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I 

Abstract 

Organizational routines constitute how work is accomplished in organizations. This 

dissertation thesis draws on recent routine research and is anchored in the field of 

organization theory. The thesis consists of four separate manuscripts that contribute to 

related research fields such as agility or coordination research from a routine perspective 

while also extending routine dynamics research. Recent routine dynamics research offers a 

wide perspective on how situated actions within and across routines unfold as emergent 

accomplishments. This allows us to analyze other organization research phenomena, such as 

agility and coordination. Accordingly, the first and second manuscripts argue for the 

adoption of a very dynamic perspective on routines and the incorporation of these insights 

into agility and coordination research. This is followed by two empirical manuscripts that 

expand the routine literature based on qualitative research within agile software 

development. The third manuscript of this dissertation analyzes how situated actions address 

different temporal orientations (i.e., past, present, and future). Last, the fourth manuscript 

addresses the performing of roles within and through routines. In general, this dissertation 

contributes to overall organization research in two ways: (1) by outlining and examining 

how agility is enacted; (2) by highlighting that actions are performed flexibly to consider the 

situation at hand. 
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1 

SYNOPSIS 

This dissertation thesis is positioned within the field of organization research and 

focuses on organizational routines from different perspectives. Due to the comprehensive 

research on routines (Cyert & March, 1963; Feldman, 2000; Feldman, Pentland, D’Adderio, 

& Lazaric, 2016; March & Simon, 1958), they have been profoundly examined (Feldman et 

al., 2016) but still offer the potential to be examined further (Feldman, 2016; Feldman et al., 

2021). Routines can be found in every organization and constitute how work is accomplished 

(Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016). Hence, they provide an excellent basis to contribute 

to organization theory and related research streams. In particular, recent developments in 

understanding routine dynamics have enabled scholars to address a wide range of relevant 

topics. 

Organizational routines are no longer seen as stable entities to ensure efficiency or 

legitimacy in organizations (Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958); instead, they are 

considered inherently dynamic and subject to variations (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman & 

Pentland, 2003). This has resulted in studies on reflective spaces and talk (Bucher & 

Langley, 2016; Dittrich, Guérard, & Seidl, 2016), temporal coordination (Geiger, Danner-

Schröder, & Kremser, 2021), and routine interdependencies (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021; Sele 

& Grand, 2016). Moreover, the recent routine dynamics perspective can be fruitfully 

transferred to other research areas, such as coordination (LeBaron, Christianson, Garrett, & 

Ilan, 2016) or agility (Ritter, Danner-Schröder, & Müller-Seitz, 2021). In particular, agility 

is of growing and considerable interest for theory and practice (Aghina, De Smet, & Weerda, 

2016; Tallon, Queiroz, Coltman, & Sharma, 2019), and can even be used in empirical cases 

from a routine perspective (Dönmez, Grote, & Brusoni, 2016). 

This cumulative dissertation is composed of several independent manuscripts. It is 

against this backdrop that this thesis has not one guiding research question, but rather a 
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guiding research interest to connect organizational routines and agility. The four manuscripts 

included in this dissertation address specific respective research questions that contribute to 

the overarching research interest from different perspectives. The first two manuscripts 

emphasize that other phenomena can be analyzed by relying on recent routine research 

because it forms a good starting point for other research areas to develop explanatory 

approaches, which are inspired by the highly dynamic nature of routines. Therefore, these 

two manuscripts are theoretical-conceptual and highlight how agility and coordination 

research benefit from incorporating recent insights from routine research. The last two 

manuscripts examine the temporality and roles in routines from an empirical perspective. 

Both manuscripts strongly build on the recent routine dynamics perspective and outline how 

actors enact agile routines (i.e., scrum routines). Therefore, these manuscripts also contribute 

to routine and organization research. 

In the following section, the theoretical framework of organizational routines is 

briefly introduced to lay the foundation for the later discussion. Thereafter, the research 

settings and methods applied to the two empirical studies are presented. This is followed by 

summaries of the four dissertation manuscripts and a general discussion of the contributions 

of this dissertation project. Finally, avenues for further research and limitations associated 

with the four manuscripts are discussed. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Organizational routines are an essential characteristic of organizational life that has 

been considered by organization theory for more than 60 years (Cyert & March, 1963; 

Feldman et al., 2016; March & Simon, 1958). Earlier conceptualization portrayed routines 

as stable entities (Cyert & March, 1963; Nelson & Winter, 1982) that are “repeated patterns 

of behavior that are bound by rules and customs and that do not change very much from one 
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iteration to another” (Feldman, 2000, p. 611; emphasis adopted). Thus, routines have been 

seen as inflexible, stable, inert, and performed by mindless participants (Feldman, 2000). 

This perspective on routines was substantially challenged and changed by the 

seminal work of Feldman (2000), who studied the housing routine of a large state university 

and found that routines are not stable or bounded by rules, but are rather inherently dynamic 

and subject to variations. Building on the practice turn (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; 

Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011) and incorporating agency as an inherent 

characteristic (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Pentland, 2003) 

established a new understanding of organizational routines (Feldman, 2016; Feldman 

& Pentland, 2003; Howard-Grenville, 2005). This resulted in organizational routines being 

redefined as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by 

multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95). Since then, routine changes are no 

longer seen as being exogenous to a routine. Instead, they are now considered endogenous, 

which has resulted in the notion of internal dynamics. These dynamics are rooted in the 

situated actions of actors in performing their routines (Feldman, 2016). Currently, the ever-

changing and dynamic nature of routines is conceptualized by performing and patterning 

(Feldman, 2016; Feldman et al., 2021). Performing refers to the “actual performance by 

specific people, at specific times, in specific places” (Pentland & Feldman, 2008, p. 241), 

while patterning is “the process of forming and reinforcing paths [of possible action 

sequences] through repeated performances” (Pentland, Mahringer, Dittrich, Feldman, & 

Wolf, 2020, p. 9). Thus, the performances of actors (i.e., situated actions) shape the 

patterning (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Pentland et al., 2020). 

Since acknowledging the dynamic nature of routines, numerous studies have been 

inspired by the reconceptualization of routines (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016) with 

different contributions to routine research, such as the inhibition and promotion of novelty 
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and creativity (Cohendet & Simon, 2016; Deken, Carlile, Berends, & Lauche, 2016), routine 

interactions (Kremser & Schreyögg, 2016; Sele & Grand, 2016; Spee, Jarzabkowski, & 

Smets, 2016), and recognition of routine patterns (Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016). For 

example, Bucher and Langley (2016) emphasized that actors can use two types of spaces to 

change routines: experimental and reflective spaces. Experimental spaces allow actors to 

integrate new actions into their routine performances. In reflective spaces, actors can develop 

new routine concepts (Bucher & Langley, 2016). Reflectivity also guided the study of 

Dittrich et al. (2016), who found that actors actively use reflective talk to collectively reflect 

on routine performances and intentionally work out new ways of enacting respective 

routines. Besides reflectivity, routine scholars have an increasing interest in time and 

temporality in routines (Turner & Rindova, 2018, 2021). Notably, this has manifested in 

several studies. For example, Geiger et al. (2021) showed that actors establish temporal 

boundaries to reorient and realign their actions against the background of temporal patterns. 

From another perspective, Kremser and Blagoev (2021) outlined that actors prioritize their 

actions toward person-roles in situations of time pressure wherein upfront scheduling is not 

possible. In this manner, they incorporate a perspective on roles in routine research and open 

up new avenues for further research. Although a variety of routine studies exist, there 

remains a great deal of potential for studying routines and other phenomena through a routine 

lens (Feldman et al., 2021). Thus, there is a call to make use of the profound foundations of 

routine dynamics to better understand and explore other organizational issues, such as 

automation and algorithms, and to connect them to other related research fields. However, 

the existing routine literature can still be enriched by both theoretical and methodological 

contributions (Feldman et al., 2021). 

In this context, the present dissertation responds to these calls. The included 

manuscripts address the following central research objectives and questions: (1) Transferring 



 

5 

the recent routine dynamics perspective to understand how organizational agility emerges 

and unfolds within organizations; (2) Examining coordination by relying on the emergent 

and dynamic perspective of organizational routines; (3) How do situated actions address 

different temporal orientations toward the past, present, and future?; (4) How are roles 

enacted through routines? 

RESEARCH SETTING 

To answer the guiding research questions of this thesis and build theory from the data 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), a qualitative and explorative research design was applied 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014). Building on a theory-based sampling strategy (Patton, 1990), 

I selected a context wherein routines are frequently performed by different actors and roles, 

respectively. Hence, I identified an organization in the information technology (IT) sector 

with approximately 70,000 employees known as ITBiz (a pseudonym). ITBiz is an 

internationally operating organization that offers products and services to internal and 

external customers, both in business-to-business and business-to-consumer contexts. For 

example, its products and services include broadband connections, mobile communications, 

complex services, software, industry solutions, and enterprise networks. Since customers 

demand that ITBiz delivers software and services faster and with better integration, the 

organization decided to start a large transformation program. As a result, agile software 

development and delivery frameworks and methods – such as scrum – have been introduced 

to better integrate customers into design and development processes. These different agile 

software development frameworks are embedded in larger frameworks to scale up from a 

few people involved in simple projects to thousands of people involved in more complex 

projects. After meeting the top executives of ITBiz, I had the opportunity to accompany 

TeamOne (anonymized), which is one of the agile teams. 
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TeamOne is an autonomously working agile software development team that applies 

scrum as a development framework. Scrum evolved and was established to simplify the work 

of agile software teams by standardizing routines, roles, and used artifacts. For this purpose, 

scrum was designed as a short-cycled process consisting of several routines that are 

frequently iterating. These iterations are called “sprints” and, in the case of TeamOne, repeat 

every three weeks. The included routines have specific objectives and outcomes, such as a 

planning routine to plan the tasks to be performed within the next sprint (i.e., the next three 

weeks). Furthermore, besides simplifying software development, customers are integrated 

in response to formerly lengthy development processes (i.e., usually two years) that resulted 

in final products no longer matching customers’ needs. To avoid such mismatches, 

customers are now part of the software development team and articulate their immediate 

needs directly to the developers. Hence, the developers can react immediately to customers’ 

demands and the final software product is successively developed together (Schwaber & 

Beedle, 2002). 

METHODS 

My general research interest called for a qualitative, explorative, and ethnographic 

case study approach (Agar, 1986; van Maanen, 1988; Yin, 2014). Since ethnography aims 

to examine and understand how and why actors act as they do (van Maanen, 2011), 

observations were of particular importance for my research ambitions to understand how the 

enactment of temporality and roles unfolds in performing routines. Hence, I accompanied 

TeamOne for one year as a non-participant observer. I spent approximately one day per week 

with TeamOne and attended face-to-face as well as virtual meetings. During this time, I was 

able to collect extensive data from three sources: observations, semi-structured interviews, 

and secondary data (see Table 1 for the overall data set). The whole data set was anonymized 

and pseudonymized to ensure the anonymity of the company and acting persons, as agreed. 
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Data collection 

Non-participant observation. The observations allowed me to investigate the actual 

routine performances of TeamOne, the actors’ situated actions, and how the actors 

interacted. I attended formal meetings (e.g., planning days, when one sprint ended and a 

subsequent sprint started) and informal meetings (e.g., team dinners). As a result, I collected 

extensive field notes. In general, observation data represent the main part of the overall data 

set and supported my research ambitions through unexpected and illustrative situations. 

Furthermore, in attending different meetings, I had the opportunity for many informal 

discussions with the members of TeamOne, which gave me very detailed insights into their 

activities, motives, and motivations. Notably, this allowed me to ask further clarifying 

questions. 

Semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interviews supported the 

observational data with more in-depth information. For instance, I had the opportunity to ask 

how the actors understand their roles and see them in the context of other roles in greater 

detail. Additionally, I could go into more detail in the interviews about how, for example, 

the temporal structuring of scrum helps the actors and how such restrictions may support 

their method of working together. 

Secondary data. During the observation period, I had access to a large amount of 

data from TeamOne, such as their wiki. The team stored guidelines, meeting protocols, and 

handbooks in this wiki. Furthermore, I collected digital data such as scrum logs. The 

guidelines and handbook were particularly helpful in understanding scrum and how 

TeamOne enacted it. 
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Table 1: Overview of the data set 

Data source Output 

Non-participant observation 
- 300 hours of non-participant observation 

- 315 pages of field notes 

Semi-structured interviews 
- 20 semi-structured interviews 

- Length from 26 to 84 minutes; 15h of total interview 

time 

- 350 transcribed pages 

Secondary data 
- 1,300 pages of secondary and archival data (e.g., 

guidelines, meeting protocols, emails, presentations, 

and handbooks) 

- 550 pages of digital data (e.g. scrum logs) 

Data analysis 

Due to the emergent unfolding of the qualitative research project and the two distinct 

empirical studies, the data were analyzed both iteratively and inductively (Bansal, Smith, & 

Vaara, 2018; Locke, Feldman, & Golden-Biddle, 2020). Herein, I provide a brief overview 

of how the data analysis unfolded. Notably, the specific analyses can be found in the 

respective manuscripts. To obtain an overview of my extensive data set and how TeamOne 

enacted scrum, I first wrote narratives of the different scrum routines that included the 

different actors and roles involved. These narratives were chronologically sorted to provide 

an overview of how the overall scrum routine was performed. Furthermore, I derived and 

prepared role descriptions from the guidelines, handbooks, interviews, and informal talks. I 

stored and structured all of my data by using the qualitative data analysis software 

MAXQDA. MAXQDA was very important in the process of handling the extensive data and 

coding data related to the different research questions. In terms of the emergent unfolding of 

qualitative research projects (Bansal & Corley, 2012; Locke et al., 2020), the coding was a 

very dynamic process involving multiple coding and clustering steps – particularly when 

new insights occurred through perspective changes and when jumping between the different 

data sources. To visualize the results of the analyses, I relied on the Gioia methodology 

(Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). 
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Validity criteria  

To ensure the quality of qualitative research, my arguments, and their resulting 

conclusions, the following quality criteria were considered (Wrona, 2006; Yin, 2014). With 

reference to Yin (2014), construct validity was ensured by making use of multiple sources 

of evidence. Overall, I relied on three data sources. I conducted formal interviews (i.e., semi-

structured interviews) and assessed several secondary documents (e.g., handbooks, meeting 

protocols, guidelines, and scrum logs). Furthermore, the main part of my data set contains 

observational data, which I collected as a non-participant observer. This allowed for data 

triangulation (Wrona, 2006; Yin, 2014) in the analysis of the empirical data. Thus, I 

incorporated all three data sources. Besides data triangulation, I used investigator 

triangulation to ensure validity (Wrona, 2006). For this purpose, I presented the findings of 

my studies to other researchers and at scientific conferences to discuss the data and my 

interpretations in order to draw on the perspectives of other researchers. In the third 

manuscript, an insider-outsider approach (cf. Rerup & Feldman, 2011) was applied with the 

co-authors as outsiders to the research context. In addition to triangulation approaches, I 

developed a case study database to achieve reliability in the context of qualitative research 

(Yin, 2014). This database consisted of all of my data and allowed me to organize these data. 

This was supported by the qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA, in which I loaded 

all my data to subsequently sort, analyze, and code them. This coding included relying on 

in-vivo codes, which relates to the quality criterion of internal validity (Wrona, 2006). By 

using in-vivo codes, the researcher has less room for interpretation when compared to 

approaches that build on more abstract categories. 
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SUMMARY OF THE DISSERTATION MANUSCRIPTS 

This dissertation thesis contains four independent manuscripts relating to routine 

research from different perspectives and using different approaches. Table 2 presents a short 

overview of the four manuscripts. This is followed by a brief summary of each manuscript. 

Table 2: Overview of the four dissertation manuscripts 

Title of manuscript Author(s) 

Rethinking the Agility Puzzle – Toward an Understanding of 

Endogenous Dynamics in Becoming Agile 

Theoretical-conceptual 

Florian Ritter, 

Anja Danner-Schröder & 

Gordon Müller-Seitz 

A Comparative Analysis of Routine Perspectives to Revise 

Coordination Research 

Theoretical-conceptual 

Florian Ritter 

Temporal Tensions – Enacting Temporal Orientations Through 

Routines 

Empirical 

Florian Ritter, 

Anja Danner-Schröder & 

Gordon Müller-Seitz 

Blurred Lines – The Alternation of Roles Through Performing 

Routines 

Empirical 

Florian Ritter 

 

First dissertation paper: Rethinking the Agility Puzzle – Toward an Understanding of 

Endogenous Dynamics in Becoming Agile 

Published in Journal of Competences, Strategy & Management, Volume 11, 2021. 

This paper argues for the adoption of recent routine dynamics insights to analyze 

organizational agility and – in particular – how organizations are becoming agile. To 

examine organizational agility from an organization theory perspective, researchers have 

largely relied on the dynamic capabilities (DC) framework (Tallon et al., 2019; Teece, 

Peteraf, & Leih, 2016). Although the DC framework is suitable for describing changes in 
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volatile environments (Schilke, Hu, & Helfat, 2018), it promises to explain the dynamics of 

agility by using a rather stable understanding of organizational routines (Helfat et al., 2007; 

Teece, 2007; Wenzel, Danner-Schröder, & Spee, 2021). In contrast, recent routine dynamics 

research emphasizes the dynamic and ever-changing nature of routines by incorporating 

internal and endogenous changes (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Feldman et al., 

2021). 

Against this backdrop, this paper critically reflects on neglecting the dynamic nature 

of routines in observing and theorizing about organizational agility from a DC perspective. 

To demonstrate the differences, the traditional organizational agility perspective and the 

current routine dynamics perspective are contrasted. For this purpose, four criteria were 

developed that are derived from the core aspects that both routine dynamics and 

organizational agility scholars have addressed (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Tallon 

et al., 2019; Walter, 2021): stability and change, trigger of change, intentionality of change, 

and shape-ability. Based on these four criteria, I present representative studies from different 

research streams and outline to show how organizational agility can be better understood in 

each respective category from a routine dynamics perspective. As a result, two main 

contributions are discussed that can advance research on organizational agility. The paper 

first emphasizes that the internal dynamics of agility can be better revealed and analyzed by 

means of a routine dynamics view. Second, it emphasizes that the outlined ideas allow us to 

understand how organizations become capable of enacting agility. 

Second dissertation manuscript: A Comparative Analysis of Routine Perspectives to 

Revise Coordination Research 

The second dissertation manuscript draws on the central notion that other research 

streams (e.g., coordination research) tend to neglect the inherently dynamic nature of 

routines. Organizations are facing more complex challenges in appropriately coordinating 
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under the conditions of increasingly dynamic environments (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009), 

such as agile contexts (Dingsøyr, Moe, & Seim, 2018). These contexts are likely to increase 

the complexity of coordination (Bechky & Chung, 2018; Faraj & Xiao, 2006). Okhuysen 

and Bechky (2009) highlighted that coordination research considers how coordination 

emerges and occurs within organizations and emphasizes the dynamic unfolding of 

coordination processes (Jarzabkowski, Lê, & Feldman, 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). 

Coordination mechanisms are a means to an end in achieving coordination in organizations, 

whereas organizational routines represent a key mechanism (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). In 

this regard, coordination research portrays routines as “structured coordination mechanisms” 

(Claggett & Karahanna, 2018, p. 706), rather stable, and proceeding automatically (Rico, 

Sanchez-Manzanares, Gil, & Gibson, 2008). This contrasts with recent practice-based 

routine research (Feldman et al., 2021; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Parmigiani 

& Howard-Grenville, 2011). 

Hence, this manuscript argues that coordination could only be conceptualized as 

highly dynamic and emergent if the dynamic nature of practice-based routine research 

(Feldman et al., 2021) is appropriately considered and incorporated. To discuss the resulting 

contributions, a comparative framework for contrasting the perspectives developed by Ritter 

et al. (2021; for a similar approach, see Wenzel et al., 2021) is used. The four categories 

derived in their comparative framework are also applicable to this manuscript’s research 

endeavors (i.e., stability and change, trigger of change, intentionality of change, and shape-

ability). However, shared understanding is added as a fifth category that coincides with both 

coordination and practice-based routine research (Deken et al., 2016; Okhuysen & Bechky, 

2009) and allows to better contrast the assumptions. Thus, incorporating the recent practice-

based routine understanding leads to two contributions to coordination research: (1) 

addressing continuous routine changes allows a more nuanced view of dynamic 
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coordination; (2) integrating the notion that actors are mindful in enacting routines offers the 

potential to examine different action patterns in coordination. 

Third dissertation manuscript: Temporal Tensions – Enacting Temporal Orientations 

Through Routines 

This empirical dissertation manuscript examines how different temporal orientations 

(i.e., past, present, and future) are addressed by situated actions in performing routines. 

Temporality is central in examining how dynamics emerge in organizing and routines 

(Hernes & Schultz, 2020; Turner & Rindova, 2021). Temporal dynamics in organizing are 

mainly addressed by examining how different temporalities (i.e., the past or future) are 

linked in the present (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). However, this 

research did not sufficiently examine the situated actions in which actors perform to imagine 

the future or past (Hernes & Schultz, 2020). In contrast, routine scholars draw on situated 

actions that are performed in the present (Feldman & Pentland, 2003) but focus less on how 

different temporalities are involved in these enactments (Hernes & Schultz, 2020). Thus, this 

manuscript built upon this notion and took a broader temporal perspective to examine 

routines (Hernes & Schultz, 2020; Turner & Rindova, 2021). 

Through a year-long ethnographic and qualitative single case study (van Maanen, 

2011; Yin, 2014) within an agile software development context, the routines performed by 

a scrum team were observed and analyzed. Since scrum is designed to standardize how 

software development should proceed, it enables actors to concentrate on the actual software 

development process (Schwaber & Beedle, 2002). Because routines are established with a 

clear temporal orientation (e.g., the retrospective routine is oriented toward the past), actors 

focus on this prescribed temporal orientation. Focusing on only one temporal orientation is 

labeled as temporal decoupling. In some situations, actors recognized more than one 

temporal orientation even though they should not do so based on the respective scrum 



 

14 

routine. Notably, this resulted in temporal coupling and the emergence of temporal spaces. 

Hence, this manuscript contributes to the debate on temporality in routines by explaining (1) 

how routine performances are accelerated by the design of temporal orientations to generate 

creativity, (2) how learning from and anticipating problems is facilitated by temporal 

coupling, and (3) how temporal spaces emerge in the ongoing present within performing 

routines. 

