different portal processes” even if only a few people edit it; for the rest, it’s “just a visual 

access,” which still builds awareness. Slack is more than a chat app for IP1: it integrates 

documents, automations, and bots so effectively. IP9 underscored the scale of collaboration 

when Copilot was rolled out across “emails, PowerPoints, Excel, Teams and more,” making it 

easier to keep projects aligned across departments. In short, these tools are not just individual 

time‑savers; they act as a shared workspace that centralises data, reduces duplication and 

enhances real‑time teamwork. 

Participants consistently described SaaS and AI tools as enablers of collaboration and 

organizational alignment. IP4 praised how 1Password instantly updated everyone’s access, 

removing friction and risk. IP5 highlighted how their process-mapping tool gave staff “visual 

access” to workflows, even if only a few edited it, thereby building organizational awareness. 
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For IP1, Slack functioned not just as a chat app but as an integrated hub for documents, bots, and 

automations. IP9 emphasized Copilot’s scale, noting how it spanned “emails, PowerPoints, 

Excel, Teams and more,” ensuring consistency across departments. Collectively, leaders 

presented these tools as shared infrastructures that reduced duplication, centralized data, and kept 

teams “on the same page.” 

The benefits leaders emphasized, such as efficiency and collaboration, showcase the positive 

affordances of SaaS and AI tools as they were detected, enacted, and legitimated through stories. 

Gibson (1979) notes that affordances are facts of the environment, not appearances (p. 70): Slack 

does afford integration, Copilot does afford automation across Office applications, and Service 

Cloud does afford predictive case handling. These action possibilities were materially available, 

but they only became meaningful when leaders and teams perceived and enacted them. Norman 

(1999) reminds us that affordances must be perceived to matter (p. 39). Leaders who praised 

Slack’s “a thousand integrations” or Copilot’s ability to draft presentations were actually 

highlighting the specific cues that made affordances visible and organizationally valuable. 

From a sensemaking lens, these affordances did not automatically translate into benefits. They 

became meaningful once they were narrated into plausible stories of improvement. Weick (1995) 

stresses that “reality is an ongoing accomplishment” (p. 15). Leaders retrospectively reframed 

the acceleration of tasks as “revolutionary” thereby legitimizing adoption as not just technically 

useful but strategically transformative. Collaboration features were similarly framed as creating 

“shared workspaces” illustrating Weick’s property of sensemaking as social where 

“sensemaking happens in interaction — meanings are tested, confirmed, or changed in 

conversations”, and ongoing where “Sensemaking never stops; events are part of a continuous 

flow.” (pp. 39, 43). 

The positive impact leaders described also reflects sensemaking’s identity grounding (p. 18). By 

adopting tools, leaders constructed identities as innovators, or enablers of growth. In this way, 

the benefits were not only mere outcomes but actual parts of their identity. AI made leaders feel 

both more advanced and more legitimate in their roles. Narratives of “saved time” or “new 

perspectives” highlight sensemaking’s focus on plausibility (p. 61). While benefits might not be 

quantifiable with precision, they were good enough to sustain adoption. 
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Combining affordances and sensemaking here highlights why benefits are not simply technical 

outputs. Affordances offered invariant possibilities for speed, automation, and visibility. But it is 

always leaders’ interpretive work that transformed those affordances into benefits endorsed by 

the organization. The positive impacts thus reveal how affordances and sensemaking co-amplify.  

Affordances anchor narratives in concrete functionality, while sensemaking turns those 

functionalities into coherent stories of transformation. 
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6. Discussion  
This study set out to explore how leaders experience, interpret, and enact the adoption of SaaS 

and AI-SaaS tools within their organizations. By combining Gibson’s (1979) affordance theory 

with Weick’s (1995) sensemaking framework, our analysis highlighted how technological 

features provide possibilities for action and how leaders narratively frame those possibilities into 

meaningful organizational practices. The discussion situates these findings within the broader 

digital transformation literature and identifies how they confirm, challenge, and extend prior 

research. 

6.1 Digital transformation as an open-ended process 

The findings of this research support recent critiques of DT as more than a technical upgrade. 

Consistent with Vial’s (2019) definition of DT as a process of “strategic responses” to 

technological disruptions (p. 121), leaders in our study consistently portrayed adoption as an 

ongoing and adaptive journey rather than a distinct project. Large organizations emphasized ROI 

calculations and strategic integration, while smaller firms often relied on curiosity-driven 

experimentation with generative AI. This brings forward the implication that DT calls for a new 

definition as “continuously accelerating, open-ended process” (Rakovic et al., 2024; Warner & 

Wäger, 2019). 