Fourth dissertation manuscript: Blurred Lines – The Alternation of Roles Through 

Performing Routines 

The fourth dissertation manuscript turns toward actors in routines and their 

performances. Actors are central to routines and their performance (Dionysiou & Tsoukas, 

2013; Feldman, 2016). Since organizational routines are performed by “multiple actors” 

(Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95), one could argue that they are profoundly examined in 

routine research. However, Danner-Schröder (2021) emphasized that “we know surprisingly 

less about actors and how they contribute to routine dynamics, besides simply enacting 

them” (p. 2). It is against this backdrop that scholars started to consider actors more 

sufficiently. For example, Kremser and Blagoev (2021) noted that actors turn toward person-

roles as a prioritizing mechanism in situations with time pressure. Roles are central to 

accomplishing routines and the engagement of actors in routine enactment (Bechky, 2006; 

Kremser & Blagoev, 2021). 

Hence, this manuscript explores how roles are enacted through routines. To observe 

roles and routines, the study draws on a qualitative and ethnographic research design (van 

Maanen, 2011; Yin, 2014). Over the period of one year, an agile software development team 

that applies the scrum framework was observed. Scrum was exceptionally suitable in this 

endeavor because this framework precisely prescribes how the software development 

process unfolds and how the roles involved must act and interact. The findings revealed that 
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actors are capable of enacting different roles and switching between the following roles: the 

role they usually enact (i.e., their initial formal role) and roles or parts of roles adopted from 

other formal roles. This led to the recognition of role boundaries becoming blurred when 

actors started to perform actions that belonged to other roles. However, situations emerged 

wherein actors enacted a mechanism to stop the blurring of roles and separate roles again. 

Hence, the study suggests that actors can alternate between roles. Based on these results, this 

manuscript contributes to the routine literature in two ways: (1) role enactment establishes 

recognizability in routines through continuously sharing and separating roles; (2) actors 

actively apply role boundaries to manage and reduce complexity in routine enactments. 

AREAS OF SYNERGY AND CONTRIBUTION 

This dissertation thesis contributes to the routine dynamics literature and the wider 

field of organization research. The four included manuscripts expand on specific areas of 

existing research. Generally, the first two manuscripts show that the insights of routine 

research can also help other research streams, particularly in investigating dynamic and 

emergent processes and phenomena. Furthermore, the last two manuscripts show that there 

is still great potential for further insights within routine research. However, the overall 

dissertation contributes to the literature – and thus expands past research – by (1) outlining 

and examining how agility is enacted and (2) emphasizing that actions are performed flexibly 

to consider the situation at hand. These areas of synergy across the included manuscripts are 

briefly discussed hereafter and then followed by outlining avenues for further research. 

(1) Becoming capable of enacting agility through routines 

Agility, be it in the form of organizational agility or enacted agile methods, is crucial 

for organizations to react to ever-changing environments and embrace change. The ability 

to rapidly adapt to and handle change requires organizations to be aware of how such 
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influences are handled by those who perform activities and routines – and thus actions. The 

first paper integrated a routine dynamics perspective to facilitate the examination of the 

innate dynamics underlying agility. Organizations will first be able to understand agility and 

how it is achieved when they start to consider the actual performances that lead to achieving 

agility. Taking an organization-wide perspective falls short of the underlying dynamics that 

shape and form agility from within. These actions have a significant impact on how an entire 

organization becomes capable of enacting agility and must be addressed accordingly. 

Inevitably, it becomes necessary to open up the agility “black box.” Notably, a routine 

dynamics perspective is exceptionally useful in this regard. 

The third manuscript contributes to this by showing that actors mindfully apply the 

agile software development framework scrum to concentrate on one specific part of their 

common work. In particular, the designed temporal orientations allow actors to accelerate 

routine performances and thus increase their efficiency and effectiveness. In this case, clear 

boundaries in the form of specific formal prescriptions of the temporal orientation of routines 

are set. This narrows the space of possible paths and actions because actors do not need to 

consider alternative approaches as much. Accordingly, actors are forced to concentrate on 

the purpose of a specific routine and its actions. As a result, actors mindfully enact these 

restrictions to become more effective. Thus, they can react more rapidly to changing 

environmental conditions (e.g., changing customer needs). Hence, this enables the 

enactment of agility in terms of effectivity, speed, and responsiveness. 

The fourth manuscript contributes in the same regard by showing how roles are 

enacted in agile contexts. To create a shared understanding, roles are temporarily shared in 

routine enactments. Thus, actors can become familiar with other roles and develop an 

understanding of how the roles involved interact. This allows to better anticipate others’ 

actions and temporarily replace or substitute others by employing their roles (or parts of 
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them). Conversely, the separation of roles fosters the notion that the actors involved should 

enact their initial roles. Under this scenario, everyone knows exactly what to do and how to 

do it. Therefore, in problematic or critical situations, the blurring of roles can be stopped by 

restoring role boundaries to move the focus forward and solve the problem at hand. The 

shared understanding regarding roles and the possibility to separate roles helps to enact 

agility efficiently and effectively. In summary, the three manuscripts outline how routine 

enactments – and their examination – revealed that organizations are becoming capable of 

enacting agility. Therefore, the manuscripts analyzed the underlying dynamics outlined in 

the first paper of this dissertation. 

(2) Flexibility in performing relates to the situation at hand 

The second contribution of this dissertation is the recognition that actions are enacted 

flexibly by actors by considering the situation at hand, which allows for further theorizing 

on routine dynamics. All four manuscripts emphasize that flexible performances result in 

routine variations and thus contribute to routine dynamics. Furthermore, all manuscripts 

argue that the situation at hand is considered by actors and elicits flexible performances. The 

first paper emphasizes that flexibility is necessary for organizational agility and is achieved 

through routine performances. Performing actions meaningfully is accompanied by relying 

on the possibility to flexibly adapt to changes, be it regarding the environment or routine 

enactment itself. Drawing on the notion of routines as paths of possible action sequences – 

and thus a repertoire of actions – enables us to explain how flexibility occurs. The flexible 

enactment of routines and their contained actions allows individuals to flexibly adapt to 

environmental changes and the situation at hand. Hence, the flexibility in organizations is 

rooted in the mindful enactment and variability of routines. Along similar lines, the second 

manuscript argues that flexible coordination is facilitated through the possibility of adjusting 

the performance of routines. Integrating the very dynamic nature of routines into examining 
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coordination reveals that routines allow individuals to continuously adapt to environmental 

and other changes in coordination processes. Actors bring their agency into the enactment 

of routines – and thus coordination. They can assess whether variations in the actions 

performed based on the situational circumstances are necessary to coordinate their own 

actions in relation to those of others. This supports a shared understanding of flexibility in 

coordinating through routine enactments in this regard. Hence, the flexibility of routine 

enactments supports and ensures the flexibility of coordinating. 

The third manuscript illustrates that actors enact temporal orientations in two ways 

that are related to different situations characterized by temporal framings. First, temporal 

orientations are decoupled in enacting the routines as prescribed by the scrum framework 

(i.e., enacting a future orientation in the future-framed planning routine). Second, temporal 

orientations are coupled (i.e., considering more than the one temporal orientation prescribed 

by the routine’s temporal framing) in situations when actors perceive and classify a situation 

as time-sensitive. Hence, flexibility in enacting routines is subject to the temporal assessment 

of actors in evaluating the situation at hand and adjusting their actions in this regard. This 

can lead to different patterns of actions in routines with a strictly prescribed temporal 

framing, which results in flexibly performing routines. Moreover, other actors adapt to this 

and adjust their own actions in this regard when they realize that it supports the collective 

endeavor. As a result, flexibility in routines is a collective accomplishment because other 

actors are concerned with the varying actions of actors and must adapt to these in enacting a 

routine. 

The fourth manuscript introduces role enactment to emphasize how flexibility and 

the situation at hand contribute to routine dynamics. Roles are a core element in enacting 

routines and allow for variations. Actors enact different action patterns related to their roles 

based on situational contexts. They can evaluate the situation at hand and adjust their 
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performances in this regard, such as by separating roles and enacting their own initial formal 

role in unacquainted situations (e.g., situations characterized by conflicts or uncertainty). 

Moreover, actors can temporarily enact other roles in normal situations that run smoothly 

and do not necessitate role expertise that is beneficial in more critical situations. This role 

sharing contributes to the recognizability of roles and enables actors to better anticipate the 

actions of others. Hence, role enacting enables flexibility in the interpretation of the situation 

at hand and adaptability to this as a collective endeavor. In this manner, the complexity in 

routine enactments is made manageable without losing flexibility by narrowing action paths. 

Furthermore, the very rigid and formally designed scrum framework thus facilitates 

flexibility and adaptability against the backdrop of interpreting and evaluating the situational 

context. 

FURTHER AVENUES FOR RESEARCH 

The overall contributions of this dissertation, as well as the contributions of the 

individual manuscripts, open up avenues for further research. Herein, six ideas are outlined 

to further advance research on agility and routines. 

First, building on the notion of flexibility in routines, it would be of interest to explore 

the role of improvisation in enacting routines that are designed very rigidly (e.g., scrum 

routines). Although such routines seem to restrict the possible sequences of actions, 

Manuscript 3 counterintuitively discloses that this actually promotes creativity and 

flexibility. By clearly prescribing how routines should proceed, actors are allowed to 

concentrate on the relevant topics rather than reflecting on how to organize and coordinate. 

Manuscript 4 supports this perspective and further illustrates that such rigid structures allow 

actors to employ roles other than their initial role (i.e., the ability to flexibly perform 

routines). However, flexibility does not equal improvisation. Hence, as a next step, it would 
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be fruitful to examine how improvisation is fostered and supported by rigidly designed 

routines that nevertheless facilitate a great deal of change and flexibility. 

Second, since large IT organizations such as ITBiz mostly consist of dozens to 

hundreds of agile software development teams, the intersection and exchange between teams 

could be of interest for further studies. In most of these organizations, communities of 

practice are established to share insights, knowledge, or best practices regarding working 

agile. Some of these communities are rather informal and open to everyone who is working 

agile and interested in agility. Other role-related communities have also been established, 

such as a community for scrum masters. Hence, studies could address how the exchange of 

knowledge, experiences, and best practices in such communities leads to changes in enacting 

agile (i.e., scrum) routines. For example, it would be interesting to examine whether scrum 

masters pass on mechanisms such as coupling temporal orientations from one to another. 

Third, this dissertation illustrates that actors reflect on the situation at hand in role 

enactments. Since recent research has emphasized reflections on routine performances 

within routines and among those participating as actors, little is known about how reflecting 

with external actors leads to routine dynamics. More specifically, this raises the following 

question: How does reflection with routine outsiders, such as informal groups or 

communities of practice, contribute to routine dynamics? The knowledge and experience 

flow across routines and organizational boundaries could reveal how outsiders contribute to 

routine variations and changes by reflecting on routine performances with participating 

actors. 

Fourth, the scrum framework was developed and designed to function autonomously 

while reducing and avoiding external influences (e.g., management interventions). However, 

some products and services require more than one software development team to work on a 

final solution. For this purpose, scaled agile frameworks (e.g., SAFe©) have been 
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established to organize and orchestrate up to thousands of actors and hundreds of teams. 

Although such a framework ensures autonomy for all scrum teams, some intersections exist 

with other teams and the superordinate organization level (i.e., known as “release trains” and 

“value streams” in SAFe© jargon). Hence, further studies could build on the recent interest 

in routine ecologies and networks to address how routines that are designed to be 

autonomous but embedded in larger frameworks relate to other routines. 

Fifth, the findings of Manuscript 4 show that actors rely on separating roles in 

situations that are characterized by conflicts. Future research might benefit from analyzing 

the personal interactions within routines that may lead to such conflicts and heated situations. 

This raises the following question: Apart from restoring role boundaries, which mechanisms 

are applied to resolve such conflicts? Addressing this question could reveal how personal 

relationships in routine enactments lead to routine dynamics and how actors bring their 

relationships into performing routines. Relevant research might be able to examine how the 

familiarity of actors relates to routine enactments, such as increased efficiency and 

effectiveness due to knowing each other well. 

Sixth, this thesis addressed agility being enacted by the agile scrum framework. It 

could be useful to observe how this relates to the notion of agility throughout an organization. 

Agility at the team level does not imply that the entire organization is agile. Thus, it is 

reasonable to examine how agility at the team level, such as in the case of TeamOne, affects 

organizational agility. On the other hand, it could be analyzed how routines such as scrum 

should be designed to support agility, and how organizations can support this. 

LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The outlined ideas can inspire research on organizational routines and other related 

research areas. As with any inquiry, this dissertation is subject to certain limitations. First, 
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this dissertation mainly builds on the recent routine dynamics perspective. Although other 

research areas are addressed and touched upon, triangulating theoretically or using another 

theoretical perspective might have offered further interesting insights. However, 

perspectives other than routine research may fall short of revealing the underlying dynamics 

of performing agility. Hence, other research streams could expand on this dissertation’s 

contributions and further analyze data from other perspectives on how agility is enacted. 

Second, the data collection of this dissertation was conducted within a large company 

that is characterized by hierarchical structures and contains hundreds of agile software 

development teams. Although it might be interesting to examine whether other agile teams 

applying scrum in the same organization perform it similarly to the observed team, this thesis 

did not consider or compare other scrum teams and organizational settings. Due to the size 

of ITBiz, there could be differences between its scrum enactment process and those of other 

smaller organizations, such as startups. These contexts are usually described by less 

hierarchical and formal structures than those found in ITBiz, which may reveal even more 

dynamics in scrum routine enactment. Furthermore, TeamOne was observed in isolation 

without considering possible intersections with other teams that are part of the same overall 

product development process and organized using the scaled agile framework SAFe©, 

which includes more than 400 actors in this case. Although intersections could have been 

explored, the data show that an isolated examination of TeamOne facilitated contributions 

to the literature. However, there might have been external influences on routine enactments 

that could not be completely excluded by the methods used in this dissertation. 

Third, a rather methodological limitation arises when applying a qualitative and 

ethnographic research design. This type of research design is well-suited to examining how 

organizational phenomena are enacted. However, a quantitative-deductive approach might 

have been beneficial for estimating, for instance, the degree to which the coupling and 
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decoupling of temporal orientations accelerate routine performances in terms of measurable 

speed and pace (i.e., key performance indicators). Using a quantitative survey approach 

would further allow testing of the perceptions and attitudes of actors toward roles and how 

they differ in either sharing or separating roles. Adding such quantitative aspects would help 

to test – and thus further substantiate – the theoretical contributions of the included 

manuscripts. 

Fourth, two manuscripts are theoretical-conceptual in nature and lack empirical 

evidence. Although the third and fourth manuscripts build on the ideas discussed (i.e., in 

examining enacted agility), not all of the ideas drawn can be substantiated by this dissertation 

despite them being argumentatively derived. Hence, although some of the ideas might 

remain theoretical, they offer the potential to be investigated in further studies. 

Nevertheless, this thesis contributes to the research on agility and routine dynamics 

in several ways. First, it explains how enacted agility can be examined and then reveals how 

agility is performed from a routine dynamics perspective. Second, this thesis emphasizes 

that actions are performed with flexibility in recognizing and evaluating the situation at hand 

and subsequently adapting to it. 
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Abstract: Extant research on organizational agility leans more toward flexibility in the face of 
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we consider routine dynamics insights to theorize organizational agility and, thus, uncover the 
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1. Introduction 

Organizational agility enables organizations to 
act and coordinate appropriately under 
increasingly dynamic and ever-changing 
situations and environments (Sambamurthy, 
Bharadwaj, & Grover, 2003). For instance, 
changing customer needs (Dingsøyr, Moe, & 
Seim, 2018), digital disruptions (Doz, 2020; 
Doz & Kosonen, 2010), temporary organizing 
(Sydow & Braun, 2018), or grand challenges 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Foss, 2021; 
Seidl & Whittington, 2021), demand 
organizations to act and react appropriately. 
Organizational agility represents a concept 
based on these ever-changing situations (Lee, 
Sambamurthy, Lim, & Wei, 2015). Therefore, 
organizational agility is defined as “a firm’s 
ability to cope with rapid, relentless, and 
uncertain changes and thrive in a competitive 
environment of continually and unpredictably 
changing opportunities” (Lu & Ramamurthy, 
2011, p. 932). It is of considerable interest for 
scholarly research and managerial practice 
(Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). 

Recent endeavors to examine agility are 
spread across various academic disciplines, 
and multiple theoretical lenses have been 
adopted. Many studies on organizational 
agility are situated in information systems 
research (Lee et al., 2015; Sambamurthy et 
al., 2003; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). 
However, other scholarly fields are 
increasingly incorporating agility into their 

research agenda, such as leadership 
research (Bäcklander, 2019; Srivastava & 
Jain, 2017) and organization studies 
(Baškarada & Koronios, 2018; Teece, Peteraf, 
& Leih, 2016). This research stream mainly 
explains agility using the dynamic capabilities 
(DC) framework by focusing on organizational 
scholarships (Tallon, Queiroz, Coltman, & 
Sharma, 2019; Teece et al., 2016). It is one of 
the most widely used frameworks for 
explaining organizational change in ever-
changing environments (Schilke, Hu, & Helfat, 
2018). DC scholars promise to explain the 
dynamics of agility by conceptualizing DC in 
terms of organizational routines (e.g., 
Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Helfat et al., 2007; 
Teece, 2007; Winter, 2003). Accordingly, DC 
scholars explain dynamism through the idea 
of a hierarchy of routines (Nelson & Winter, 
1982, p. 17), in which DC acts as a higher-
order strategic routine that induces change in 
lower-order operational routines (Wenzel, 
Danner-Schröder, & Spee, 2021). However, 
the DC framework still assumes DC as 
strategic higher-order routines that are rather 
undynamic and stable (Wenzel et al., 2021). 
According to this research, routines are stable 
‘things’ that can be executed reliably by 
actors. Building on a rather stable and – with 
regards to the actors being involved – 
mindless perspective of how organizational 
routines are enacted limits our potential to 
explain dynamics, and thus, agility within 
organizations (Wenzel et al., 2021).  
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In contrast, recent research on routine 
dynamics stresses that the performance of 
organizational routines can be the source of 
dynamics within organizational processes. 
Routine dynamics scholars incorporate 
internal and endogenous changes, including 
those that occur through enacting routines. 
Moreover, routines are not exclusively seen 
as connections between input and output, but 
rather as consisting of emergent practices that 
evolve through their performances and, thus, 
generate changes (Feldman, 2016; Feldman, 
Pentland, D’Adderio, & Lazaric, 2016). 

We argue for the adoption of the recent routine 
dynamics perspective against this backdrop 
and propose that research on organizational 
routines (D’Adderio et al., in press; Feldman 
et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Pentland, 
Mahringer, Dittrich, Feldman, & Wolf, 2020) 
can enhance our understanding of the 
emergence and unfolding of organizational 
agility within organizations. Conceptualizing 
organizational routines as “repetitive, 
recognizable patterns of interdependent 
actions, carried out by multiple actors” 
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95) 
characterized by internal dynamics and 
flexibility (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 
2016) contribute to theorizing organizational 
agility. Arguably, understanding how 
organizational agility occurs and is enacted 
within organizations is informative for both 
scholars and practitioners. Using an 
organizational routine dynamics lens could 
explain the internal dynamics that stem from 
organizational agility and related activities. By 
this, the DC perspective on organizational 
agility is complemented by incorporating 
underlying dynamics (Parmigiani & Howard-
Grenville, 2011; Teece et al., 2016; Wenzel et 
al., 2021). Thus, we support calls to 
incorporate organizational agility with 
established concepts in organization studies 
(e.g., Strode, Huff, Hope, & Link, 2012). 

After briefly introducing organizational agility 
and routines, we highlight differences in the 
two perspectives to contrast these 
approaches. Furthermore, we discuss the 
relevance of applying a perspective using 
recent organizational routine research on 
organizational agility in terms of the 
implications of a more dynamic and nuanced 
view. Hence, we contribute to the literature on 
organizational agility in two ways: first, we 
facilitate the routine dynamics view to reveal 
and theorize internal dynamics of agility; 
second, we attempt to understand how 
organizations become capable of enacting 
agility. 

2. Organizational agility 

Organizational agility, a multifaceted concept, 
has been examined from numerous per-
spectives, resulting in various definitions and 
characterizations (Tallon et al., 2019; Walter, 
2021). This situation is aggravated by related 
notions, such as strategic agility or agile 
methods (Conboy, 2009; Nijssen & Paauwe, 
2012). We have adopted the definition of Lu 
and Ramamurthy (2011): “a firm’s ability to 
cope with rapid, relentless, and uncertain 
changes and thrive in a competitive 
environment of continually and unpredictably 
changing opportunities” (p. 932). 

Accordingly, Tallon et al. (2019) emphasized 
that organizations have to “respond to 
unanticipated environmental threats and 
opportunities” (p. 218). This is consistent with 
existing scholarly work that highlights the 
importance of recognizing and evaluating 
environmental factors to remain competitive 
(Lee et al., 2015; Lu & Ramamurthy, 2011). 
Considering the significance of environmental 
influences on the organization’s activities and 
viability, the DC perspective is recognized as 
a theoretical concept useful for examining 
such environmental factors and their 
significance for organizational agility (Tallon & 
Pinsonneault, 2011; Teece et al., 2016). 

Relying on a DC perspective, which defines 
DC as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and 
reconfigure internal and external 
competences to address rapidly changing 
environments” (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 
1997, p. 516), offers several insights that 
advance our understanding of organizational 
agility. Lee et al. (2015) show that DC can help 
understand the role of organizations’ IT 
ambidexterity in highly dynamic environments 
in comparison with fewer dynamic 
environments. From another perspective, 
Baškarada and Koronios (2018) state that DC 
are necessary to “effectively adapt to 
changing environmental conditions” (p. 332) 
and, thus, the DC view helps understand how 
such effective adaption can be achieved. 
Furthermore, they highlight that such a 
perspective is suitable for investigating 
organizational agility because of its 
applicability in markets with high velocity 
(Baškarada & Koronios, 2018). Teece et al. 
(2016) emphasize that scholars can benefit 
from adopting DC as it enables researchers to 
understand “the issues facing management in 
the innovation economy” (p. 18) and take 
efficient decisions. Thus, organizational agility 
scholars rely on the DC view, as it is 
applicable in highly volatile environments and 
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explains how organizations respond flexibly to 
changing circumstances (Tallon et al., 2019). 

However, a DC view of organizational agility 
focuses only on adapting to external changes 
in the environment, thereby ignoring 
endogenous processes. Prior research on DC 
strongly builds on organizational routines as 
an underlying explanatory concept. 
Consequently, routines are used to explain 
the dynamic nature of DC, because higher-
order routines change lower-order routines 
(Teece et al., 1997; Teece, 2007). A closer 
look at DC research reveals the use of 
traditional routine assumptions (Wenzel et al., 
2021). They are portrayed as rather stable and 
inflexible (Feldman, 2000; Wenzel et al., 
2021). Thus, routines are conceptualized and 
integrated by DC scholars as “stable “things” 
that actors can reliably draw upon to structure 
their work” (Wenzel et al., 2021, p. 2), resulting 
in an entitative understanding of routines 
(Wenzel et al., 2021). Conversely, opening 
this black box, systematic research shows that 
routines are highly dynamic from within. 
Incorporating the recent and emergent view of 
routines with organizational agility would 
unravel the internal dynamics underlying 
agility, thus, showing how dynamic 
organizational agility might be in itself in 
addition to adapting to environmental 
changes. Consequently, we propose that the 
recent routine dynamics lens helps 
understand how agility unfolds and is enacted. 
Furthermore, applying this perspective allows 
us to uncover the dynamics associated with 
agility. Admittedly, a DC view is useful in 
examining organizational agility from a market 
or environmental perspective. In contrast, a 
routine dynamics perspective offers 
possibilities to fully open up the black box of 
organizational agility. As Feldman and 
Pentland (2003) highlight, focusing on the 
performance of actors “enables us to 
understand more about the dynamics of 
organizational routines and how these relate 
to stability, flexibility, and change in 
organizations” (p. 115). 

3. Organizational routines 

Following the practice turn (Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011; Parmigiani & Howard-
Grenville, 2011), routine scholars recognize 
routines as flows of actions that are done 
rather than as entities that organizations have 
(Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016). For 
this purpose, the focus is on performing 
routines, which in turn influences the 
patterning. Performing relates “actual 
performance by specific people, at specific 

times, in specific places” (Pentland & 
Feldman, 2008, p. 241). Patterning refers to 
the formation of paths of possible action 
sequences through repeated performances 
that describe how a routine can or will unfold 
(Pentland et al., 2020). Both aspects are 
highly dependent on actors who perform the 
routines. Therefore, they shape the patterning 
(Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Geiger, 
Danner-Schröder, & Kremser, 2021; Pentland 
et al., 2020). Accordingly, routine scholars 
explain the ambivalence of stability and 
change within organizational routines 
(Feldman, 2003; Feldman & Pentland, 2003; 
Pentland & Feldman, 2005). This leads to 
recognizing the emergent and effortful nature 
of routines rather than characterizing them as 
stable, inflexible, inert, and mindless as in 
earlier organizational routine research 
(Feldman, 2000, 2016). 

The routine dynamics perspective evolved 
when scholars began considering changes 
within routine performances that were not 
explainable through exogenous triggers. 
Thus, they realized endogenous changes 
within routines (Feldman, 2000, 2016). 
Feldman (2000) shows that actors reflected 
on the outcomes of routines and, thereby, 
varied their performance of subsequent 
routine iterations. She revealed internal 
dynamics of routines that could lead to a 
continuous change (Feldman, 2000). By 
turning toward actions performed in 
idiosyncratic situational contexts (i.e., situated 
actions), routine scholars can trace the 
changes within and across routines (Feldman 
et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016). This has been 
further developed by other researchers, who 
revealed that routines could change through 
actors’ reflections and actual performances 
(Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011) 
without having variations necessarily in mind 
(Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). This view echoes the 
turning away from conceptualizing stability 
and change as dualism toward emphasizing 
the former counterparts as duality especially 
in routine contexts (Feldman, 2016; Feldman 
& Orlikowski, 2011). 

We consider a routine dynamics perspective 
on organizational agility to understand how it 
emerges and unfolds. By using certain criteria, 
we show how a DC-inspired perspective 
explains organizational agility and the 
corresponding assumptions of routine 
dynamics research. This forms the basis for 
discussion on implications for agility research 
and our research objective. 
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4. Contrasting the assumptions of agility 
research and routine dynamics 

We use four categories to identify the benefits 
of a routine dynamics perspective on organi-
zational agility. First, we present the key 
assumptions of the traditional perspective on 
organizational agility for each category. Next, 
we explain how routine dynamics research 
deals with each category and conclude why 
this perspective could be beneficial for 
theorizing organizational agility. We derive the 
four categories based on: (1) the core aspects 
addressed by routine dynamics research 
(Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016) and (2) 
the aspects worked on (though, only 
superficially) by organizational agility scholars 
(Tallon et al., 2019; Walter, 2021) – stability 
and change (Feldman et al., 2016), trigger of 
change (Deken, Carlile, Berends, & Lauche, 
2016; Dittrich, Guérard, & Seidl, 2016), 
intentionality of change (Bucher & Langley, 
2016; Dittrich & Seidl, 2018), and shape-ability 
(Bertels, Howard-Grenville, & Pek, 2016; 
Feldman et al., 2016). Each contrast is 
followed by a short paragraph explaining the 
learnings from the routine dynamics 
perspective to understand and examine 
organizational agility. Table 1 summarizes the 
key assumptions of both the perspectives. 

Research on organizational agility shows that 
changes are induced by the organizations 
(Chan, Teoh, Yeow, & Pan, 2019) in response 
to volatile environments and changing 
conditions, such as new technologies (Lee et 
al., 2015; Sambamurthy et al., 2003) and 
external triggers. This may modify and 
reconfigure the organization’s design (Park, 
Sawy, & Fiss, 2017; Worley & Lawler, 2010). 
In contrast, routine dynamics scholars 
highlight the flexible and ever-changing nature 
of routines, without neglecting the possibility 
of stability, by considering routines as flows of 
actions (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; 
Turner & Rindova, 2012). Actors can cause 
variations through mindful engagement (i.e., 

agency), regardless of whether these changes 
are intended, as both the perspectives are 
considered in routine dynamics research 
(Feldman et al., 2016). 

Overall, research on organizational agility 
considers neither the underlying dynamics nor 
the actual enactment or performance of agility 
within organizations sufficiently, particularly 
from a DC perspective. This limits our 
understanding of the enactment of agility and 
stunts the investigation of how organizations 
become agile. Incorporating a routine 
dynamics-inspired perspective (Feldman et 
al., 2016; Feldman, 2016) to examine organi-
zational agility would help gain an in-depth 
understanding of agility. This would also help 
in determining how organizations become 
agile. 

4.1. Stability and change 

Agility perspective. One key issue in agility 
research is the role of stability and change 
within organizations. Lee et al. (2015) 
describe that organizations “continually sense 
and respond to market changes” (p. 398) and 
changes in business environments to per–
petuate their competitive success. Digitized 
platforms of knowledge or business processes 
support these changes by helping 
organizations react to changing customer 
demands faster. Organizations may flexibly 
adjust their market strategies in response to 
volatile markets, environments, or customer 
requirements (Lee et al., 2015; Sambamurthy 
et al., 2003). In addition to changing 
environmental conditions and the need for 
organizations to react appropriately to such 
changes, Baškarada and Koronios (2018) 
point out that agility “requires a stable 
backbone comprising relatively fixed 
structures that define how resources are 
distributed” (p. 334). They present the 
necessary dynamic aspects for adapting and 
adjusting to emerging challenges and 
opportunities. However, the emphasis is on a 

Table 1: Contrasting the assumptions of a traditional perspective on organizational agility and a routine dynamics perspective 

Point of view 

Category 

Traditional perspective Routine dynamics perspective 

Stability and change Flexible organizations with stable backbone 
and governance 

Routines are changing and flexible 

Trigger of routine changes Changes are caused by external triggers 
and circumstances 

Changes are triggered exogenously and 
endogenously  

Intentionality of change Changes are intended Changes can happen intentionally and 
unintentionally 

Shape-ability Shaping and designing are managerial 
efforts 

Routines are shaped by performances of 
actors 
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stable backbone and “governance that 
dictates how decisions are made” (Baškarada 
& Koronios, 2018, p. 334). 

Following this argument, organizational agility 
relies on, or more precisely needs, stable 
backbones in terms of, for instance, patterns 
and processes to support the flexibility and 
adaptability of other processes and dynamic 
elements. This builds on the practically 
oriented research by McKinsey experts 
Aghina, De Smet, and Weerda (2016). They 
show that organizational agility is enacted 
within the field of tension between stability and 
change. Nonetheless, research on agility 
examines and highlights some rigid 
structures, governance mechanisms, and 
processes of organizational agility in addition 
to dynamic elements that enable fast 
adaption. Thus, companies should regularly 
rethink their processes and structures to 
“strike a balance between speed and stability” 
(Aghina et al., 2016, p. 12). 

Routine dynamics perspective. Routine 
scholars emphasize the role of change and 
flexibility within routines (Feldman et al., 2016; 
Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Parmigiani & 
Howard-Grenville, 2011). Feldman (2000) 
studies the housing routine of a large state 
university over several years and identifies 
variations in its execution. The author explains 
that actors reflected upon the outcomes of the 
routine in several ways. For instance, the 
actual outcome sometimes did not match the 
intended outcome. Actors derived possible 
responses and changes were made in 
subsequent routine iterations. In doing so, 
Feldman (2000) reveals that routines have an 
inherent dynamic quality in that the actions 
within routines are subject to variations 
because actors reflect on the outcomes and 
introduce other actions into routine iterations 
as effortful accomplishments. Hence, 
considering the actions performed within 
routines “reveals the dynamics underlying the 
stability and the provisional nature of stability” 
(Feldman et al., 2016, p. 508). Thereby, it 
offers a dynamic perspective and 
conceptualization. In line with this, Rerup and 
Feldman (2011) investigate the role of trial-
and-error learning in routine changes. For 
example, different errors occurred in the 
welcoming routine for new employees, such 
as delays in payments. Consequently, 
different new actions, such as using contracts 
with less formal restrictions, were included 
over time to solve the problems. Accordingly, 
the routine was subject to continuous change 
and varying actions by the actors in response 
to problems encountered (Rerup & Feldman, 

2011). Analyzing situated actions (Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011) enables routine scholars to 
describe how routines are enacted flexibly 
with different action patterns. Furthermore, 
Pentland et al. (2020) highlight several 
possible action sequences in performing a 
specific routine. This implies that actors can 
perform a specific pattern of actions in 
different ways. Thus, they can react and adapt 
to changing circumstances appropriately by 
having the ability to choose from a repertoire 
of possible actions. 

Organizational agility enables organizations to 
be flexible and adaptable (Lee et al., 2015). 
However, the source and potential of flexibility 
is not clear. Applying a routine dynamics 
perspective allows us to explore the dynamic 
nature of organizational agility. The routine 
dynamics perspective shows that actors can 
perform routines with flexibility; actors diverge 
from the initial routine design, particularly in 
situations where they perceive that the initial 
procedure is not reasonable or applicable 
(Feldman, 2000; Pentland et al., 2020). The 
routine dynamics perspective thus facilitates a 
view on flexible organizations. Moreover, it 
ensures to not taking for granted stable 
processes (Pentland et al., 2020) and 
considers possible dynamics that may emerge 
from performing routines and processes. For 
instance, a stable backbone (Aghina et al., 
2016) may not be stable at all costs. Based on 
the routine dynamics findings, the enactment 
of a stable backbone is dynamic and 
changing. This leads to the assumption that 
the stable processes in the background must 
not be assumed to be stable and that they 
affect organizational agility and how agility is 
executed. Specifically, the resulting dynamics 
influence those organizational agility activities 
that have not been recognized before but 
shape how organizational agility unfolds. 

4.2. Trigger of change 

Agility perspective. In organizational agility, 
scholars emphasize that organizational 
changes can be caused by several triggers. 
Walter (2021) refers to the notion of 
responsiveness, described as “the actions or 
behavior of a system using a series of 
capabilities to address changes triggered by 
stimuli” (Bernardes & Hanna, 2009, p. 42), 
which can be interpreted as an agile 
capability. Responsiveness, for example, 
shows that various stimuli can cause changes 
concerning organizational agility; however, 
these stimuli have not been described in more 
detail (Sambamurthy et al., 2003; Walter, 
2021). Other scholars consider market 
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changes and altering customer requirements 
as the most important drivers of change (Lee 
et al., 2015; Saha, Gregar, & Sáha, 2017; 
Sambamurthy et al., 2003). In differentiating 
between operational exploration and 
operational exploitation, Lee et al. (2015) 
explain that organizations may be able to react 
to market changes and to “emerging threats, 
such as natural disasters or disruptions in the 
supply chain” (Lee et al., 2015, p. 402) and 
refer to both as operational ambidexterity 
(March, 1991). While operational exploration, 
for instance with the help of novel customer 
service models, can help organizations react 
rapidly to changing customer demands and 
requirements, disruptive innovations, for 
instance, in business processes or products, 
can help organizations react faster to market 
changes and threats. However, operational 
exploitation requires continuous adaption by 
aiming “to take advantage of emerging market 
opportunities” (Lee et al., 2015, p. 402) and 
possibly cause changes. 

This view is consistent with the explanations 
of Baškarada and Koronios (2018), who refer 
to sensing and shaping, two types of DC 
related to organizational agility. Both 
capabilities are essential for internal and 
external organizational learning as they detect 
threats and options from the external 
environment and create novel possibilities 
within the organization, thereby inducing 
change (Baškarada & Koronios, 2018). 
Hence, most scholars agree that agility is 
related to environmental changes, which 
organizations respond to by rapid sensing and 
shaping (Chan et al., 2019; Tallon & 
Pinsonneault, 2011). Thus, most triggers for 
change are external (Wenzel, 2021). 

Routine dynamics perspective. Organi-
zational routines can change from within as 
“explanatory factors [for change may] be at the 
level of the routine” (Feldman & Pentland, 
2003, p. 114), besides exogenous triggers 
(Howard-Grenville, 2005; Pentland, Haerem, 
& Hillison, 2011). Feldman and Pentland 
(2003) reveal that endogenous changes within 
routines could occur simply because of the 
agentic nature of routines in building on 
agency (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). By 
relying on past iterations, actors are able to 
adapt to new situations and project their 
actions considering future iterations. 
Consequently, many variations in routine 
performances are produced through actors’ 
mindful engagement within and through 
routines (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). 
Additionally, routines endogenously change 
through reflective talk, in which actors 

collectively talk and reflect on a routine and 
how they enact it. By discussing issues, 
exploring options, and evaluating possible 
alternatives from various perspectives, actors 
can develop new ways to perform a routine 
and, thus, cause routine changes 
endogenously (Dittrich et al., 2016). In both 
examples, change is triggered by an existing 
routine and the actors involved. Therefore, 
endogenous changes originating from 
routines are primarily considered because 
they influence routines tremendously. 

Existing organizational agility research 
concentrates on exogenously driven organi-
zational changes (Sambamurthy et al., 2003) 
but does not sufficiently consider endogenous 
changes. Integrating insights from routine 
dynamics research allows us to reveal 
endogenous changes in organizational agility. 
Thus, recent research on organizational agility 
falls short of understanding how agility 
activities unfold. Organizational changes are 
subject to variations as well as changes from 
within and are not always triggered externally 
(Bernardes & Hanna, 2009). It is essential to 
understand how agility unfolds and the 
variations and changes that occur through 
performing agility to fully understand 
organizational agility and its emergent nature. 
A routine dynamics perspective helps in 
theorizing how organizational agility is 
enacted in organizations and reveals how it 
unfolds and emerges endogenously. Further, 
these endogenous changes and variations 
can also influence the realization of 
organizational agility and flexibility. 

4.3. The role of intentionality in changes 

Agility perspective. Singh, Sharma, Hill, and 
Schnackenberg (2013) develop a conceptual 
framework to classify organizations based on 
their agility efforts. Referring to Volberda 
(1996), they create a matrix with magnitude of 
variety change and rate of variety change as 
the two axes, with the isocurves analytically 
representing the tradeoffs between the 
dimensions (see Singh et al., 2013). The 
authors state that organizational agility 
includes intentional changes associated with 
these two dimensions. The view of intentional 
changes suggests that organizations are 
actively and intentionally modified due to 
environmental changes. This is consistent 
with the perception of Chan et al. (2019), who 
explain that agile organizations can “quickly 
enact intentional strategic changes” (p. 438) 
regarding their outputs, structures, and 
processes. They cite organizations like Uber 
and Airbnb as examples, which tremendously 
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influenced the transportation and hospitality 
industry, respectively, through rapid changes 
and innovations. Other organizations in the 
fields were forced to react to these changes to 
remain competitive. Chan et al. (2019) state 
that under such circumstances agility is 
needed to “sense and gain insights to these 
changes and to develop effective responses” 
(p. 439) and, therefore, these organizations 
deliberately modify their services, products, or 
processes. 

Although organizational agility is often 
confused with agile methods, the latter is a 
means to achieve organizational agility, 
especially in IT-driven environments, to react 
faster and adequately to changing customer 
demands (Dingsøyr et al., 2018). Therefore, 
we refer to the agility case of Dingsøyr et al. 
(2018) with the assumption that the scholars 
mainly refer to intentional changes while 
examining organizational agility. The authors 
examine coordination within a large-scale 
agile IT development program in response to 
changing customer demands. They determine 
that agility program management intentionally 
introduced open space technologies and 
made other adjustments, such as 
implementing a group chatting tool or 
restricting the Scrum master. Furthermore, 
they state that the rotation of team members 
is a mechanism that implies planned changes 
and interventions by program management 
(Dingsøyr et al., 2018). More precisely, 
changes are emphasized as intentional 
interventions that are pushed by managers. 

Routine dynamics perspective. Actors can 
influence routines tremendously (Feldman et 
al., 2016) without necessarily having conse-
quent variations in mind, which leads one to 
consider the role of intentionality in routine 
dynamics (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). Turner and 
Rindova (2012) differentiate between planned 
and unplanned changes suggesting that 
actors may cause routine changes, 
intentionally or unintentionally. Both can be 
the result of reinterpreting routines or actual 
variations. Accordingly, Feldman et al. (2016) 
highlight that participants may not be “aware 
of what they are accomplishing or even that 
they have created a variation” (p. 508). This 
view is supported by Dittrich and Seidl (2018), 
who show that routine changes can occur “in 
ways that the actors had not intended a priori” 
(p. 124). Actor-induced routine changes can 
stem from developing a “sense of purpose 
through performing the routine” (Dittrich & 
Seidl, 2018, p. 124). As actors can foreground 
means in a specific situation, resulting in new 
ends, which are subsequently pursued, 

Dittrich and Seidl (2018) indicate that 
intentions may emerge within routines and 
cause changes. Thus, the objective of the 
overall routine may be affected. In an earlier 
study, Feldman (2003) investigates the efforts 
of an organization in actively changing a 
routine with the managers intendedly pushing 
this change. Surprisingly, the change did not 
occur. Actors can intendedly refuse the 
demanded change if perceived as 
contextually inappropriate. In brief, variations 
can occur both intentionally and 
unintentionally within routines. 

The literature on organizational agility adopts 
a view of intended changes (Chan et al., 
2019), but the role of unintended changes 
remains unexplored. Considering that routine 
dynamics scholars draw upon the role of 
intentionality (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018; Turner & 
Rindova, 2012), examining organizational 
agility would help us further explore and 
understand why and how it unfolds within 
organizations. Unintended changes within 
organizations reveal that organizations need 
not manage their agile efforts, since they have 
a natural capability of being agile. 
Furthermore, intended changes may have to 
be forced from an organizational agility 
perspective, but unintended changes go 
unnoticed until actively explored. This means 
that organizations may develop unanticipated 
ways of reacting to situations. As a result, 
agility is also shaped by unintended changes, 
which depend on how the actors enact agility 
performances. We can gain an in-depth 
understanding about how unintended 
changes influence agility efforts of 
organizations with the help of routine 
dynamics. 

4.4. Shaping and designability 

Agility perspective. Aghina et al. (2016) 
explain that agile organizations learn to 
manage both stable and dynamic elements 
within their organizations through “design 
structures, governance arrangements, and 
processes” (p.1). Moreover, organizations can 
deliberately decide and form the 
organizational structure, which dictates, 
among other things, the place where 
employees work. Similarly, Worley and Lawler 
(2010) argue that agility is a “dynamic 
organization design capability” (p. 194). In 
their view, this capability allows organizations 
to recognize whether there are any external 
and internal triggers that can result in 
changes. Such response capability is 
supported by the idea that agile organizations 
have to react appropriately to pressures of 
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change “or shifts in strategic intent” (Worley & 
Lawler, 2010, p. 195). Additionally, Sherehiy 
and Karwowski (2014) propose workforce 
agility as a prerequisite for enterprise agility 
(e.g., organizational). Their empirical study 
shows that managerial practices that 
positively affect employee collaboration or job 
autonomy shape workforce agility, as such 
practices support autonomous decision-
making and empowerment (Sherehiy & 
Karwowski, 2014). Muduli (2016) further 
emphasizes that organizations “have to 
reshape themselves to fluidly deploy 
resources to address changing conditions” (p. 
1583). Moreover, the researcher highlights the 
importance of human resources in driving 
agility within the organizations and shaping 
organizational structures to promote organi-
zational agility. Hence, workforce agility is 
necessary for shaping organizational agility 
(Muduli, 2016). Park et al. (2017) suggest that 
organizations can be agile in responding to 
market changes. They describe acting as 
reconfiguring resources or shaping business 
processes aiming at novel actions within a 
market. This is accompanied by the possibility 
of actively redesigning and adjusting 
organizational structures (Park et al., 2017). 
These examples support the assumptions of 
organizational agility scholars by emphasizing 
that organizations design and reconfigure 
their structures and processes concerning 
organizational agility. 