Yet our findings extend this view by illustrating the dual temporality of adoption. For leaders, 

SaaS tools represented both immediate payoffs (time savings, security, efficiency) and 

open-ended experiments that required continual reframing to remain legitimate. This duality 

reflects Kurzweil’s (2004) “law of accelerating returns” where technologies evolve faster than 

organizations can adapt, but also demonstrates how leaders bridge this gap by stabilizing each 

wave of adoption through their narrative. 

6.2 Leadership as sensegivers and mediators of affordances 

Existing research emphasizes leadership as a critical factor in DT, often positioning leaders as 

sponsors or strategic guides (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Hanelt et al., 2021). Our findings confirm 

and nuance this picture. Leaders did not uniformly act as top-down decision-makers; many 
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described themselves as mediators between management and teams, responsible for translating 

executive decisions into actionable practices.  

This aligns with Maitlis and Sonenshein’s (2010) view of sensegiving as leaders’ effort to 

influence others’ meaning-making. Yet our results extend this by showing how sensegiving was 

often affordance-driven. Leaders framed Slack not just as “a chat tool” but as automation and 

integration infrastructure. They presented Copilot as “a second brain” and Chat GPT “like an 

intern” that required oversight. These framings exemplify how leaders actively bridged 

affordances and organizational narratives, amplifying sensemaking by grounding it in tangible 

features. 

6.3 Resistance, cultural inertia, and competing narratives 

Literature consistently identifies resistance and cultural inertia as major barriers to digital 

transformation (Busco et al., 2023; Tabrizi et al., 2019). Our findings confirm this but also reveal 

how resistance itself functions as sensemaking. Employees framed new tools as surveillance, job 

threats, or inflexible systems, thereby constructing plausible accounts for maintaining older 

practices. This echoes Weick’s (1995) argument that sensemaking is retrospective and 

identity-driven. Employees sought comfort and tried to preserve continuity by narrating new 

technologies as misaligned with their roles. 

Affordance theory helps explain these narratives. For leaders, Copilot afforded oversight and 

efficiency; for some employees, it afforded surveillance and obsolescence. This mismatch is 

relational in nature and it illustrates Gibson’s (1979) claim that affordances exist “for good or 

ill.” Our findings thus extend prior research by showing that resistance is not only cultural inertia 

but also an affordance-sensemaking gap: leaders and employees (while their capacities might 

overlap) perceive and narrate different action possibilities from the same tools. 

6.4 Ethical concerns and the AI affordances 

While prior research notes that digital transformation raises ethical challenges (Hanelt et al., 

2021), our study reveals the extent to which over-reliance on AI provoked fears of intellectual 
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laziness, loss of creativity, and disconnection. Leaders described being simultaneously fascinated 

and fearful, reflecting the ambivalence of adopting generative AI. 

From an affordance perspective, AI tools afforded both efficiency and ethical risks. As Norman 

(1999) reminds, affordances must be perceived and constrained by conventions; in this case, 

leaders enacted new conventions to prevent misuse. These narratives illustrate what Maitlis and 

Sonenshein (2010) describe as values-based sensemaking, where moral frames guide 

interpretations under uncertainty. Our study therefore extends the literature by showing how 

ethical ambivalence is not a peripheral concern but a central feature of leaders’ narratives of 

digital transformation. 

6.5 Benefits reframed: efficiency, collaboration, and organizational glue 

Research frequently highlights efficiency and productivity as the dominant outcomes of digital 

transformation (Verhoef et al., 2021; Low et al., 2011). Our findings confirm these benefits but 

also underscore how leaders framed them not only as time savings but as organizationally 

meaningful narratives.  

Crucially, collaboration emerged as more than a technical feature. Leaders described SaaS tools 

as shared workspaces that centralized data, built awareness, and reduced duplication. This aligns 

with Nyambandi & De La Harpe’s (2022) findings that digital affordances amplify collective 

sensemaking. Our study strengthens this claim by showing how leaders explicitly framed 

collaborative affordances as narratives of unity as “keeping everyone on the same page.” 

6.6 Theoretical contribution: affordances amplify sensemaking 

A key contribution of this study is to integrate affordance theory and sensemaking abductively. 

While past research often treats technology as background in sensemaking (Mesgari et al., 2025), 

our findings show that affordances are not peripheral but central: they supply the material cues 

that leaders frame into narratives. Conversely, sensemaking amplifies affordances by 

determining which possibilities are enacted and institutionalized. 

This amplification extends Seidel et al.’s (2013) insight that functional affordances support 

sensemaking, by showing how leaders narratively mediate affordances to align with 
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organizational values, mitigate fears, and frame adoption as legitimate. In short, digital 

transformation is not merely about sensing and seizing opportunities (Teece, 2007), but about 

narratively weaving affordances into plausible organizational stories that enable collective 

action. 

6.7 Practical Implications 

Practically, this study underscores that successful adoption requires more than technical rollout. 