Routine dynamics perspective. Routine 
scholars emphasize the mindful enactment of 
routines suggesting that actors have the ability 
and choice to perform routines differently 
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Accordingly, 
scholars consider that actors might choose 
mindfully from “a set of sequentially related 
actions that unfold over time” (Pentland et al., 
2020, p. 9), resulting in actors shaping and  
(re-)designing routines through performing 
(Feldman, 2016). Hence, actors influence and 
shape routines and induce variations or 
changes by performing or reflecting the 
routine (Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016; 
Dittrich et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 2016). 
Bertels et al. (2016) observe the integration of 
an external routine into an organization. The 
routine, designed outside the organization, 
was implemented to improve the 
organization’s operational compliance. During 
the implementtation efforts, scholars 
recognized that the routine collided with the 
cultural assumptions of the employees and 
prospective actors. Based on cultural 
assumptions, actors “shaped the routine’s 
artifacts and expectations even before it was 
performed” (Bertels et al., 2016, p. 573). 

These observations contribute to the idea that 
actors shape or redefine routines by enacting 
and reflecting for several reasons, including 
not fitting the organization’s culture or 
conflicting with actors’ assumptions and 
expectations. This can result in modifying and 
altering routine patterns and performance 
(Bertels et al., 2016). Glaser (2017) examines 
the role of design performance in a law 
enforcement organization that attempts to 
change routines by creating and applying 
artifacts intentionally. For instance, actors 
challenge underlying assumptions when they 
create new assemblages for upcoming routine 
performances. Bringing in new ideas, such as 
being inspired from external communities, 
necessitates that actors translate and transfer 
these ideas to a specific routine and ensure 
“that [these ideas] can function in their local 
environment” (Glaser, 2017, p. 2145). Actors 
can actively shape routines through design 
performance (Glaser, 2017). 

Research on organizational agility has shown 
that organizations actively shape and design 
processes or structures (Aghina et al., 2016). 
In contrast, routine scholars offer a wider 
perspective that routines can be designed 
externally and be emergently shaped by 
actors (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). 
Exogenous impetuses can have limited 
influence on routine evolutions. However, the 
actors can alter routines or cause variations 
(Pentland & Feldman, 2008). Building on the 
perspective that routines are the emergent 
accomplishments of actors who shape them, 
we can examine if and how organizational 
agility is an effortful accomplishment. In 
addition, we can explain how organizational 
agility and related activities are shaped 
through the performance of actions within 
organizations and the effects of the unfolding 
of organizational agility. Thus, taking a routine 
dynamics perspective on organizational agility 
allows us to open up the agility black box and 
examine the emergent and ever-changing 
nature of organizational agility and its internal 
mechanisms and variability. 

5. Discussion 

Considering organizational agility as a 
response to volatile environments falls short of 
understanding it from within - how it is enacted 
and what dynamics emerge from and during 
performance. We respond to the call to explain 
new organizational phenomena using existing 
and substantiated concepts and theories 
(Puranam, Alexy, & Reitzig, 2014; Schreyögg 
& Sydow, 2010). Organizational agility is 
mainly investigated through a DC perspective 
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(Teece et al., 2016). Although the 
denomination of DC suggests the recognition 
of dynamics, organizational agility scholars 
limit the exploration of dynamics by 
incorporating an undynamic and stable 
perspective on routines as the underlying 
explanatory concept (Parmigiani & Howard-
Grenville, 2011; Wenzel et al., 2021). 
Specifically, organizational agility scholars do 
not sufficiently consider the dynamic, 
emergent, and ever-changing nature of 
routines (Wenzel et al., 2021). Hence, this DC 
perspective does not extensively examine 
how organizational agility unfolds and the 
underlying dynamics. We adopt a routine 
dynamics perspective on organizational agility 
and contribute to the literature by discussing 
the following two implications. 

5.1. Rethinking the role of routines in 
organizational agility to unravel the 
innate dynamics 

To theorize organizational agility adequately, 
we must understand the pieces of the agility 
puzzle – the performances of actions that 
contribute to achieving agility. Considering 
actions as unit of analysis like routine 
dynamics scholars already do (Feldman et al., 
2016) brings research on organizational agility 
a step ahead. While routine research strongly 
focuses on the performance of actions, 
structural aspects are also considered 
(Feldman, 2016; Pentland et al., 2020). In 
comparison, organizational agility studies 
have not yet sufficiently analyzed the actual 
performance but concentrated on 
environmental factors and DC (Teece et al., 
2016; Walter, 2021) or structural aspects 
(Aghina et al., 2016; Worley & Lawler, 2010) 
of organizations. Conversely, the recent 
routine dynamics perspective (Feldman et al., 
2016; Feldman, 2016) allows us to unravel the 
“dynamics” (Wenzel et al., 2021, p. 1) of 
organizational agility. Moreover, we can 
explore how agility occurs as a flow of actions 
subject to dynamics, not apparent at first sight, 
and influences the unfolding of agility 
tremendously (Tallon et al., 2019). 
Considering the meaningful enactment of 
varying actions, intentional or unintentional 
(Dittrich & Seidl, 2018), allows agility scholars 
to comprehensively discover and evaluate the 
underlying dynamics, mechanisms, or 
tensions (Tallon et al., 2019). These dynamics 
and mechanisms, in turn, represent the 
performance and emergence of organizational 
agility by organizations or their members. 
Therefore, agility may be enacted in ways 
other than those intended ex-ante and unfolds 
as emergent and effortful accomplishments 

through a repertoire of agility-related activities 
(Pentland et al., 2020; Pentland & Rueter, 
1994). This allows us to draw upon this new 
knowledge in conceptualizing and theorizing 
agility. 

Dingsøyr et al. (2018) refer to different 
coordination modes, such as routines, in their 
article on coordination in agile software 
development. They describe routines as an 
impersonal mode, characterized as a “codified 
blueprint of action that is impersonally 
specified” (Dingsøyr et al., 2018, p. 67) and 
relate to the traditional assumption of routines. 
Applying the routine dynamics perspective 
shows variations triggered by enacting 
routines related to agile activities. 
Consequently, coordination modes are 
performed with variations, and dynamics 
emerge. These dynamics result in a broader 
range of options for actors (Pentland et al., 
2020). Thus, they make organizational agility 
less predictable and more dynamic. Moreover, 
Dingsøyr et al. (2018) relate to task 
interdependence as “the extent to which 
people in an organizational unit depend on 
others to perform their work” (Dingsøyr et al., 
2018, p. 66). However, they have not 
considered the variations and underlying 
processes that arise through these 
interdependencies. Focusing on actions and 
their flows helps understand the performance 
and unfolding of agility, rather than addressing 
the coordination effectiveness in agile settings 
(Dingsøyr et al., 2018; Strode et al., 2012). 
Specifically, the output of one task (in routine 
A) can be the input of another task (in routine 
B). Variations in routine A are likely to affect 
routine B and cause variations in their 
interdependence. These variations lead to a 
more dynamic unfolding of agility. Dingsøyr et 
al. (2018) would be able to depict how 
coordination in agile contexts through routines 
is subject to ongoing variations. As a result, 
we can examine the underlying mechanisms 
that affect organizational agility or possible 
related performance options. 

Furthermore, as actions are embedded in 
specific contexts (Dittrich et al., 2016; 
Feldman, 2016), agility scholars are able to 
analyze conditions and characteristics that 
cause variations. This reveals some actions 
that exist or arise may reinforce or even hinder 
agility efforts. Consequently, agility literature 
can be enriched by explaining how actions 
shape, form, and enact agility, as done by 
routine scholars in the case of routines 
(Bucher & Langley, 2016; Dittrich et al., 2016; 
Sonenshein, 2016). Admittedly, changes 
emerging from actions can be minimalistic at 
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a specific time, which can be remedied by 
integrating a temporal perspective on 
variations caused by performance. This 
reveals continuous changes over time 
(Feldman, 2000; Turner & Rindova, 2018) and 
their impact on organizational agility. 

5.2. Organizations become capable of 
enacting agility 

After promoting a routine perspective to 
observe and explain organizational agility, we 
further substantiate our suggestion by an 
implication relevant to managerial practice. 
Wenzel et al. (2021) built on the seminal work 
of Tsoukas and Chia (2002) on organizational 
becoming and argued that “organizations do 
not have a (dynamic), capability, but they 
become (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) capable in 
and through the enactment of organizational 
routines” (p. 6). This is further underpinned by 
the way routine scholars conceptualize and 
portray routines. In updating the assumption 
of having a routine to performing routines and 
contained actions, routine dynamics research 
emphasizes the processual nature of routines 
(Feldman, 2016; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016; 
Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Following this line of 
inquiry and adapting it to agility research, we 
state that organizations do not have agility but 
rather become capable of enacting agility. 
This coincides with the explanations of 
Denning (2016) – rather than treating agility as 
something that can be “formalized in an 
operating manual” (Denning, 2016, p. 13), the 
researcher emphasizes it as “a different way 
of understanding and acting in the world” 
(Denning, 2016, p. 13). The author highlights 
that agility consists of formal descriptions and 
is highly associated with an agile mindset that 
“implies an ideology of enablement” (Denning, 
2016, p. 13). The approach of actions is 
beneficial in theorizing how agility-related 
activities are enacted to reveal how organi-
zations are becoming capable of performing 
agility. Building on a routine dynamics 
perspective, the actual performances that 
relate to the overall shared understanding 
allow actors within routines to create 
connections among the routines and further 
interconnect the actors in several ways. This 
can manifest in how actors work together, 
share information, or reflect on their actions 
(Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016; Dittrich et 
al., 2016; Turner & Rindova, 2018). 

This could lead to a perspective on enacted 
agility in that it is driven by emerging aspects 
of the present situation and shaped by the 
actors involved analogously in routine 
research (Bertels et al., 2016; Deken et al., 

2016; Feldman et al., 2016). Goh and 
Pentland (2019), by analyzing action paths, 
find that patterns of actions within an agile 
software development project “change 
dramatically over time based on the needs of 
the project” (p. 1901). However, little is known 
about the comparable emergent dynamics in 
performing agility-related activities. 
Accordingly, situated actions and patterns of 
actions can reveal the dynamics of enacting 
agility as emphasized by Denning (2016), and 
explain how agility unfolds within 
organizations and affects being successfully 
agile. The explanations of Tsoukas and Chia 
(2002) on organizational becoming offer 
excellent potential to analyze how 
organizations become agile – or rather 
becoming capable of enacting agility. For this 
purpose, routine dynamics is exceptionally 
suitable (Berente, Lyytinen, Yoo, & King, 
2016; Bertels et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 
2016) and allows to ascertain the unfolding of 
agility within organizations. Moreover, 
scholars can illustrate the process of 
becoming capable of enacting agility. Highly 
praxis-related managerial implications could 
derive best practices or general 
recommendations by analyzing the underlying 
processes, mechanisms, and dynamics (e.g., 
how agile management practices, such as 
Scrum, are introduced in an organization and 
adopted over time to replace former non-agile 
management tools or conceptions). Best 
practices of becoming agile could help 
managers organize and support agile 
transformation efforts, such as questioning 
and optimizing outdated processes. 

Opening up the agility black box through a 
routine dynamics perspective allows us to 
investigate how agility is enacted by relying on 
routines as the underlying explanatory 
approach. Hence, agility scholars would profit 
from dwelling on routine dynamics in their 
research rather than associating 
organizations with reacting or adapting to 
changing organizational and external 
circumstances (Tallon et al., 2019; Walter, 
2021) from a DC perspective. Furthermore, 
applying a routine dynamics perspective 
allows examining “the tensions underlying 
agility” (Tallon et al., 2019, p. 234). It explains 
the possibility that firms can “be both stable 
and dynamic” (Tallon et al., 2019, p. 234), 
emphasizing that routine research changes 
from dualism to the duality of stability and 
change (Farjoun, 2010; Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). 
Thus, we argue to consider the actual 
performance of actions as well as the 
respective situational contexts and to focus on 
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how something happens (Feldman & 
Orlikowski, 2011; Jarzabkowski, Lê, & 
Feldman, 2012) from a routine dynamics 
perspective. Therefore, we can draw a more 
detailed picture of how organizational agility is 
uncovered as an emergent and ever-changing 
phenomenon and is enacted within 
organizations. 

6. Conclusion 

We described how scholars portray and 
interpret organizational agility and recent 
research on organizational routines. 
Moreover, we argued that a routine dynamics 
perspective could improve research on 
organizational agility and help conceptualize 
it. What is more, we outlined agility, as 
understood by the existing concepts 
(Puranam et al., 2014; Strode et al., 2012). 
Building on this analysis, we discussed two 
main contributions and several recommen-
dations, resulting in a multifaceted and 
sophisticated understanding of dynamics by 
extending possible explanatory approaches 
for organizational agility. Situated actions 
tremendously influence the routines 
themselves (Feldman et al., 2016), 
performance within and between routines, and 
ongoing variability (Bucher & Langley, 2016; 
Sele & Grand, 2016), though they are hardly 
noticeable. They may be beneficial for 
explaining how agility is enacted and 
examining how organizations become agile. 
At this point, an in-depth exploration of 
routines as a flow of actions reveals the 
underlying mechanisms of dynamics related 
to agility. We argue that a routine dynamics 
view enables future research to modify the 
understanding of organizational agility as an 
enacted, emergent, and ever-changing 
phenomenon. Additionally, scholars may 
adopt our suggestions and employ definitional 
approaches for this purpose. 

As with any conceptual inquiry, our obser-
vations lack empirical evidence. However, we 
believe that the ideas put forward can lead to 
further research into how organizations 
respond and react, be it concerning 
managerial conceptions of agility or flexible 
organizational structures, and understanding 
how agility unfolds, is experienced, and is 
enacted. 
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Abstract: One dimension in research on coordination aims to explain flexible 

coordination mechanisms in dynamic environments. Although recent concepts of 

coordination focus on emergent and dynamic processes, the dynamics of organizational 

routines as one of the key mechanisms of coordination remain a black box. By drawing on 

practice-based research on organizational routines I emphasize emergent and endogenous 

routine changes as an underlying coordinating mechanism. Such an approach examines 

organizational coordinating by focusing on flows of actions rather than entities, 

acknowledging routines as continuously rather than episodically changing, and 

concentrating on an actor-centric perspective. 

Keywords: Coordination, routines, routine dynamics, coordination dynamics 

INTRODUCTION 

Coordination is key for organizations to achieve their goals (Okhuysen & Bechky, 

2009). It is an ongoing phenomenon for organizations subject to external and internal 

influences (Bechky & Chung, 2018; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Schakel, van Fenema, & 

Faraj, 2016). An outstanding example of such influences is the current war in Ukraine, which 

forces organizations to adapt and adjust properly. The increasing complexity of 

organizational challenges also increases the complexity of coordination (Bechky & Chung, 

2018; Faraj & Xiao, 2006). Thus, recent research is interested in examining how 

coordination within organizations happens and emerges. This results in endeavors to 

understand and conceptualize how the process of coordination unfolds dynamically 

(Jarzabkowski, Lê, & Feldman, 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). 

Organizational routines represent a key mechanism to achieve coordination 

(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Drilling into the body of coordination literature, it reveals a 

perspective on organizational routines as “structured coordination mechanisms” (Claggett & 
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Karahanna, 2018, p. 706), proceeding “automatically, without team members’ conscious 

evaluation” (Rico, Sanchez-Manzanares, Gil, & Gibson, 2008, p. 166). To put it in a 

nutshell, the plethora of studies in the field of coordination research assumes routines to be 

a rather stable phenomenon (Claggett & Karahanna, 2018; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). This 

contrasts with recent research on organizational routines, which emphasizes routines as 

being inherently dynamic and flexible (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Concerning the 

aspiration of coordination research to conceptualize coordinating as highly emergent and 

dynamic (Bechky & Chung, 2018; Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Pine & Mazmanian, 2017), it 

is surprising that coordination research relies on rather traditional assumptions about 

routines. 

Against this backdrop, the research objective of this conceptual study is to transfer 

the recent and increasingly emergent and dynamic understanding of organizational routines 

from routine literature to coordination literature. By this means, a more realistic 

understanding is fostered to emphasize how coordination unfolds and how dynamic 

coordination processes might occur. The foundational basics of coordination and practice-

based routine research are therefore outlined first. This is followed by contrasting the two 

perspectives related to their assumptions and corresponding perspectives on organizational 

routines. The recently developed comparative framework by Ritter, Danner-Schröder, and 

Müller-Seitz (2021) is used for this purpose (for a similar approach see Wenzel, Danner-

Schröder, & Spee, 2021). Although it is initially used to show how agility research could 

profit from a routine dynamics perspective, the approach and the comparative criteria are 

also applicable for this study. The discussion of the resulting differences reveals implications 

that update the understanding of routines from a coordination perspective to one that is more 

pronounced and dynamic. Thus, I contribute to coordination research by outlining how this 

stream of literature can profit from the recent practice-based routine understanding in two 
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ways: (1) uncovering the underlying dynamics of continuous routine changes for 

coordination offers a more nuanced dynamic perspective; (2) considering mindful enacting 

actors allows the exploration of the reasons for different patterns of actions in coordination 

efforts. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Coordination and organizational routines have a longstanding tradition in 

organization research. Both research streams consider how work is accomplished in 

organizations from different perspectives (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Okhuysen 

& Bechky, 2009). To gain an understanding of what they examine primarily, both research 

streams are introduced briefly hereinafter. This allows a further contrasting of the 

assumptions on organizational routines, which both research streams address differently. 

Coordination research 

Coordination has been at the center of organizational research over decades. Thereby, 

scholars have considered coordination from different perspectives and conceptualized it in 

distinct ways (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Earlier coordination approaches associated 

coordination with the design and optimization of work (Fayol, 1949; Scott & Davis, 2015; 

Taylor, 1911). These approaches are characterized by the deliberate nature of planning 

systems to ensure coordinated actions within organizations. Designability is emphasized as 

the central premise in this stream of research. It refers to the assumption that “organizational 

systems could be articulated with enough specificity and precision to allow for individuals 

to fully complete work” (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009, p. 467). Moreover, such formalization 

and structuring were considered as essential elements of organizations containing, for 

example, hierarchies or prescribed roles as well as their relations, without being affected by 
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individual relationships or personal attributes (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Scott & Davis, 

2015). 

In contrast, recent research has turned away from a pure alignment and optimization 

of organizational structures to a specific environment, moving toward assuming that the need 

for coordination is separable from the organizational design (Bechky & Chung, 2018; 

Schakel et al., 2016). Now, remarkable attention is paid to the execution of work within 

organizational arrangements as well as the interactions of participants to facilitate 

coordination. Scholars emphasize that coordination mechanisms may vary each time and can 

be highly emergent, contextualized, and situated (Bechky & Chung, 2018; Faraj & Xiao, 

2006; Schakel et al., 2016). Moreover, Faraj and Xiao (2006), in line with other scholars, 

propose a practice-based rethinking and consideration of coordination to provide “a richer 

and more balanced view of coordination as it is actually practiced” (Faraj & Xiao, 2006, 

p. 1167; see also Schakel et al., 2016). Jarzabkowski et al. (2012) follow the endeavor of 

Faraj and Xiao (2006) by encouraging a change in the perception of coordination “as reified 

standards, rules, and procedures” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2012, p. 907) towards the 

understanding of coordination, or more precisely coordinating that underlines its dynamic 

nature, as a “dynamic social practice” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2012, p. 907). Coordination, as 

seen in recent studies and research, can be summarized as “a temporally unfolding and 

contextualized process of input regulation and interaction articulation to realize a collective 

performance” (Faraj & Xiao, 2006, p. 1157; see also Bechky & Chung, 2018; Schakel et al., 

2016). This caused a shift in coordination research, turning towards exploring informal 

coordination rather than formal coordination as was predominant in the earlier perspectives 

(Felin, Foss, Heimeriks, & Madsen, 2012; Mom, Van Den Bosch, & Volberda, 2009; 

Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). 
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One means to an end for exploring coordination are so-called coordination 

mechanisms, both existing and emerging ones (Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Majchrzak, 

Jarvenpaa, & Hollingshead, 2007; Malone et al., 1999). Such mechanisms are defined as 

“organizational arrangements that allow individuals to realize a collective performance” 

(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009, p. 472) and occur in various forms. Okhuysen and Bechky 

(2009) have analyzed several coordination mechanisms. The authors have categorized five 

general types, one of them being organizational routines that facilitate coordination by, inter 

alia, providing a template of tasks and their sequence (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Although 

coordination research concentrates on the emergent and dynamic nature of coordinating, it 

falls short of assuming and considering organizational routines, as means a to facilitate 

coordination, to be as dynamic as they are. With this in mind, the stream of literature is 

introduced that focuses primarily focuses on practice-based organizational routines to lay 

the foundation for contrasting diverging key assumptions on routines. 

A practice-based perspective on organizational routines 

Feldman (2000) can be seen as the spiritus rector of research on organizational 

routines. In her body of work, she synthesizes the literature to argue that the traditional 

understanding of routines, which have been seen as “repeated patterns of behavior that are 

bound by rules and customs and that do not change very much from one iteration to another” 

(Feldman, 2000, p. 611) and characterized by stability, inflexibility, inertia, and mindless 

participants, does not fit her own findings during research. Led by Feldman (2000), 

researchers substantially challenged the former view on organizational routines. The 

possibility of change was brought to the forefront through the introduction of internal routine 

dynamics, including the differentiation between action and structure as proposed by Giddens 

(1984). Additionally, the distinction between performing and patterning (Feldman, 2016) 

has been used more recently to explain the ambivalence of stability and change within 



 

53 

organizational routines (Feldman, 2003; Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Pentland & Feldman, 

2005). The work of Feldman (2000) in particular has revealed not only the characteristic of 

work practices as effortful but also as emergent accomplishments. 

The practice turn (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 

2011) encouraged numerous studies to explore organizational routines from different 

perspectives (Feldman, Pentland, D’Adderio, & Lazaric, 2016) such as the inhibition and 

promotion of creativity and novelty (Cohendet & Simon, 2016; Deken, Carlile, Berends, & 

Lauche, 2016; Sonenshein, 2016), reflective spaces and talk (Bucher & Langley, 2016; 

Dittrich, Guérard, & Seidl, 2016), recognition of routine patterns (Danner-Schröder & 

Geiger, 2016), or the maintenance of pattern and variation through routines (Aroles & 

McLean, 2016; LeBaron, Christianson, Garrett, & Ilan, 2016). The definition of routines was 

then refined as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by 

multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95). Furthermore, routine scholars turned 

towards a practice-based perspective on routines as flows of actions. This results in a view 

of routines as enacted phenomena instead of an entitative view on the routines that an 

organization has (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016). Hereby, scholars emphasized that 

“the work [that is] required to make a repetitive pattern of action” (Feldman et al., 2016, 

p. 505) should be recognized as routine. This led to recognizing the actual performing and 

patterning of routines by which they are characterized and conceptualized (Feldman, 2016; 

Pentland & Feldman, 2008). Patterning describes creating ostensive aspects that are seen as 

the abstract expectations and regularities of a routine. This “enable[s] participants to guide, 

account for, and refer to specific performances” (Pentland & Feldman, 2008, p. 241). 

Performing is the “actual performance by specific people, at specific times, in specific 

places” (Pentland & Feldman, 2008, p. 241). Accordingly, the two aspects interact with each 

other and are mutually dependent. Furthermore, performing and patterning are closely 
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associated with the relevant actors. Actors are so important because they perform routines 

and shape the routine’s patterning by bringing their agency into routine enactments (Danner-

Schröder & Geiger, 2016; Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016). Here, scholars are 

exploring the dynamic and processual nature of routines (Feldman, 2016).  

To unveil the gap that arises from the differing perspectives on routines, several key 

assumptions about routines are contrasted; assumptions that represent the view of both 

coordination and practice-based routine research. This allows for subsequent discussion of 

the resulting implications for coordination research in relation to the initial research 

objective. 

COMPARING COORDINATION AND PRACTICE-BASED ROUTINE 

RESEARCH 

In the following, the diverging views of coordination and practice-based routine 

scholars on organizational routines are opposed using selected criteria. To compare the two 

perspectives, I rely on an approach developed by Ritter et al. (2021), who contrasted 

organizational agility and organizational routines. A similar approach was applied by 

Wenzel et al. (2021). Ritter et al. (2021) derived four criteria that are relevant for both agility 

and routine research: (1) stability and change, (2) trigger of change, (3) intentionality of 

change, and (4) shaping and designability of routines. As routine research intersects with 

coordination research, there is an overlap in the aspects that both streams are studying. 

However, it is surprising that routine research is a step ahead in examining and 

conceptualizing routines and their innate dynamics. Thus, the four criteria proposed by Ritter 

et al. (2021) are also reasonable with regard to the research objective of this conceptual study 

on coordination and routines and its respective key aspects (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). 

Nonetheless, diving into both research streams reveals that a fifth criterion can be reasonably 
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added in order to better differentiate the two perspectives on routines: shared understanding 

(Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016; Deken et al., 2016; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). 

The assumptions on stability and change 

Coordination perspective. Coordination scholars examine routines as means for 

coordination, including Rawley (2010), who points out that “coordination is achieved by 

modifying contractual structures and routines” (p. 873). Even though the author refers to 

routines as possibilities for organizations to create competitive advantages, he also states 

that routines are “vulnerable to becoming ‘core rigidities’ […] when firms confront 

environmental changes” (Rawley, 2010, p. 875). What is more, the author emphasizes that 

routines “are costly to change once they are institutionalized” (Rawley, 2010, p. 875) in the 

case of organizational efforts to diversify by means of altering or reorganizing existing 

routines. Describing routines this way, especially as institutionalized, shows that the author 

observes routines as stable and inert constructs that impede flexible adaptations to 

environmental changes. 

Claggett and Karahanna (2018) also relate to routines from a coordination 

perspective. In their work, the authors distinguish structured from unstructured mechanisms 

and illustrate the characteristics of both. Structured mechanisms are predetermined and 

“dictated by plans, programs, procedures, and rules” (Claggett & Karahanna, 2018, p. 708). 

In contrast, unstructured mechanisms are characterized as being “driven by emerging aspects 

of the situation and determined by the actor(s) involved” (Claggett & Karahanna, 2018, 

p. 708). In their work, the authors classify routines as structured coordination mechanisms. 

In doing so, they deny any emergent nature of routines because dictation indicates that hardly 

any deviations in routines are assumed, unless they are intended or prescribed by procedures, 

plans, or programs. Examining routines as structured mechanisms, the emerging aspects and 

in particular actors’ influences that characterize unstructured mechanisms (Claggett 
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& Karahanna, 2018) are not considered against the backdrop of routines. Therefore, a view 

of routines as stable and dictated constructs is portrayed and highlighted (Claggett 

& Karahanna, 2018). 

From another point of view, Pine and Mazmanian (2017) analyzed routines after a 

new healthcare IT system was introduced within a hospital. These scholars illustrate how 

participants experienced the specific order of sequences of actions as being “dictated to a 

greater degree than before” (Pine & Mazmanian, 2017, p. 735). The new work system 

inhibited a recombination or change of the sequences of actions and therefore variations in 

routines. However, the scholars perceived the sequences of actions within the routine as 

“relatively stable” (Pine & Mazmanian, 2017, p. 735). Summarizing, coordination scholars 

describe routines as being more stable than changing. Furthermore, they emphasize episodic 

changes of routines rather than considering changes as continuous phenomena in respect to 

routines, because they point out that any changes are prescribed and intended by 

organizations. 

Practice-based routine perspective. In the last two decades, change and flexibility 

came to the fore of practice-based routine research (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Parmigiani 

& Howard-Grenville, 2011; Pentland, Haerem, & Hillison, 2011). Taking up the view of 

changing routines, Berente, Lyytinen, Yoo, and King (2016) explain that routines are 

dynamically adjusted. The authors examined the integration of an enterprise information 

system at NASA. They reveal that routines are adapted to fit the needs of the environments 

in which they are embedded. This results in different patterns of actions that are enacted by 

comparison to “the ostensive as dictated by [an] implementation team” (Berente et al., 2016, 

p. 565). Hence, the routines are not enacted as intentionally suggested by the designers but 

are instead adjusted by the enacting actors to fit to their needs and the situated context of 

enactment. This shows that integrating routines as entities (i.e., fully implementing new 
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routines that seem to be stable) can be superseded by local adjustments within the 

organization by the performing actors, and so result in routine changes. 

From another perspective, Cohendet and Simon (2016) examined trial-and-error 

learning against the backdrop of creativity. The authors demonstrate that actors are able to 

reconfigure routines in an organization that has been affected by a creativity crisis. To foster 

creativity, old and rigid structures are broken, routines are questioned, and novel ways of 

proceeding should be pursued. Hence, in this case, a small team of employees was selected 

to experiment with new routines and patterns of routines. They started a trial-and-error 

process by discussing and experimenting in order to recombine and form new routines. Other 

actors became engaged in these novel routines after a while, as the initial team started to 

share their insights and talked about the new way of working. This changed and superseded 

the overall routine pattern over time, as the new routines became predominant and were 

subject to continuous variations (Cohendet & Simon, 2016). 

Coordination research tends to characterize organizational routines as stable 

phenomenon (e.g., Rawley, 2010) by describing them as being likely to turn into core 

rigidities. Compared to routine research, the coordination research stream falls short of 

integrating the changing and flexible nature of routines, even if it is only a few actions within 

a routine performance that are enacted with variations. Conversely, routine research 

comprehensively considers various alternatives by which actors can change routines, 

especially through enacting action patterns in various ways. These changes unfold 

continuously, as routines are seen as emergent and effortful accomplishments (Feldman et 

al., 2016). 

Routine changes are triggered differently 

Coordination perspective. Despite the perception of routines as mainly stable 

constructs, changes are possible and do matter in considering organizational routines to a 
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certain degree. Rawley (2010) mentions the need for organizations to change routines in 

particular situations. For instance, routines may change as the result of an organization’s 

restructuring or reorganization ambitions, where whole organizations or their organizational 

units actively change or alter existing routines. The trigger of routine changes in such 

contexts is described as being external to the corresponding routine, as organizations 

“reorganize […] by altering existing routine” (Rawley, 2010, p. 876). 

From another point of view, Bechky and Okhuysen (2011) explain the necessity for 

a SWAT team to change a routine triggered by situational conditions. The SWAT team 

planned to enter through a locked door using explosives but found the door unexpectedly 

unlocked. In doing so, the team decided to change the entering routine from using the 

confusion of suspects after an explosion to a stealth entry without alarming the suspects in 

advance. This situation exemplifies the view that external triggers cause routine changes 

(Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011). Schakel et al. (2016) also analyze an emergency context. The 

authors show the switch between practices (i.e., routines) caused by external factors that 

were not expected and considered in advance by the participants. While observing a suspect, 

shots were fired suddenly and the police forces had to re-orientate their activities from 

surveillance to apprehension in response to a novel and complex situation. Affected by the 

inapplicability of the initial surveillance routine, the police units fall short of changing or 

adjusting this very routine given the new situation. Instead, they switched to another routine 

to react properly to the new situation. In this case, an external trigger caused the selection 

and switch to another routine rather than the adjustment of the initial routine (Schakel et al., 

2016). In combination with, for example, improvised plans as a possible outcome, 

modifications of routines are considered as initiated by the teams or external participants 

through having a critical view or trigger from outside on their way of working, and 

incorporating these views to modify the routines (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Harrison & 
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Rouse, 2014). The aforementioned view on routines suggests that necessary routine changes 

are induced by external triggers. 

Practice-based routine perspective. Whereas earlier routine conceptualizations 

assumed that routine changes are triggered exogenously, recent research emphasizes the 

possibility of endogenous routine variations. Scholars have emphasized that routines are 

capable of changing from within the routine (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). In her seminal 

work, Feldman (2000) shows extensively that routines not only change given external 

triggers but also have the capacity to change endogenously. While observing the routines of 

a housing department, the author explored how routine actors are likely to change the 

routines. For instance, in cases where actions did not lead to the intended outcome, actors 

applied the repairing mechanism by which the intended outcome was reached. The same 

mechanism was also applied in cases when an unintended or undesired outcome was 

produced (Feldman, 2000). This view implies that actors are capable of changing routine in 

their enactment. Furthermore, the change trigger is rooted within the routine, stemming from 

the actors’ agentic nature. 

LeBaron et al. (2016) studied the change of shifts in an intensive care unit. The 

authors examined the handoff routine by which an incoming and a leaving physician talk 

about the patients being handed over. During enacting the handoff routine, actors are able to 

“distinguish between deviations as mistakes […] and intentional deviations in service of the 

situation at hand” (LeBaron et al., 2016, p. 528). Hence, actors are capable of evaluating the 

situations in which they enact the routine and reacting properly in response to the situational 

circumstances. Actors can thus perform different action patterns if necessary but also 

recognize cases in which other actors may mistakenly perform varying patterns of actions 

(LeBaron et al., 2016). This shows that actors adapt to changing situations and the 

performances of others and, thereby, cause endogenous changes in routine enactments. 
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Although endogenous changes are primarily considered, Feldman (2016) clarifies that such 

influences were merely focused on because changes had been observed “that could not be 

explained by exogenous forces” (p. 26). Whereas exogenous routine changes are still 

possible (Feldman, 2016), they are not the only explanatory focus. 

The coordination literature portrays routine changes as triggered externally to the 

routine. In examining how coordination unfolds, external triggers may be apparent 

immediately (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Schakel et al., 2016), but how and why routines 

change through their enactment would offer even more potential to understand how 

coordination unfolds and what mechanisms lead to such internal variations. Endogenous 

change triggers such those addressed by routine scholars (Feldman, 2000, 2016) have not 

been observed yet. Admittedly, the routine could be recognized as being the same but the 

performed actions may vary, so that coordination research could link internal routine 

dynamics to coordination dynamics. 

Intentionality in routine changes is portrayed differently 

Coordination perspective. By taking into account routines against the background of 

creative work, Harrison and Rouse (2014) examine, inter alia, the significance of constraints 

for routines and creative processes. They state that “constraining routines can stimulate 

improvised plans” (Harrison & Rouse, 2014, p. 1260) and, therefore, could have positive 

impacts on outcomes of creative work. Even though constraints and autonomy as integral 

parts are perceived as being dynamic, it is highlighted that members of creative teams 

“negotiate both autonomy and constraints” (Harrison & Rouse, 2014, p. 1257). This suggests 

that actors consciously make use of constraints within routines as part of creative processes, 

by actively using them, for instance, as a means to an end to achieve their goals. Furthermore, 

Harrison and Rouse (2014) show that participants come together to review and discuss their 

way of working together, possibly resulting in the modification of routines. Thus, creative 
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group members actively and intentionally influence routines through selectively 

constraining their way of working. 

From another point of view, Gulati, Wohlgezogen, and Zhelyazkov (2012) examine 

the role of organizational routines against the backdrop of inter-organizational collaboration 

and in particular coordination. They turn, inter alia, towards coordination difficulties 

between various involved parties and point out the necessity to analyze the reasons for 

coordination failures, such as inappropriate routines. In doing so, they further describe how 

“improving routines” (Gulati et al., 2012, p. 565) may be necessary to remediate or salvage 

the relationships of the parties involved. This also implies an active alteration and 

modification of routines, intended actively by participants. Coordination scholars primarily 

hypothesize that routine changes are intended by the participants or even other hierarchical 

levels, as Rawley (2010) pointed out. 

Practice-based routine perspective. Intentionality is of growing interest for practice-

based routine scholars examining routine changes (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). Actors are able 

to recognize relevant routine changes, for example through reflective talk (Dittrich et al., 

2016). However, there may also be changes of which actors are not aware. As a consequence, 

Dittrich and Seidl (2018) introduce “emerging intentionality” (p. 111) to routine research. 

The authors explain that actions can be differentiated into purposive and purposeful actions. 

Whereas purposive actions are characterized by foregrounding means, purposeful actions 

are geared toward foregrounding ends. Continuous change in routines can stem from 

“engaging with the open-endedness and potentiality of action itself rather than from solely 

responding to the outcomes of action and existing goals” (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018, p. 134). 

As a result, not only adaptation to outcomes leads to routine emergence; every situated action 

allows actors to recognize new ends-in-view (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). Hence, actors’ 



 

62 

intentions vary and emerge through performing routines, be it regarding the outcomes or the 

action itself. 

In their empirical study, Deken et al. (2016) identify different modes of routine work 

to describe actors’ efforts to contribute to stability and change in routine enactments. The 

authors explain that actors use forms of routine work to “direct their actions at novel intended 

outcomes” (Deken et al., 2016, p. 673). Hence, the authors state that actors are able to 

manage their actions with regard to routine outcomes and to perform variably. This leads to 

routine changes that may cause variances in performing other connected routines and related 

actions. Furthermore, Deken et al. (2016) clarify that routine work is directed towards 

“proactive, change-oriented efforts by actors who intentionally try to generate novel 

outcomes” (p. 673). However, the authors report that unintended routine changes may also 

be possible. They explain that novel outcomes and actions resulting from routine work may 

have an influence on other action patterns within and across routines. What is more, 

interdependent actions may be affected (Deken et al., 2016). Thus, different patterns of 

action may emerge as a result, which were not intended by actors in advance. Besides 

intentionally enacting different patterns of actions, actors are sometimes not aware that they 

have caused a change in their routine performance (Feldman et al., 2016). Therefore, routines 

can be subject to changes that are both intentional and unintentional as response to different 

triggers and degrees of intentionality (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). 

Existing literature on coordination research still associates routine changes with 

intended and deliberate decisions (Harrison & Rouse, 2014). In contrast, routine research 

has revealed that different patterns of actions are not only subject to intended choices but 

can also be an emergent accomplishment by the actors who perform the routines and, 

thereby, unintentional. In this case, unintentional must not be confused with mindless and 

automatic behavior but be seen as purposive action (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). As a 
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consequence, coordination literature could uncover the motives of actors behind why they 

are enacting action patterns with variations and, thus, derive how and why coordination 

unfolds as it does in such settings. This may lead to recognizing unintended variations that 

are rooted in adaptions to the “concrete situation at hand” (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018, p. 129) 

and so allows for characterizing situational conditions that support or even hinder such 

variations. 

The views on shaping and designability 

Coordination perspective. Bechky and Okhuysen (2011) suggest that routines can be 

included in a repertoire through predefining routines. Relating to SWAT teams, the authors 

show how “developing and practicing routines” (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011, p. 259) can 

help them to react to surprising situations. Furthermore, they argue that a development and 

practice of routines helps actors to be prepared for unexpected events by establishing how 

and when to execute a specific routine by drawing on such rehearsed procedures. This 

suggests that a pre-definition as well as a design of routines in advance helps SWAT teams 

to reorganize their routines as a whole, given specific and changing environmental 

conditions (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011). In addition, Claggett and Karahanna (2018) state 

that routines are characterized by their predetermination and composition as well as being 

“designed to enhance the individuals’ understanding of the overall process and their role in 

the process” (Claggett & Karahanna, 2018, p. 705). 

Aggarwal, Siggelkow, and Singh (2011) address coordination from a governmental 

perspective, referring to routines as means for organizations to coordinate effectively 

through “the development of [such] routines” (Aggarwal et al., 2011, p. 707). The view of 

developing routines implicates a kind of composition and formation process. To go further, 

such a development of routines indicates not only the active implementation of routines but 

also their active alteration through the modification of the routines’ configuration or 
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arrangement (Aggarwal et al., 2011). Scholars illustrate that routines are designed and can 

be shaped through configuring and predefining them. 

Practice-based routine perspective. In contrast to the traditional view on routines, 

the role of participants or rather actors is fundamental in the recent practice-based view, as 

Feldman (2000) emphasized the concept of agency in examining routines. Thus, performing 

and patterning are essential for how routines emerge and may be shaped (Feldman, 2016). 

Bucher and Langley (2016) observed how an organization established spaces to support 

routine changes. To develop new conceptualizations of routines, reflective spaces allow 

actors to discuss and reflect how things are done and why they are done. What is more, actors 

are able to develop new ways of enacting a routine differently through reflecting on routines 

or unintended variations that emerge through performing a routine. To enact elaborated and 

discussed routine changes, experimental spaces are used. Such spaces allow for the testing 

of varying performances and the incorporation of novel actions or varying action 

performances into routines. Although such spaces are provided by the organization initially, 

the actors change routine performances (Bucher & Langley, 2016). Hence, actors are capable 

of shaping routines, be it through intentionally reflecting on or mindfully enacting a routine. 

Another perspective is drawn by Bertels, Howard-Grenville, and Pek (2016), who 

studied the introduction of a routine that was designed externally to the case study 

organization. The organization decided to implement the respective routine to improve its 

operational compliance. During their observation, the scholars found that the routine was 

not implemented as it had been designed beforehand. A further analysis revealed that the 

new routine did not match the cultural assumptions of the actors. Hence, the actors modified 

the new routine’s expectations and artifacts prior to its enactment. Subsequently, the actors 

performed different patterns of actions within enacting the new routine (Bertels et al., 2016). 

This indicates that predesigned and well-defined routines are subject to the actors who 
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actually enact a specific routine and, thus, the performed actions. Actors have enormous 

influence on how routines and contained actions are enacted and, thereby, may alter routine 

designs. Recent routine research has turned away from considering exogenous change 

impulses. Although these impulses still exist, the endogenous routine changes are of more 

importance. They allow us to explain how actors are capable of changing and shaping 

routines (Pentland & Feldman, 2008), making them the main protagonists in shaping, 

modifying, and possibly re-designing routines. This can also lead to differently enacted 

routine patterns and, thereby, to a routine evolution over time. 

Coordination research mostly assumes that routine can be designed and implemented 

independently from the performing actors (Claggett & Karahanna, 2018). Adopting the 

routine research insights that actors are capable of shaping and modifying routines would 

help coordination research to explore the ever-changing and emerging nature of routines 

(Feldman, 2016). This would further allow us to understand how ‘predefined’ routines are 

enacted and why changes may unfold during their performance. 

Shared understanding among participants 

Coordination perspective. Organizational routines facilitate coordination by 

different means, such as creating a shared understanding among participants regarding the 

routine (Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). The study of a police 

operation by Schakel et al. (2016) showed that, among others, standard operating procedures 

and protocols allowed teams to reduce “the need for sharing situational knowledge” (Schakel 

et al., 2016, p. 401). To this end, a shared understanding is established through as well as 

about stable actions and comprehensible sequences for the participants. In sum, the authors 

suggest that a set of plans, roles etc. exist, kept to a minimum in terms of being predefined. 

Hence, the authors portray how common routines become predictable to a certain degree for 

routine participants (Schakel et al., 2016). 
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By classifying routines as structured coordination mechanisms, Claggett and 

Karahanna (2018) show that actions as well as relationships are prescribed by the 

organization. The authors illustrate how routines become formally standardized and dictate 

corresponding actions. Due to such dictation and standardization, participants are able to 

develop a common understanding of stable routines, allowing them to rely on stable actions 

and sequences of actions to align their work to others. More clearly, Bechky and Okhuysen 

(2011) point out the relevance of stable patterns within routines as reactions to changing 

circumstances, such as unexpectedly unlocked doors during police operations. The authors 

show that changing the routine of entering the room was unproblematic and smooth as a 

result of the common understanding of “how to execute it” (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011, 

p. 248). In more general terms, Srikanth and Puranam (2011) elucidate that “reciprocal 

predictability of actions” (p. 868) supports coordination in sequences of actions by 

interdependent participants. This indicates some kind of stability that participants can rely 

on. Faraj and Xiao (2006) examined routines in the shape of trauma protocols and 

denominated them as standard operating procedures. Trauma protocols are characterized by, 

for instance, specifying temporal sequences as well as clarifying what should be done and 

by whom to “reduce process uncertainty” (Faraj & Xiao, 2006, p. 1160). 

As a result, the participants are able to align their actions by being familiar with the 

subsequent steps and following actions of others. This happens regardless of who actually 

does what, because participants are able to closely predict and anticipate other actions. 

Therefore, a shared understanding regarding the routine is established, as the routine is seen 

as stable and predetermined. Participants are able to rely on predictable actions of others. 

Practice-based routine perspective. A shared understanding of routines and their 

features, which evolves over time, is necessary for routine participants to interact properly 

(Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010). Since different actors are involved in 
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performing routines, these actors can develop different understandings regarding the overall 

routine pattern. Such varying expectations may result in several possible actions that can be 

considered by actors to perform routines (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Turner & Rindova, 

2012).  