It also requires leaders to actively shape how such technologies are understood and experienced 

within the organization. This involves first making affordances perceptible through training, 

guidance and opportunities for experimentation, thereby allowing employees to recognize the 

possibilities that new systems open up. Yet awareness alone is insufficient. Affordances must 

also be framed narratively, in ways that highlight both opportunities and boundaries.  

Equally important is how leaders engage with resistance. Rather than treating hesitation as 

irrational refusal, resistance should be seen as a form of competing sensemaking. Employees 

interpret new technologies through the lens of their identities, values, and concerns, and leaders 

must address these perspectives by reframing affordances in ways that resonate with them. 

Ethical ambivalence, too, should not be dismissed as peripheral but recognized as intrinsic to 

digital transformation. Positioning AI as a tool for augmentation rather than replacement 

provides a constructive frame for navigating these tensions. 

By combining material interventions with interpretive practices, leaders can create the conditions 

under which SaaS and AI adoption becomes meaningful and co-created, rather than experienced 

as a top-down imposition. 
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7. Conclusion  

This thesis examined how leaders make sense of and enact digital transformation through the 

adoption of SaaS and AI-SaaS tools. Our analysis showed that effective adoption is less about 

technical deployment and more about how leaders frame, narrate, and guide change. Leaders 

acted as both interpreters and mediators of disruption, drawing on storytelling, training, and 

mentorship to translate technological affordances into organizational practices. 

Across cases, adoption was motivated by either strategic calculation or personal initiative, but its 

success depended on reducing uncertainty and supporting employees’ transitions. Resistance was 

linked to fears of surveillance, job loss, or disruption of routines, while concerns over security 

and ethical use of AI were recurrent. Leaders responded by crafting narratives that highlighted 

efficiency and collaboration, while simultaneously setting boundaries and cautioning against 

over-reliance. 

By combining sensemaking and affordance theory, this study contributes to a richer 

understanding of digital transformation as both material and interpretive. Leaders not only 

recognized what technologies could afford but also constructed the stories that made those 

affordances meaningful. Practically, the findings stress the importance of leadership 

communication, cultural adaptation, and ethical reflection in bridging the pacing gap between 

rapid technological change and slower human adaptation. 

In short, digital transformation is not simply a technical process but a narrative one. Leaders are 

decisive not only in selecting tools but in shaping the meanings through which organizations 

learn to live with them. 
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Appendix A: Interview Design 

Overall Interview Guide 

Prior to the interview, the following key points were communicated to participants: 

-   ​ Purpose of the Interview 

-   ​ Consent for Recording 

-   ​ Confidentiality Assurance 

-   ​ Interview Approach 

Introduction – Warm-Up Questions 

1)​ Can you tell me a bit about your role and what your organization does? 

-   ​ What does leadership look like in your context? 

-   ​ What digital tools or platforms are common in your daily work? 

2)​ What Saas tools does your organization currently use? 

-   ​ How long have you been using them? 

-   ​ Were you involved in their introduction? 

Core Narrative Questions 

3)​ What has been the most life-changing AI SaaS adoption you’ve experienced? 

-   ​ What’s the story behind it? 

-   ​ Why did you believe it was a good idea? 

4)​ Tell me about a time when a new SaaS tool was introduced and how it made you feel 

as a leader. 

-   ​ What was happening in the organization at the time? 

-   ​ What was your initial reaction? 
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-   ​ Did you lead the decision? 

-   ​ Any doubts or hopes? 

5)​ How did you feel when you started using it? 

-   ​ Did you need to learn new skills? 

6)​ Did you onboard your team? 

-   ​ How did you introduce it? 

-   ​ What descriptive language or framing did you use? 

7)​ Were there any uncertainties? How did you navigate them? 

-   ​ What was the turning point? 

-   ​ What was your role in shaping the change? 

-   ​ Did it affect your confidence or leadership? 

8)​ Was integration into daily work smooth? 

-   ​ Was there resistance or quick adoption? 

-   ​ How did you respond? 

9)​ Was there a pivotal moment when things shifted significantly? 

-   ​ Has this SaaS changed your leadership or work approach? 

-   ​ Has it impacted decision-making? 

-   ​ Do you make decisions faster/slower? 

-   ​ How many AI SaaS tools do you use? 

-   ​ Do you trust your team to use them critically and responsibly? 
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-   ​ Has it changed your perception of their work? 

-   ​ Has it challenged you as a leader? 

10) How do you feel about these changes? 

-   ​ Do you see them as disruptions to your routines? 

11) Have you or your organization had to develop new capabilities due to SaaS adoption? 

12) If your leadership journey during digital transformation had a title or metaphor (e.g., a 

book or movie), what would it be? 

-   ​ Why that title? 

-   ​ What was the biggest lesson? 

Interview Closure 

-   ​ Is there anything we haven’t covered that you think is important or any final thoughts 

you’d like to add? 

Thank you for your participation! 
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