Danner-Schröder and Geiger (2016) describe how actors “select from a spectrum of 

tasks and combine them in novel ways” (p. 653) in performing routines. Actors are able to 

act variably in several routine performances and compose possible actions in novel ways 

without altering the overall routine. Furthermore, Danner-Schröder and Geiger (2016) show 

that recognizing such flexible performances “was incorporated into the knowing of routine 

participants” (p. 655) resulting in a shared understanding among the actors involved. This 

shared understanding refers to actors’ knowledge of how possible actions could be selected 

and recombined in subsequent performances (Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016). Similarly, 

in their empirical study Deken et al. (2016) introduce routine work as mechanisms by which 

actors generate new actions within routines by relying partly on existing patterns. Stretching 

is one element of routine work and characterizes the use of existing action patterns in 

alternative as well as novel ways and so expanding the spectrum across which a routine is 

applied. Inventing describes the creation of entirely new action patterns without any 

similarity to existing ones in order to realize planned and intended outcomes (Deken et al., 

2016). Flexing work describes how actors “adapt existing interdependent actions in a routine 

that all participants are familiar with” (p. 665). Using established, existing, and known 

actions while adapting makes it easier for other participants to anticipate the varied 

performance and link such variations to other interdependent actions. This is supported by 

actors’ orientations in flexing work towards already existing interdependencies (Deken et 

al., 2016). 
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Using the example of a handoff routine in an intensive care unit, LeBaron et al. 

(2016) observe how actors build upon shared expectations to coordinate themselves when 

handing over patients in changing shifts. The study refers to expected sequences and moves 

of the handoff routine to show that actors are able to adapt to any deviations from the initial 

proceeding. Such deviations occur when actors mindfully skip or rearrange selected moves 

of the routine, for instance, to indicate the importance (or lack of importance) of a specific 

move, like skipping it to show its irrelevance in a particular situation. The shared 

understanding among the actors involved regarding the expected sequence but also its 

flexible sequencing helped them to adapt to varying enactments, to interpret such variations 

appropriately, or to ask for clarification of why their counterpart deviated (LeBaron et al., 

2016). Thus, actors are able to adapt their own actions to the variances of others through a 

shared understanding, comprising knowledge of flexible and changing patterns regarding the 

overall routine. This shared understanding allows them to anticipate varying actions in an 

appropriate manner. 

In sum, recent coordination literature assumes a shared understanding among 

participants of stable actions within routines, which other actors can rely on (Schakel et al., 

2016). This contrasts with the findings that routine scholars have made, indicating that 

routines are continuously changing and flexible. Furthermore, routine research shows that 

actors incorporate the knowledge of performing routines with different patterns of actions 

(Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016). Building on the insights of routine research would allow 

coordination research to uncover the ways that actors are still able to rely on each other’s 

actions without stable actions as a prerequisite in performing routines, and how this 

contributes to coordination as a continuously unfolding process. 
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INTERMEDIATE SUMMARY 

Organizational routines are of interest for both routine and coordination research, as 

illustrated previously (Feldman et al., 2016; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Even though both 

streams address routines, the perspectives and assumptions about routines surprisingly vary 

to a certain degree. Coordination scholars portray routines as some kind of entities that are 

“relatively stable” (Pine & Mazmanian, 2017, p. 735) and key for enabling stable patterns 

(Srikanth & Puranam, 2011), such as in standardizing work processes and introducing 

formalized procedures (Kellogg, Orlikowski, & Yates, 2006; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). 

Therefore, participants are enabled to act primarily in a stable fashion by describing routines 

as a basis to allow for stable actions within specific contexts. Participants develop a shared 

understanding about routines as stable and predetermined phenomena that facilitate 

predictable actions (Pine & Mazmanian, 2017; Schakel et al., 2016). Even though change is 

not totally neglected, coordination literature associates routine change with externally 

triggered modifications, whereas triggers located internally are not considered sufficiently 

(Harrison & Rouse, 2014; Rawley, 2010). In doing so, the focus is on intended changes, 

while unintended changes are mainly neglected. This manifests in stating that changes are 

actively fostered (Harrison & Rouse, 2014; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009) and indicates that 

routines are shapeable and manageable, in particular by externals (Aggarwal et al., 2011; 

Claggett & Karahanna, 2018; Rawley, 2010). 

This contrasts with the perspective routine scholars draw, relying on a practice-based 

perspective on routines. They emphasize that routines are sources of continuous change, 

being subject to action patterns that are enacted differently (Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 

2016; Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Turner & Rindova, 2012). In this view, actors 

have the ability to cause variations through their mindful engagement (i.e. agency), 

regardless whether these changes are intended or unintended, as both perspectives are 
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explicitly considered from practice-based routine research (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). 

Recognizing that actors are sometimes not aware of new variations they have created 

suggests that actors may unintendedly change routines or parts of them (Feldman et al., 

2016). In addition, intended changes are observed, such as actors reflecting on their 

performances to improve them (Dittrich et al., 2016; Turner & Rindova, 2012). Actors are 

capable of anticipating others’ actions, as they are aware that their shared understanding of 

the routine consists of “a stable core” (Dionysiou & Tsoukas, 2013, p. 196) and “loosely 

shared individual schemata” (Dionysiou & Tsoukas, 2013, p. 196) or, more generally, a 

peripheral part that can be subject to variations. 

As an overall summary, coordination researchers associate routines with dynamics 

but not in the same manner as practice-based routine researchers do. Incorporating the recent 

routine research insights would be beneficial for coordination research in considering 

routines. Routine dynamics in particular may appear in a more multifaceted, nuanced way 

than has been assumed to date. 

DISCUSSION 

This analysis shows that there is potential for coordination research to take recent 

practice-based routine insights into account. The ever-changing and emergent nature of 

routines and the way routine scholars conceptualize them opens up a variety of possible 

implications for coordination scholars. Thus, two main implications are discussed, which are 

rooted in an updated view and examination of organizational routines. 

Underlying routine dynamics cause continuous changes 

In adopting a practice-based routine lens, I propose a shift from assuming routines 

mainly as entities towards a view of routines as flows of actions  (Pentland & Feldman, 

2008). In contrast to routine research, coordination literature treats routines most often as 
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entities that are executed by participants. By defining routines as structured coordination 

mechanisms, Claggett and Karahanna (2018) indicate the perception of routines as such 

entities. Other scholars share this view, such as Schakel et al. (2016). The authors examined 

switching between practices (i.e., routines) and portray them in an entitative manner. Hence, 

coordination research does not consider the interconnected actions within routines and their 

performances that may lead to routine breakdowns or switches in the same manner as routine 

scholars. Admittedly, some coordination scholars (e.g. Faraj & Xiao, 2006; Schakel et al., 

2016) indicate that routines should not be seen as entities, but fall short of taking an in-depth 

look at routines to further analyze the underlying dynamics. In line with this, Pine and 

Mazmanian (2017) emphasize and exemplify even more the need to rethink routines and 

their role for coordination by incorporating recent routine scholarship insights and 

assumptions. Stating that “nurses have an established organizational routine of doing a “chart 

check” roughly” (Pine & Mazmanian, 2017, p. 727) they suggest the view that participants 

or the organization have an organizational routine and, thus, portray routines as a kind of 

entity. 

Compared to recent practice-based routine studies, scholars might profit from a view 

of routines as consisting of interconnected and performed actions (Feldman, 2016). These 

actions are interdependent, as Feldman and Pentland (2003) already clarified while defining 

routines and other scholars have also worked out in subsequent research (Deken et al., 2016; 

Turner & Rindova, 2018). Dittrich and Seidl (2018), for instance, highlight the way that 

actions as part of routines have enormous influence on subsequent actions, as they have the 

ability to change “the unfolding situation” (p. 112). Such action sequences or action flows 

(Turner & Rindova, 2012) can shape routine performances dynamically, as they are enacted 

by mindfully engaging actors. These actors may reflect upon their performances and thus on 

their actions. At this point, examining situated actions as flows like routine scholars do 
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would help us to understand how coordination is performed by means of routines and to 

discover any underlying, emerging dynamics. Moreover, this would support the shift 

towards seeing routines as flows of actions for coordination research. 

Admittedly, routine variances may occur without reflections, simply by performing 

routines or related actions (Dittrich et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 2016; Turner & Rindova, 

2012). Action patterns allow actors within routines to create connections during the routine 

and interconnect these actors in several ways, such as through working together or sharing 

information (Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016; Turner & Rindova, 2018). Recognizing such 

action patterns is referred to as patterning (Feldman, 2016, pp. 38–39) and is important for 

accomplishing work as well as for understanding the performing and patterning nature of 

routines, the cause of routine dynamics in general. It further supports predictability as an 

integrating condition of coordination as stated by Okhuysen and Bechky (2009). What is 

more, microlevel activities within routines (Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016; Feldman et 

al., 2016) could have more impact on coordination than previously thought and may reveal 

potential for analyzing coordination dynamics that are subject to routines and vice versa. 

This leads to a recognition of routines as unstructured coordination mechanisms that are 

“driven by emerging aspects of the situation and determined by the actor(s) involved” 

(Claggett & Karahanna, 2018, p. 708). This would fit with the way that routine scholars 

describe and conceptualize routines (Bertels et al., 2016; Deken et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 

2016). Thus, the call of Jarzabkowski et al. (2012) for coordinating rather than coordination 

to emphasize the quality of being a “dynamic social practice” (p. 907) would be further 

substantiated in examining routines as a coordination mechanism with insights from routine 

scholars. 

Assuming routines as flows of actions accompanies a shift in the perspective on 

routine changes. Routines change continuously, both intendedly and unintendedly, through 
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actors who perform routines and related actions (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018; Turner & Rindova, 

2012). Whereas routine scholars understand and conceptualize routine changes as 

continuous and emerging (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018; Feldman, 2016), coordination scholars 

portray such changes as episodic, such as outlined by Claggett and Karahanna (2018). As 

stated earlier, the authors describe routines as dictation, which suggests that deviations in 

routines are suppressed, except for those that are intended and thus indicate episodic 

changes. This emphasizes their negation of routines as characterized by emerging aspects, 

which would support a view of routines as continuously changing (Claggett & Karahanna, 

2018). As a consequence, considering the continuously changing nature of routines enables 

coordination research to gain a better and more nuanced understanding of the coordination 

dynamics rooted in routines, particularly microlevel ones, as considered by routine scholars 

(Aroles & McLean, 2016; Pentland, Feldman, Becker, & Liu, 2012).  

Actors enact different patterns of actions mindfully 

The second contribution of this work relates to a revision of how routine participants 

are seen by coordination research. In general, coordination researchers highlight the role of 

participants for both formal and informal coordinative activities (Faraj & Xiao, 2006; 

Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Schakel et al., 2016). However, they have not taken into account 

participants and their roles within routines in greater detail. Practice-based routine scholars 

have comprehensively observed and reflected on the role of actors for and in routines 

(Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 2016; Dittrich et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 2016). Condensing 

these conclusions highlights internal routine dynamics evoked by actors, as well as the 

actors’ enormous influence on routines in general (Bucher & Langley, 2016; Feldman et al., 

2016; Rerup & Feldman, 2011). This is emphasized through the early incorporation of 

agency in examining routines and specifically actors within routines (Feldman, 2000; 

Howard-Grenville, 2005). In comparison, coordination scholars have not yet sufficiently 
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considered actors within routines. Routine actors are mainly portrayed as participants who 

react to external circumstances (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Schakel et al., 2016) rather than 

being mindful while performing a routine, or more specifically parts of it. What is more, 

referring to the observation of routine research that actors may cause routine changes they 

may not be aware of (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018; Feldman et al., 2016) suggests the analogous 

possibility that actors may influence coordination activities they are unaware of. 

This leads to two recommendations. First, coordination scholars would profit from 

dwelling on actors as a source of routine changes rather than mainly associating actors with 

reacting to or adapting to changing circumstances (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Schakel et 

al., 2016). Second, analogous to the practice-based routine research stream, coordination 

research can benefit from differentiating between actors’ intended and unintended routine 

changes. By these means, we gain a further refinement and deeper understanding of the role 

of actors and coordination dynamics, which may stem from or even be reinforced by routine 

dynamics induced by actors (Dittrich et al., 2016; Dittrich & Seidl, 2018; Feldman et al., 

2016). Concentrating on the role of actors within routines leads to a revised understanding 

of how actors enact routines. Investigating participants’ influences from a holistic routine 

perspective by analyzing routines as entities inhibits the opportunity for insights stimulated 

by in-depth study of routines (Feldman et al., 2016; Pentland et al., 2012). Treating routines 

as a whole, for instance as constraints that can, admittedly, be beneficial for creative 

processes (Harrison & Rouse, 2014) restricts explanatory approaches to how actors 

endogenously may shape and form routines (Bucher & Langley, 2016; Dittrich et al., 2016; 

Sonenshein, 2016). Even though such actor-induced changes may be minimalistic at a 

specific time, integrating a temporal perspective on actors’ specific performance-induced 

routine variations could reveal more extensive and especially continuous changes over time 

(Feldman, 2000; Turner, 2014; Turner & Rindova, 2018). Furthermore, rethinking the role 



 

75 

of actors and examining their actions more deeply allows us to understand and unravel the 

reasons for routine changes in coordinating, as agency plays an important role in routine 

enactments (Feldman, 2000, 2016). Given the fact that both coordination and practice-based 

routine research streams concentrate on how something happens as well as making use of a 

practice perspective (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Schakel et al., 

2016), it is surprising that coordination research has not yet turned fully towards the agentic 

nature of actors as well as towards microprocesses when considering routines. 

CONCLUSION 

This conceptual study contrasts the different views of coordination and practice-

based routine research on routines. Though both explore routines through a practice lens 

(Feldman et al., 2016; Jarzabkowski et al., 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009), this study 

reveals differences in their assumptions. These differences have been discussed, resulting in 

two main contributions, including some recommendations that could advantageously expand 

the view on routines from a coordination perspective. Given the very dynamic perspective 

of coordination research (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009), the full incorporation of the equally 

dynamic practice-based routine perspective (Feldman et al., 2016) offers possibilities to dive 

deeper into coordination processes in order to unravel underlying mechanisms and 

processes. Furthermore, the performances of actors may lead to emergent aspects in routines 

that are not easy to see at first glance but help us to understand their fundamental dynamics 

(Feldman et al., 2016) even for coordination scholars. Although this conceptual study falls 

short of empirical evidence, the ideas and implications discussed can stimulate scholarly 

endeavors in examining routines from a coordination perspective. Hence, further research 

has the potential to shed light on this underestimated perspective and advance our 

understanding of coordinating and its emerging dynamics. 
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Abstract: In this study, we applied a routine dynamics perspective to examine how 

situated actions address different temporal orientations toward the past, present, and future. 

Hence, we conducted an ethnographic case study in the IT sector, following a scrum team. 

Within the scrum framework, each routine has a clear temporal orientation such that the 

planning meeting is oriented toward the future. We labeled this focus on only one temporal 

orientation temporal decoupling, as it describes the disaggregation of temporal orientations. 

However, actors used more than one temporal orientation in some situations; we labeled this 

process temporal coupling. These coupling mechanisms created a temporal space within the 

actual routine enactment enabling actors to reflect on the ongoing present. We contribute to 

research on routine dynamics and temporal dynamics by demonstrating how (1) designed 

temporal orientations accelerate routine performances to foster creativity, (2) temporal 

coupling enables learning from and anticipating problems, and (3) temporal spaces support 

actors in orienting and reorienting toward different temporal orientations. 

Keywords: Organizational routines, routine dynamics, times, temporality, temporal 

orientations 

INTRODUCTION 

Temporality is a central issue in understanding the dynamics of organizing (Hernes 

& Schultz, 2020), particularly in understanding routine dynamics (Turner & Rindova, 2021). 

Emerging views in both research streams build on the notion that the agency of time is a 

“temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual 

aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) 

and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future projects within 

the contingencies of the moment)” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 963). Hence, temporal 

agency is enacted in the temporal present, within the flow of time, wherein the past and 

future are continuously defined and redefined (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Hernes, 2014). 
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Accordingly, “this makes the temporal present a constant source of organizational continuity 

and change” (Hernes & Schultz, 2020, p. 4; see also Feldman & Pentland, 2003). While 

using the same theoretical grounding of agency as a temporally embedded process, both 

research streams have developed a slightly different focus. 

Research on temporal dynamics in organizing focuses on how the past or future are 

actively addressed in the present and how different temporalities are linked (Kaplan & 

Orlikowski, 2013; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). In particular, research has focused on how 

different temporalities are interpreted and reinterpreted in the ongoing present. For example, 

Brunninge (2009) has indicated that organizations can purposefully use the past to continue 

past success stories or to resurrect past success stories (which date back even further), or 

they can even break with the past to be open for new strategies. Moreover, by envisioning 

future opportunities, this research emphasized the importance of linking these concepts to 

past values, history, and identities (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). 

This research has powerfully shown that the past and future are not given, stable entities, but 

require constant interpretation and negotiation. However, this research stream lacks a more 

specific focus on situated actions that actors enact to imagine the past and future (Hernes 

& Schultz, 2020). 

Conversely, routine dynamics focus on situated actions in the present (Feldman 

& Pentland, 2003). Organizational routines, defined as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of 

interdependent actions, carried out by multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95), 

are commonly acknowledged to reenact the past, that is, to repeat past performances. 

Moreover, research on routine dynamics has emphasized that routine performances can 

change or be enacted with flexibility (Feldman, 2000; Feldman, Pentland, D’Adderio, & 

Lazaric, 2016). Consequently, Feldman and Pentland (2003) reveal that each routine 

performance reflects the elements of past repertoires to handle present situations 
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foreshadowing how this affects future understandings of routines. However, research on 

routine dynamics typically considers the past and future regarding the last or next 

performance iteration. Hence, this study applies a rather inward temporal focus toward the 

iterative enactment of organizational routines in the ongoing present, but considers less how 

different temporalities (e.g., the past or future) are particularly addressed (Hernes & Schultz, 

2020). 

Studies on temporal dynamics in organizing specifically focus on the interpretation 

and negotiation of different temporalities and lack a focus on situated actions. Conversely, 

studies on routine dynamics concentrate on situated actions and enactment of temporal 

structures over time. However, this lacks the specific consideration of different temporalities 

beyond the ongoing temporal structure. Accordingly, to close this gap, we suggest applying 

a routine dynamics perspective focusing on situated actions and how these actions address 

different temporalities beyond the enacted temporal structure. The following are several 

reasons why a better understanding of the broader temporal implications of organizational 

routines is key. First, addressing different temporalities through situated actions can generate 

new insights into change and flexibility (Turner & Rindova, 2021). Focusing on different 

temporalities particularly may not only indicate how temporal structures develop over 

enacted iterations but also how such structures may be transformed through situated actions 

(Hernes & Schultz, 2020). Attributing less value to past actions (Rowell, Gustafsson, & 

Clemente, 2016) might create more flexibility (Howard-Grenville, 2005). Conversely, 

attributing more value to future actions (Rowell et al., 2016) might create more change 

(Howard-Grenville, 2005), such as in the reflective consideration of alternative patterns 

(Dittrich, Guérard, & Seidl, 2016) or envisioning future patterns (Feldman, 2000). Second, 

focusing on a broader temporal perspective provides an opportunity to advance the 

understanding of learning and creativity (Turner & Rindova, 2021). Thus, connecting past 
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events to the ongoing temporal structure might reinforce successful actions from the past to 

foster learning. Moreover, novelty cannot be considered as outside the process. Instead, 

creating novelty within the process focuses on connecting untried possibilities that may be 

distant in time and space (Hernes, 2014). Research in this field has emphasized that the past, 

present, and future can be connected in different ways (Danner-Schröder, 2020; Ravasi, 

Rindova, & Stigliani, 2019). Hence, the selection of these elements (untried possibilities) 

from the past and future can help create something new. Third, while arguments thus far 

were all focused on situated actions, focusing on the interrelations of different temporalities 

and patterning might also be fruitful (Turner & Rindova, 2021). In their work on institutions 

and temporal structures of practices, Rowell et al. (2016) show strong interrelations between 

patterns and different temporalities. Specifically, different temporalities in patterning might 

influence performance by shaping the temporal focus of actors (Turner & Rindova, 2021). 

This study aims to respond to recent calls to take a broader temporal perspective 

while examining routine dynamics (Hernes & Schultz, 2020; Turner & Rindova, 2021). We 

address our research endeavor through an ethnographic study that was conducted within an 

agile software development setting where scrum is applied. Scrum is a preexisting software 

development framework that standardizes and precisely prescribes how, when, and where 

contained routines should be enacted. We observed that typically a temporal orientation 

toward the past, present, or future is enacted within scrum routines (e.g., the planning routine 

has a temporal orientation toward the future). This temporal orientation within the pattern 

shapes and reshapes situated actions. As each routine pattern follows one temporal 

orientation, temporal decoupling occurs. This indicates that only one temporal orientation 

toward the past, present, or future is prioritized. This approach is quite efficient at certain 

moments in time, but it creates problems. In these situations, our findings show that actors 

coupled temporal orientations, integrating several temporal orientations toward the past, 
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present, and future within situated actions. These coupling mechanisms created a temporal 

space allowing actors to reflect and thus learn from the past or to anticipate the future, which 

helped overcome problems in the ongoing present. We contribute to the literature by 

showing how (1) designed temporal orientations accelerate routine performances to generate 

creativity, (2) temporal coupling enables learning from and anticipating problems, and (3) 

temporal spaces emerge within routine enactments in the ongoing present. 

TEMPORALITY IN ORGANIZATION STUDIES 

Routine dynamics, times, and temporality 

Organizational routines are characterized by their internal dynamics (Feldman et al., 

2016; Feldman, 2016; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Such dynamics occur through the 

enactment of routines and contained actions that result in stability and changes (Feldman et 

al., 2016; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Routines 

are defined by their patterning and performing nature, which primarily focus on the actual 

actions of actors. Patterning relates to abstract regularities and expectations of a routine, 

which “enable participants to guide, account for, and refer to specific performances” 

(Pentland & Feldman, 2008, p. 241). Meanwhile, performing describes the “actual 

performance by specific people, at specific times, in specific places” (Pentland & Feldman, 

2008, p. 241). Thus, actions are integral to routines and their processual understanding 

(Feldman, 2016; Pentland, Mahringer, Dittrich, Feldman, & Wolf, 2020) because “specific 

actions by specific people at specific times and places […] bring the routine to life” (Feldman 

& Pentland, 2003, p. 94). 

Although actions occur at specific times and over the course of time, time and 

temporality are novel yet important topics in routine research (Turner & Rindova, 2018, 
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2021). Turner (2014) and Turner and Rindova (2021) reviewed scant research on time and 

temporality in the following four categories. 

Time as signal for action. Time can be considered a signal for action, manifesting in 

both clock time (referring to an actual clock time) and event time (relating to an event that 

serves as a timing reference). Turner and Rindova (2018) show how recurring action timed 

patterning influences routine performances. Recurrent action timing constitutes structures 

that can create expectations for interdependent actions that rely on external temporality. This 

can lead to more effective routine performances when “action timing matches the established 

pattern” (Turner & Rindova, 2018, p. 1275). In contrast to perceiving clock and event time 

as dualism, Geiger, Danner-Schröder, and Kremser (2021) connect clock and event time and 

build on both time views as a duality. Hence, temporal boundaries, which elicit behaviors to 

reorient subsequent actions toward a certain temporal pattern, were established.  

Time as resource for actions. Based on this perspective, actors are provided with 

specific time budgets for specific tasks or actions (Turner, 2014). Bucher and Langley (2016) 

focus on spaces, which are defined as “bounded social settings in which interactions among 

actors are organized in distinctive ways” (Bucher & Langley, 2016, p. 595). They show that 

actors make use of experimental and reflective spaces as a possibility to intentionally change 

routines. The study reveals that actors set specific time frames and durations for their 

experiments (Bucher & Langley, 2016) and, therefore, value time as a resource. 

Duration of routine performance and recovery. Another possibility is the duration 

of routine performances, which can be used to analyze an actor’s efficiency in certain 

contexts. Kremser and Blagoev (2021) use this assumption and show that actors are shifting 

toward person-roles as prioritizing mechanisms in contexts wherein upfront planning may 

be hindered and, thus, increase efficiency. Moreover, time can be understood as the duration 

of recovery, which stands for the time an organization needs to resume their operations after 
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routine interruptions or breakdowns (Turner, 2014). Deken, Carlile, Berends, and Lauche 

(2016) show that, for interdependent routines, “temporary episodes of change [can be] 

enacted in a larger context of stability” (p. 675). The length of these temporary episodes 

could vary enormously as the duration of routines and included performances can differ from 

minutes or even seconds to weeks or months (Pentland & Feldman, 2008). 

Time as state of mind. Finally, time can be examined as state of mind, which 

describes the temporal orientation of actors toward the past, present, or future (Turner, 2014; 

Turner & Rindova, 2021). Research in this category is limited. Only Howard-Grenville 

(2005) addresses temporal orientations from a routine perspective by showing that the 

preeminent temporal orientation of actors shaped flexibility wherein a routine was enacted. 

She highlights that actors “approach the routine with different orientations toward the past, 

present, and future” (Howard-Grenville, 2005, p. 626), aligning with the current situation. 

These different orientations shape the flexibility of how actors perform actions by being 

informed, or even being constrained, through past iterations and experiences, integrating the 

current situation in present performances or modifying the routine to adapt future 

performances (Howard-Grenville, 2005). Although Howard-Grenville’s (2005) 

foundational theoretical ideas have been developed in the category time as state of mind, 

further development of these ideas remains scant. Particularly, research on routine dynamics 

has focused on iterations of organizational routines over time; this indicates how previous 

performances are reenacted in the ongoing present and how this enacts an understanding of 

future routine performances (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). However, research on routine 

dynamics lacks an understanding of how distanced temporalities, beyond actors’ ongoing 

temporal structures, are created and recreated retrospectively or prospectively (Hernes 

& Schultz, 2020 following Mead, 1932 and Schütz, 1967). 
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Temporal dynamics in organizing  

Many other areas of research on time and temporality include different forms of time 

(Zerubavel, 1981), sequencing of time (Helfat & Raubitschek, 2000), entrainment of 

activities (Blagoev & Schreyögg, 2019), and temporary organizing (Bakker, DeFillippi, 

Schwab, & Sydow, 2016). However, one dominant stream of research focuses on the flow 

of time and links between the past, present, and future within this flow of time (Hernes, 

2014). According to Hernes (2014), the flow of time is a “temporal construction of 

organizational life” (p. 44). The past and future are not some temporal entities distinct from 

the ongoing present, but are always part of the present experience (Deleuze, 2004). Further, 

“we are constantly in the middle of doing something while attending to things we no longer 

are in the middle of doing, and preparing for things that we might be in the middle of doing 

at a later stage” (Hernes, 2014, p. 45). 

Presenting the concept of temporal work, Kaplan and Orlikowski (2013) introduce 

the means used by actors to construct and reconstruct their interpretation of the past and 

present when attempting to project the future. Importantly, the past can be interpreted in 

many ways that are used for multiple purposes (Clark & Rowlinson, 2004; Kaplan 

& Orlikowski, 2013). These different interpretations of the past can also be influenced by 

the future. The concept of future perfect tense (Gioia, Corley, & Fabbri, 2002) introduces 

the idea that envisioning a future can revise the past. Schultz and Hernes (2013) show how 

the management of the Danish LEGO group created a new future identity by reconstructing 

their organizational history. In recent work, Hernes and Schultz (2020) recommend 

“including how distant time orientations may be folded into the imminent and vice versa” 

(p. 17). They show that actors incorporate distant events in their situated and ongoing 

activities. 
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RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODS 

Inspired by other studies on organizational routines (Feldman et al., 2016) and our 

guiding research interest to explore how temporal orientations are enacted through routines, 

we employed a qualitative, single-case study (Yin, 2014). Following a theory-based 

sampling strategy (Patton, 1990), we purposefully selected a context that is characterized by 

continuously recurring routines that have a prescribed temporal focus (scrum routines). 

Hence, we chose a corporation in the IT sector, ITBiz (a pseudonym), with approximately 

70,000 employees. ITBiz delivers customized software products and services to its internal 

and external business-to-business customers through the use of agile development 

frameworks. After contacting and meeting officials of ITBiz, we obtained an opportunity to 

accompany TeamOne. 

TeamOne is a mostly autonomous working software development team that uses the 

agile framework scrum. Scrum is common in software development and is adapted in other 

business areas. It is characterized by breaking down the development process into short-

cycled iterations, called sprint iterations, typically lasting 2–4 weeks. Specifically, TeamOne 

uses a 3-week sprint length. These sprints (cf. Figure 1) comprise several routines, such as 

review, retrospective planning, daily scrum, and backlog refinement (see Table 1). 

Moreover, scrum teams are characterized by different roles employed by actors and a strong 

process orientation in terms of enacting scrum routines as they are planned and scheduled, 

including several scrum artifacts (see Table 2). The team’s work was supported by 

ProjectManagementSoft (PMS), a project management tool. PMS includes virtual scrum 

boards, backlogs, discussion boards, wikis, and other helpful tools. 
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Figure 1: Schematic representation Scrum routine as enacted by TeamOne 

All routines (i.e., in scrum jargon “rituals”; see Table 1) have predefined procedures 

(Dönmez, Grote, & Brusoni, 2016; Schwaber & Beedle, 2002), which frame the temporal 

orientation of actors toward the past, present, or future (Rowell et al., 2016). The review 

routine, for example, allows the team to review and present the so-called user stories (i.e., 

tasks), which have been completed and implemented in the last sprint. This guides the team 

toward the past to finish the last sprint by focusing only on recently completed tasks within 

the review routine. 
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Table 1: Scrum routines 

Routine Temporal 

orientation 

Description Duration 

Review Past The team reviews and presents the tasks it completed the 

last sprint. Every developer presents and explains the user 

stories they implemented to his or her colleagues, ideally 

within the live software system. The actors focus on the 

near past and exclude new tasks within this routine. All 

tasks that have not been finished are excluded from the 

review. 

2 hours 

Retro-

spective 

Past The team reflects and inspects itself and its ways operating 

procedure. Potentials for improving their collaboration are 

developed and discussed to boost intra-team collaboration. 

The retrospective should focus on the last sprint and 

therefore the very close past of the team. Frequently, the 

actors consider more than the last sprint. 

1 hour 

Sprint 

planning 

Future The product owner presents user stories they prioritized for 

the upcoming sprint. The team then examines product 

backlog to plan user stories into the upcoming sprint. They 

retrieve user stories from the product backlog into the 

sprint backlog according to the initial possible workload 

per developer and commit themselves to the tasks. Hence, 

the team focuses on the next three weeks to plan their work 

and estimates which user stories they can complete. 

3 hours 

Backlog 

refinement 
Future This routine involves preparing prioritized user stories so 

that they are “ready for sprint” and possibly can be planned 

into a sprint. Moreover, the team attempts to create a 

common understanding of the tasks. The product owner 

presents user stories that are important for the following 

sprint, and the team discusses if these user stories are ready 

or if some work remains unfinished (e.g., the formulation, 

acceptance criteria, or definition of done). Thus, the team 

focuses on the following sprint in the near future and 

prepares user stories for the future without being readjusted 

in the scheduled sprint. 

2 hours 

Daily 

scrum 

Immediate 

past (1) 

Present (2) 

Immediate 

future (3) 

The daily scrum routine lasts 15 minutes, which the team 

holds every working day except the day a sprint planning 

takes place. Every developer answers three questions to 

keep colleagues up to date: 

(1) What did they do since the last daily scrum? 

(2) What are they actually doing and will do today? 

(3) Are there any impediments they identified? If yes, 

which ones? 

By answering the three questions, this routine becomes 

oriented to the immediate past, present and near future. 

15 

minutes 
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Table 2: Scrum roles and artifacts 

Role Description 

Product owner The product owner is responsible for filling and prioritizing user stories in 

product backlog by meeting customers and analyzing customer’s needs, 

supported by business analysts as there are too many topics, and the 

product owner is unlikely to become an expert in all of these topics. 

Furthermore, he is responsible for answering questions the team may have 

on their tasks and reviewing the work they did, always the customers need 

in focus. They are also responsible for inspecting and reviewing finalized 

user stories. 

Scrum master The scrum master is responsible for ensuring an agile way of working and 

thinking of the team and “guardian of the scrum methodology.” They 

organize and occasionally moderate the routines and solves problems the 

team may hinder in doing their work.  

Business analyst Supporting the product owner, business analysts are responsible for 

creating and designing user stories and having an overview of the greater 

topics they are accompanying. Furthermore, they are the first contact 

person for developers if they have any questions regarding specific issues 

or external dependencies to other applications or software systems. 

Generally, they can also develop software. 

Developer Developers are responsible for realizing and implementing recent user 

stories. If necessary, they review new user stories wherein business 

analysts are creating to cross-check if a business analyst’s idea is 

appropriate and feasible. Moreover, developers are accountable for testing 

their realizations and those of their colleagues following a dual control 

principle. In the planning session, the developers retrieve user stories from 

the product backlog to the sprint backlog by having their initial workload 

in mind to plan the next sprint optimal. 

Scrum-Artifact Description 

User Story A short task description of a requirement that concisely explains the 

customer’s wishes or technical necessities to the developer in a short and 

simple way fulfilling the “definition of done” (i.e., quality criteria). 

Product Backlog Product backlog contains user stories which might be relevant at any time 

to be developed by the team. Within the backlog, user stories are 

prioritized so the most important and value-adding stories are at the top of 

this backlog. Usually, product backlog contains user stories for many 

sprints as whole product features are depicted. 

Sprint Backlog All user stories planned into a new sprint are listed in the sprint backlog. 

This contains all user stories relevant for the sprint. If all user stories are 

developed, and working capacity remains, high-prioritized user stories of 

the product backlog can be integrated in the recent sprint backlog to work 

on. 
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Data collection 

Our initial research interest called for an ethnographic research design (Feldman, 

2016; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). The first author collected all data within the described 

research context over the course of one year and developed on three data collection 

mechanisms: non-participant observations, semi-structured interviews, and archival data (cf. 

Table 3). All three data sources helped us understand how the members of TeamOne enact 

scrum routines. After a familiarization phase, the first author had nearly full access to 

TeamOne, its meetings, and events. He was able to visit meetings where the entire team met 

face-to-face, as well as attend virtual meetings using digital conference tools as the team 

commonly worked distributed across several locations. All the data were anonymized. 

Table 3: Data set 

Data source Output 

Non-participant observation ▪ 300 hours of observation 

▪ 315 pages of fieldnotes 

Interviews ▪ 20 semi-structured interviews 

▪ Lasting from 26 to 84 minutes, resulting in a total of 15h 

interviews and 350 transcribed pages 

Secondary, archival, and 

digital data 

▪ 1,300 pages secondary and archival data (e.g. guidelines, 

meeting protocols, emails, presentations, or handbooks) 

▪ 550 pages of digital data (e.g. logs scrum board) 

 

Non-participant observations. The first author accompanied TeamOne over a year 

and spent approximately one day per week with the team. He attended both formal and 

informal meetings, such as team dinners or watching soccer, which occurred every now and 

then after planning days at shifting sprint iterations. Thus, he was able to collect 

observational data, which comprise the main part of our dataset. The data include unexpected 

situations, talks, or activities that support our research goals through illustrative examples 

and insights. The observations are complemented by many informal conversations where he 
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had the opportunity, for example, to ask questions. The total gathered data comprise 300 h 

of observation and 315 pages of field notes. 

Semi-structured interviews. The first author conducted 20 semi-structured 

interviews, which were taped and lasted within 5–84 minutes (total of 15 hours). All 

interviews were transcribed, obtaining a total of 350 pages. These interviews were helpful 

in understanding the broader context in which TeamOne was embedded and to discover how 

actors describe how they perceive the scrum routine enactment. 

Archival data. The third data source, archival data, consists of several documents, 

such as guidelines, meeting protocols, emails, or handbooks, with approximately 1,300 

pages. This is supplemented by 550 pages of digital data (e.g., scrum logs). Particularly, the 

guidelines helped us understand the fundamentals of scrum and, thus, allowed us to code 

and analyze the data considering these basics. 

Data analysis 

We analyzed the data inductively and iteratively (Bansal, Smith, & Vaara, 2018; 

Locke, Feldman, & Golden-Biddle, 2020). As the data were collected by the first author, we 

used an insider–outsider approach in our data analysis process (for a similar approach, see 

Kremser & Blagoev, 2021; Rerup & Feldman, 2011). The first author, as an insider in the 

research context, explained the initial interpretations, including several illustrative situations 

that emerged from the in-depth data analysis. The second and third authors, as outsiders to 

the field, critically questioned and challenged the ideas raised by the first author. In turn, the 

second and third authors identified patterns within the dataset. They discussed them with the 

first author, who substantiated their assumptions or rejected them justifiably. We used these 

sessions and discussions to share our insights and the results, as well as the possible 

explanatory approaches to develop theory from our data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Furthermore, triangulating between several data sources (i.e., data triangulation) and 
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analytical approaches (i.e., investigator triangulation) increases the validity of our empirical 

study and, thus, our contributions (Yin, 2014). Our data were analyzed in three steps. 

Analysis step 1. Initially, we coded our dataset using scrum-related jargons, including 

scrum routines, key artifacts, and participating roles. We performed this using MAXQDA 

and created narratives on how TeamOne enacts scrum routines. Therefore, we identified 

several routines within the scrum framework, such as retrospective or daily scrum. We were 

also able to describe scrum roles (e.g., scrum master or product owner) and scrum artifacts 

(e.g., sprint backlogs or user stories). Specifically, grasping how TeamOne enacts scrum is 

important for understanding and revealing the contained action patterns and identifying 

enacted routines. Furthermore, it helped us obtain an overview of our extensive dataset. 

Analysis step 2. Regarding our initial research interest, we coded for temporal 

orientations toward the past, present, and future of actors. Apparently, actors connected 

temporal orientations with specific temporal framings (e.g., “future orientation” with 

“planning session”). Therefore, we analyzed the difference between the actors’ enacted 

temporal orientations and the temporal orientations that the routines are framed by (i.e., 

routine’s temporal framing) and place emphasis on them. We refer to this as temporal-

framed routines. 

Temporal-framed routines are characterized by a pattern that prescribes temporal 

orientation toward the past, present, and future that should be prioritized and considered by 

actors when enacting a corresponding routine (see Table 1). We noticed that actors mostly 

adopted the prescribed temporal orientations and foregrounded a specific temporal 

orientation. As we are interested in this phenomenon, we further analyzed how actors did 

this and coded our related data. This resulted in two mechanisms (i.e., second-order 

concepts; see Figure 2): prompting and stifling. Prompting manifests in requesting actors to 

foreground and prioritize certain temporal orientations, whereas stifling describes 
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interrupting actors who enact not fitting temporal orientations within temporal-framed 

routines. Both mechanisms are summarized in the overarching concept of temporal 

decoupling. Temporal decoupling refers to the disaggregation of temporal orientations and 

foregrounding of one specific temporal orientation through actors and suppression of other 

temporal orientations (e.g., focusing on the future and suppressing the past). However, we 

surprisingly found cases where actors’ enacted temporal orientations sometimes deviated 

from the prescribed orientation of temporal-framed routines. 

Analysis step 3. We turned our interest toward the cases wherein actors enacted 

different patterns rather than the expected proceeding. In further coding and analyzing these 

situations, we became aware that actors applied several mechanisms to enact another 

temporal orientation than prescribed within a temporal-framed routine. Therefore, we 

identified four different mechanisms (i.e., second-order concepts; see Figure 2): 

problematizing, clashing, relating, and popping up. Problematizing refers to placing a 

problem within a temporal-framed routine that leads to the integration of another temporal 

orientation. Clashing describes situations wherein diverging temporal orientations come into 

conflict and result in bringing together certain temporal orientations. Relating is 

characterized by recognizing a related topic when another topic is mentioned and referring 

to another temporal orientation due to the recognized interrelation. When actors came up 

with a random topic that referred to another temporal orientation than the routine’s temporal 

framing, popping up was identified as a mechanism. 

Considering the four identified mechanisms, we theorize this in an overarching 

concept of temporal coupling. Temporal coupling is defined as connecting and 

simultaneously considering two or even three temporal orientations toward the past, present, 

and future. Actors value them almost equally within temporal-framed routines that force 

prioritizing or foregrounding certain temporal orientations. Furthermore, we became aware 
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that some types of spaces emerged analogical to the basic concept of spaces, as outlined by 

Bucher and Langley (2016). When other temporal orientations were enacted within 

temporal-framed routines, these spaces emerged to couple the different temporal 

orientations. These spaces are referred to as temporal spaces, which emerge in situations 

wherein one of the four mechanisms of temporal coupling is enacted. 

 

Figure 2: Emergent data structure 
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FINDINGS 

The purpose of scrum routines is specified in advance, such as planning the next three 

weeks in the planning routine and, thus, being oriented toward the future. These prescriptions 

facilitate a framework and sequences that force actors to concentrate fully on one specific 

part of their work. As TeamOne applied scrum, we show and explain how TeamOne enacted 

the respective routines. Table 4 lists the protagonists and their roles. We start by introducing 

how scrum routines frame temporal orientations of actors toward the past, present, and future 

and how routines’ temporal framings are maintained and ensured. This is defined as 

temporal decoupling. Although actors enacted temporal-framed routines (e.g., scrum 

specifies), we found instances wherein actors performed different patterns. This 

phenomenon is referred to as temporal coupling. Moreover, we present two reasons why 

actors were allowed to perform different patterns although scrum attempts to avoid such 

instances. 

Table 4: Protagonists and their roles 

Scrum role Protagonists 

Scrum master Theodore 

Product owner Todd 

Developer Gary, Larry, Scott, Frank, Matt, Clementine, John, Oliver, Alan, Frank 

Business analyst Joseph, Bonnie, Irene, Charles 

Decoupling temporal orientations through enacting scrum  

We informally asked actors between routine enactments, when we physically met to 

participate, why they isolated and distinctly considered their temporal orientations such as 

scrum routines’ temporal framings prescribe (cf. Table 1). The first and winking answer of 

most participants while walking after lunch was “Because scrum dictates how the meetings 

are and have to be executed – and we live scrum.” However, the actual answers were more 

sophisticated. Theodore, for example, later said the following in an interview:  
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“Indeed, scrum prescribes how the meetings are framed, but I see the 

advantages in this prescription. Not only in knowing but also in performing these 

framed rituals, we can concentrate on the actual doing and focus on what the 

rituals are demanding, instead of discussing how the meetings look like or 

wasting time in organizing ourselves without any standardized framework. 

Although some colleagues see scrum as standardized rigidity, I recognize the 

flexibility we gain through not having to think or worry about when and how to 

meet and decide which contents are part of which meeting again and again. This 

includes which time horizon we are turning toward and excluding specific points 

in time helps us not to lose our focus.”  

Other actors similarly explained why they mostly separate their temporal orientations 

according to temporal-framed routines and why they perceive this separation as 

advantageous. For example, Joseph stated the following at a lunch break:  

“We tend to get bogged down in details, but the framing helps us to structure 

better and waste less time in meetings as we try to separately discuss or look at 

the past, present, or future in distinct meetings. This is important as we work in 

permanently defined time ranges, or rather sprint iteration lengths.”  

Hence, temporal-framed routines help actors structure their work and concentrate on 

relevant topics by reducing complexity and focusing on merely one temporal orientation. 

Prompting elicits actors’ awareness to focus on the prescribed temporal orientation of a 

routine 

Actors typically prompt the temporal orientations that are relevant for enacting the 

corresponding routine in advance. As Larry explained, 

“Already the scrum rituals’ naming guides and helps us to know what we have 

to do, such as the review, which is about reviewing the last sprint or the 

planning, which predefines that we are going to plan the next sprint iteration 

and included tasks, but also really excluding other stuff.” 
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In addition to naming of routines (e.g., “retrospective” or “planning”), prompting 

started by sending out invitations via email as the calendar items included and showed 

routines’ objectives again (e.g., the guiding questions of the daily scrum). These questions 

were repeated at the start of routine enactment by the scrum master. He vigorously reminded 

the other team members how the daily scrum proceeds and that there is no space for topics 

other than those that are allowed to address in the daily scrum: 

“Hey guys, you know the game. What happened since yesterday? What is going 

to happen from now on to the next daily scrum? Are there any impediments? 

Everything else is not part of the daily scrum and is being left aside!” 

In enacting temporal-framed routines, actors use different virtual scrum boards to 

show the tasks that the actors are discussing. In addition to virtual boards, the team attempted 

to use physical boards when they met to close the past sprint and plan a new one. Figure 3 

shows an example of a physical scrum board for retrospective routine performance. The 

board illustrates two guiding questions: (1) What went wrong in the last sprint? (2) What 

went well in the last sprint? The guiding questions orient the actors toward the past 3 weeks, 

leading them to foreground the past. 

 

Figure 3: Physical Scrum board to support the retrospective 

Prompting characterizes recurring requests, both through actors and graphical and 

visual representations (e.g., emails), toward actors for foregrounding specific temporal 
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orientations and, thus, for hiding certain other temporal orientations. It is also used at the 

beginning or immediately before performing a temporal-framed routine (cf. Table 5 for 

further examples). 

Stifling is applied when actors enact different patterns referring to a routine’s temporal 

framing 

In addition to enacting temporal-framed routines as they are prescribed, some cases 

of our empirical data revealed that actors were enacting different patterns related to the 

prompted procedure. In some of these cases, actors attempted to reconstitute the proceeding 

as prompted to follow and enact scrum, such as illustratively shown in Vignette 1. 

Vignette 1. Theodore opened the daily scrum routine as usual: “Good morning 

guys, it is 8:45 a.m., so let us start. You know the game sufficiently: What 

happened since yesterday, what are you going to do today and are there any 

impediments? Everything else must be excluded. So, let us get started with 

Gary.” A few moments later, Matt started to tell the team that he identified a 

problem during his work: “One of the data fields we configured is causing 

problems, if a user fills umlauts into the “contact address customer” field. We 

have to check the configurational preferences as well as the attributes if the 

character encoding is correct and allows umlauts.” Irene answered: “As you 

are raising the issue, Matt, I recognize that I mentioned the same issue more 

often in the past. Right now, I think that the addressed issue was accompanied 

by another issue, which I am trying to recollect. Wait a moment please, Matt, I 

am briefly considering what the second issue was.” Theodore interrupted her 

and clarified: “It’s the wrong time to ponder about the past, as we are 

performing the daily scrum. Postpone it and deal with it after the daily scrum or 

at a later time.” Irene started: “But…” and Theodore immediately interrupted 

her once again: “No, it is the wrong place. There will be space after the daily 

scrum, let us continue.” 

The daily scrum routine is predefined as being oriented toward the immediate past 

(i.e., yesterday), present, and immediate future (i.e., today). As presented in the vignette, 
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Theodore started daily scrum as per usual. He wanted to ensure temporal framing, as 

prescribed by the daily scrum. Later in the same daily scrum, Irene began performing a 

different temporal pattern, rather than the initial procedure after Matt presented the task he 

was doing, which was accompanied by a problem that must be resolved. Irene had a second 

problem in mind when she raised her concern. Immediately after Irene told the team that she 

was recalling another past problem (with a different temporal orientation), Theodore 

interrupted her two times. He ensured that the team proceeded as prescribed by the daily 

scrum and, thus, to focus on the initial routine objectives and routine’s temporal framing. 

Hence, he stifled Irene, who started performing temporal orientations that went beyond the 

routine’s prescribed temporal orientations. Theodore’s actions led to the decoupling of the 

temporal orientations that Irene was attempting to incorporate into her thoughts and 

statements within the routine enactment. 

However, as presented in the vignette, not only did Theodore orchestrate temporal 

orientations, but other colleagues, such as Gary, also intervened in various situations. He 

told two colleagues, who were deviating from the framing of another daily scrum and 

discussing a task that should be added to the sprint iteration after next, “Please postpone this 

discussion; it is not relevant right now in the daily but rather in the planning ritual and does 

not fit our focus and framing. Using an outlook for such a distant future does not match the 

daily scrum principles!” They agreed and immediately stopped their irrelevant discussion at 

this point. In this manner, the actors enacted the routines’ temporal framing, guiding 

principles, and “rules of the game.” Stifling is the interruption of actors who started to enact 

a different pattern rather than the usual prescribed procedure. Actors such as the scrum 

master ensured that all participants of a routine focus on the temporal orientation that is 

significant for a specific temporal-framed routine (see Table 5 for further examples). 
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Temporal decoupling is the disaggregation of temporal orientations and 

foregrounds a primary temporal orientation. Actors focus on merely a specific temporal 

orientation in performing temporal-framed routines and prioritize this orientation. 

Table 5: Further examples for mechanisms of temporal decoupling from our data 

Type of 

mechanism 

Representative examples from our empirical data Source 

Prompting Theodore, the scrum master, opened almost every retrospective 

routine by: “You know, we are going to talk about how we 

collaborated within the past three weeks. Please postpone 

thematic and other issues.” 

Observations, 

retrospective 

routine 

 
“The retrospective is for reflecting the collaboration in the past 

sprint [...] The review is to show the tasks of the last sprint […] 

the planning is to plan the user stories for the upcoming three 

weeks exclusively. […] Of course, this helps with structuring.” 

Interview 

 

 
Translation: “Hello all, this is the blocker for our review 

meeting. In this meeting, we are exclusively going through the 

user stories, which have been developed since the last planning. 

Please show the working software as well, if possible. Kind 

regards, Theodore” 

Email/ 

secondary 

data 
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Table 5 (continued): Further examples for mechanisms of temporal decoupling from our data 

Type of 

mechanism 

Representative examples from our empirical data Source 

Stifling Gary, in a daily scrum: “Please postpone the discussion, which 

user story is coming in two sprints. It is not relevant in the daily 

scrum and you all know it. Instead, discuss it later or make your 

calls after the daily scrum.” The discussion stopped and the 

team proceeded as usual. 

Observations, 

daily scrum 

routine 

 
Larry stops Todd in the review routine, who started discussing 

a user story of the next sprint iteration with “Stop it, that is part 

of the planning but not of the review. There is no place in this 

meeting for such stuff.” Todd agreed and stopped discussing the 

irrelevant topic. 

Observations, 

review 

routine 

  Todd and Bonnie were discussing past test cases required for 

testing the new software implementations. Theodore interrupted 

them after a brief moment by indicating that it is not relevant in 

the routine. Todd and Bonnie should discuss it another time. 

Observations, 

daily scrum 

routine 

Temporal coupling can unfold through different mechanisms within temporal-framed 

routines 

However, although TeamOne established scrum routines and followed the given 

guidelines, different action patterns sometimes occurred, rather than the usual prescribed 

scrum procedure without interruptions. We found evidence that, in specific situations, some 

types of temporal space during the enactment of temporal-framed routines emerged. This 

allows the integration of other temporal orientations toward the past, present, and future. 

Such temporal spaces are characterized by being rather fluent. This is because the temporal 

spaces emerge in cases where actors enact another temporal orientation that does not match 

the established pattern while also enacting a temporal-framed routine and, thus, coupled 

temporal orientations. Based on our data, we show excerpts from four vignettes, presenting 

the cases we identified during data analysis. These cases and analyses explain why and how 

such spaces within routine performances emerged due to four mechanisms.  



 

108 

Problematizing re-orients temporal orientations based on issue-related discussions 

Vignette 2. The sprint planning started as usual. Todd briefly showed the user 

stories and explained that they would commonly browse through the relevant 

user stories and distribute them to the developers. After a while, an impulsive 

and nearly aggressive discussion emerged. Scott wanted to start a user story that 

would allow data to be uploaded automatically. He explained that he would 

program a database file sheet, fill this sheet with data, and would use this as a 

blueprint for uploading the datasets automatically. Joseph insisted impetuously: 

“You cannot do it that way. I recall very vividly of a case we had six months ago. 

At that time, we almost crashed the customer data in the production environment 

and almost shut down our sales of an entire region for a few days, as we used 

exactly the procedure you described in a similar case. Although it worked in the 

development environment without any problems, we have been confronted with 

a critical error. Today, this issue must be prevented at all costs in advance. The 

user story is important, no question. But we have to learn from the past and take 

that into account at this point. Mistakes like that must not be repeated by all 

means.” Scott impulsively replied, "I did not make the mistake then and was only 

marginally involved. Now, as you raised the problem, I remember it too. I did 

not think about it again; I actually was fully focused on planning the next sprint 

and only thought about the stories that are important for the next sprint." John 

piped up and said that it unintentionally was his fault six months ago, and he 

caused the problem then. Joseph interjected, "I understand that we are focused 

on the planning, but I cannot agree that we repress previous issues. Six months 

ago, we had several rounds of discussion with all developers to address the 

problem and analyze it together. It has the potential to undo more than a week's 

work. We were glad that it became apparent that the specific procedure could 

cause the problem in the past, and for this reason, we informed everyone and 

made them aware that under no circumstances should it happen again. I was 

involved in fixing the issue and that is why I remember it so clearly." Scott 

responded, “Yes, it is good that you are thinking about it, but there is no need to 

rant about it like that. I just excluded it because we went into planning the next 

sprint and, like I said, I was just thinking about the future three weeks. 

Furthermore, I was fully focused on the upcoming sprint and, thus, I just did not 
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think about the problems with the past story. You are absolutely right about the 

content, but you do not have to go up the wall. I will solve it in other ways.” 

Joseph said that he reacted like he did because the team has a lot to do anyway 

and cannot afford to forego several developers for one week or even two to fix 

something that could be prevented well. Theodore stepped in, “Yes, the issue 

seemed to be clarified then, and you two, Joseph and Scott, should have a beer 

together this evening. As it was time-sensitive, it was good to address and resolve 

it in this meeting, even though the meeting’s focus and objective is usually 

different.” The rest of the planning then proceeded as usual.  

 

Figure 4: Graphical representation of Vignette 2 

In general, the planning routine is oriented toward the next sprint and, thus, the future. 

Figure 4 illustrates that Scott was oriented toward the future and aligned with the routine’s 

temporal framing. He seemed not to be able to consider the past issue until Joseph insisted. 

Conversely, Joseph was past-oriented, as he highlighted the past again and emphasized the 

need to learn from the past. This did not fit with the planning routine’s temporal framing 

(i.e., the future), although he only wanted to prevent an issue that could possibly come up in 
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the future. This initiated a problematizing space within the planning routine enactment. The 

actors separated themselves from the usual routine’s temporal framing and enacted another 

temporal orientation within this emerging space. Thus, the actors and, in particular, Scott 

were allowed to reorient themselves toward the past, although the routine’s temporal framing 

guided them to be primarily oriented toward the future. Consequently, the initial planning 

routine enactment was paused as Joseph performed another temporal orientation that refers 

to the past. This problematizing, in addition to recognizing the future, caused the enactment 

of a past temporal orientation and, thus, forced temporal coupling. Scott, for example, 

responded to this problematizing to reorient his temporal orientations toward the past to 

follow Joseph’s instructions and objections. Problematizing refers to raising a problem with 

a specific, but not fitting temporal orientation within a temporal-framed routine, emphasizing 

its relevance and its related temporal orientation. 

Clashing temporal orientations can bring together temporal orientations 

Vignette 3. In the daily scrum, Larry told the team that he finished a task 

yesterday and wanted to start a new task today. This new task was planned into 

the sprint backlog (i.e., a list that contains all tasks of a specific sprint) for the 

recent sprint and assigned to Larry. The task would last a few days. After Larry 

presented what he wanted to do, Charles vigorously insisted, “Larry, there is 

another task that is quite more important for us, which you should do instead of 

your mentioned new task. A software bug was reported using our incident ticket 

system and included in our sprint backlog yesterday and should be identified. 

We have to fix this first as this error relates to your past work, before we, or 

more precisely you, start with a new task as the bug relates to a task that you 

have developed in the past.” Larry responded, “I see it differently. The new task 

is more important because it is the groundwork for the tasks we will implement 

in the next sprint; it is the prerequisite of other developers’ tasks. We have to 

start the task to address our future goals. Otherwise, we will cause problems. 

Scott is ill, and I am the other developer who is able to implement this task.” 

Charles was upset due to Larry’s response and replied, “I know that new tasks 
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are more appealing, but we finally have to start resolving problems we caused 

in the past. In the last months, several bugs were reported and not solved 

promptly so that we started to run into problems.” Again, Larry thought about 

this statement and said grumpily, “I have no problem in suppressing past issues 

to concentrate on recent tasks and the upcoming goals, which are currently more 

important for me.” Joseph, who is responsible for the task Larry wants to 

develop and refers to, interfered, “I agree with Larry. The task he refers to is 

much more important for the future of our project goals, apart from my 

commitment to push my topics that are relevant in the coming weeks.” The scrum 

master, Theodore, intervened and tried to provide peace of mind by stating, 

“Hey guys, calm down please. I think this is a decision that our product owner 

Todd could make better, but he is attending a parallel web conference. I will try 

to reach him by phone.” Theodore quickly left the web conference and returned 

together with Todd, who listened to the arguments of both sides. He decided that 

the bug is prioritized as “it constrains our customers in using DistriSoft and 

hinders the current business operations.” Charles was pleased and whispered 

complacently, “That’s what I said.” Todd left the web conference straight after 

his decision and returned to the parallel conference. Meanwhile, Theodore 

proposed the following: “So guys, we have a decision. I think it was important 

to resolve this issue in a timely manner due to your emotional reactions, even 

though it is not part of the daily. Please let’s move on with our usual daily scrum 

with the conciliatory ending of this fraught situation. Admittedly, this candid 

discussion showed your trust in our team and your commitment to our product, 

and that’s great. So, who’s next in our daily round?” Thus, he closed the 

discussion and returned to the daily scrum, which ended without any further 

deviations. 
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Figure 5: Graphical representation of Vignette 3 

Every business analyst, such as Charles, is a sponsor and responsible for a large 

number of tasks to be implemented that belong to one subject area. In the presented vignette, 

this responsibility apparently shaped the temporal orientations of Larry, Charles, and Joseph. 

Larry and Joseph were oriented toward the present by focusing on recent and upcoming tasks 

according to daily scrum’s temporal framing. Conversely, Charles was oriented toward the 

past. He addressed the bug that was added to the sprint backlog, but it was not yet directly 

assigned to a developer. Although the bug was related to a task that Larry had previously 

developed, he had not considered it. After Charles raised the issue and recalled the past, both 

Larry and Joseph reoriented their temporal orientation toward the far future by considering 

the importance of Larry’s new task (cf. Figure 5). They foregrounded the future and left 

aside the daily scrum’s temporal framing. Consequently, all three actors were no longer 

aligned with the routine’s temporal framing. Therefore, the differing temporal orientations 
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clashed, and the actors enacted a different pattern from the typical way of proceeding. They 

started to ignore the daily scrum procedure, and thus clashing space occurred. This allowed 

the actors to discuss the issue related to their contrary temporal orientations away from the 

daily scrum routine’s temporal framing in an extraordinary space. All involved actors were 

upset and foregrounded their specific, individual temporal orientation by vehemently 

articulating and arguing them: Charles the past, Joseph and Larry the future. Finally, Todd 

had to be called into the daily scrum to help for the decision making. He instantly recognized 

the routine’s temporal framing when he joined with the team. This helped him focus on 

relevant issues, as he stated in a later conversation. 

This resulted in temporal coupling because the actors considered other temporal 

orientations, in addition to their own primary orientation. Although the actors recognized 

other temporal orientations, they were not willing to move away from their primary 

orientation. Clashing is a mechanism characterized by two (or more) confronting temporal 

orientations of two (or more) actors that come into conflict about the importance of 

respective temporal orientations. 

Relating to a topic results in consideration of other temporal orientations rather than the 

prescribed ones 

Vignette 4. Larry presented in a daily scrum that he was working on a user story 

on customer segments and would be ready one day later. Bonnie reacted to his 

report, “Now that you mention the customer segments, it is eliciting something 

for me. One moment please (approximately 5 seconds of silence). In about four 

months, there will be changes. The customer groups will be reorganized and 

redistributed. As a result, we have to model the new structure again. But we are 

able to consider this future case right now. We would have to take this into 

account in our recent work, even though it will be relevant in the future.” 

Theodore intervened and pointed out that the recent meeting is a daily scrum, 

and Bonnie’s topic does not fit the routine’s temporal framing. She should 
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address it another time. Bonnie replied, “I disagree; it is very important for us 

to think about future issues, especially at this moment. If we consider it today, it 

can be an enormous time-saving in the future. Therefore, it has to be included 

before Larry continues his user story and finishes it. That is why we have to look 

at this now and have this in mind. If you start to think about it and how much 

extra work we could avoid in a few months, I am sure that you will agree.” 

Bonnie’s objection led to a short discussion in which Larry mentioned that it 

could be beneficial to consider it now that he was thinking about it and related 

it to the future workload. He said that Bonnie urged him to do so, and he agreed 

with Bonnie, “This could save time when a similar task comes up again in four 

months. I recognized, thanks to Bonnie, that it is important to include it in 

today’s considerations.” Theodore replied that he basically agreed and 

perceived that Bonnie’s request was important to be included today, as it was 

very time-sensitive. But he also asked the others to exclude it from the daily 

scrum now. They agreed, although they had Bonnie’s point in mind for the rest 

of the daily scrum to discuss it immediately after the daily scrum officially ended. 

The daily scrum continued as usual. Afterward, Theodore, Scott, Bonnie, and 

Larry stayed in the call and talked about a possible solution. Bonnie said, “The 

daily scrum is an excellent platform for such things. I stay up to date what the 

other team members are doing, and I am able to help the others in developing 

their user stories. Sometimes, I lose track of the temporal relations who is doing 

when and what. Hence, it helps me to bring all those things together in the daily 

scrum and to focus. Today, it helped me to match the topics and relate a future 

topic to Larry’s work.” Theodore was happy that the daily scrum helped her, to 

focus on the actual work and allowed her to think ahead. Larry agreed and 

thanked Bonnie for being forward-looking in this special case. 
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Figure 6: Graphical representation of Vignette 4 

The vignette illustrates that Larry followed the daily scrum routine’s temporal 

framing. Conversely, Bonnie responded to a user story, and the context in which the user 

story was embedded in to consider another temporal orientation, that is, the future (cf. Figure 

6). After Larry finished, Bonnie responded and stated that she was relating the mentioned 

task with another topic that might be important in about four months. Thus, she forced other 

actors to recognize the distant future during the daily scrum, although it was not part of it. 

Theodore interrupted Bonnie and highlighted the prescribed procedure of the daily scrum. 

However, she argued that projecting the future could help the team save time, because 

another task will appear in four months, which is associated with Larry’s recent task. Bonnie 

explained that it is a time-sensitive issue because Larry indicated finishing the task one day 

later. 
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Relating Larry’s user story to a broader context and subject area, Bonnie identified 

that a topic in the future would be relevant to Larry’s recent user story. As she addressed this 

and, thus, enacted a different pattern from the prescribed procedure, relating space emerged 

(cf. Figure 6) within the daily scrum as the actors separated themselves from the routine’s 

temporal framing. By bringing together Larry’s task and her knowledge about the future 

development on the customer’s side, she was able to enact this different temporal orientation 

within the daily scrum. Therefore, she asked other actors to consider the future as well, 

leaving aside the routine’s temporal framing for a short moment within the space. Larry, for 

example, acknowledged the advantage of projecting the future and considered it in enacting 

the recent routine. Hence, the actors enacted a future temporal orientation that was not part 

of the daily scrum and ignored the routine’s temporal framing. Relating occurs when an actor 

responds to a raised topic or task within a routine performance, relates another individually 

relevant topic to the former, and raises this within a temporal-framed routine. Moreover, 

relating to another task or topic is accompanied by outlining what elicited the relating case 

of an actor. 

Popping up with a random topic leads to temporal coupling despite a temporal framing 

Vignette 5. Within the backlog refinement, Todd started to show the user stories 

that were relevant to the upcoming sprint. He named every user story and shared 

some short information about the respective tasks with the team. After Todd had 

presented approximately half of the user stories, John came forward and raised 

the following without any further context: “I was just thinking once again if there 

is something we are forgetting as I was mentally in the past. It came to my mind 

that we still had a user story in the last review meeting that was finished but had 

not been deployed to the live environment, because a requirement was missing 

regarding the data fields, which we have to deliver in addition. When does this 

happen?” Todd replied, “Whew, I am currently oriented toward future topics; 

this is a good question. That would be relevant for the current sprint we are 

currently in wouldn't it – and not for the follow-up sprint or the one after that?” 
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Joseph stepped in: “Yeah, I am just thinking about that too, John. I do not know 

why I am doing so, but I am mentally at the review one week ago and had to 

remember the story you are relating to. We should discuss it quickly.” Theodore 

said, “I am glad you all are following, but this is the refinement, it does not 

belong here.” Todd insisted: “Hmm, we should address this in the current round 

here and pause the refinement for a minute to avoid tackling anything too late 

and having this blow up in our faces.” John stated, “I agree with the others, 

Theodore. We should discuss this quickly.” Theodore admitted defeat and 

interjected: “Well, resolve the issue. I am going to make coffee for myself. Please 

remember to create a user story within the backlog to track our workload 

properly.” Todd promised to do so. The team discussed a possible solution and 

Todd replied: “Perfect. I am glad that you mentioned this topic in this 

refinement. This urged me to critically reflect on the issue, and the more I think 

about it, the more important it seems for me in the current sprint. Frank, can you 

develop this quickly after the refinement? The last story of yours in this sprint is 

not that important; we can also postpone it to the next sprint if there is not 

enough time.” Frank just replied: “Yeah sure, no problem, it should not take me 

more than a day, maybe I can finish it all in the recent sprint.” Theodore: “Ok, 

we clarified this issue. Eyes forward, we will continue with the backlog 

refinement and please put back anything that delays or distracts us and mention 

it afterwards.” The refinement continued as usual and ended without any further 

discussion or other peculiarities. 
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Figure 7: Graphical representation of Vignette 5 

Backlog refinement is defined as being oriented toward the next sprint. Following 

the routine’s temporal framing, the actors adhered to the procedure until John piped up. He 

raised a random topic without any context and regards other points addressed in the 

refinement routine. His temporal orientation differed from those of the other actors in 

orientation toward the past when he addressed the user story he had in his mind. Todd, in 

turn, conceded that he was thinking about the future and was unable to consider the user 

story that John is referring to. However, other actors were affected by John’s insertion (e.g., 

Joseph), who agreed to John and stated that he was thinking about the user story John related 

to. Theodore attempted to exclude past user stories by highlighting that it is not part of the 

backlog refinement to think about past user stories. Nevertheless, the other involved actors 

argued that this is important right now because of its time-sensitivity and the potential to 
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lead to conflicts. Consequently, Todd, John, and Joseph turned toward the past within the 

backlog refinement routine (cf. Figure 7) and briefly discussed the issue. 

The vignette illustrates that actors can elicit temporal coupling by popping up with a 

random topic that is relevant or meaningful and causes integration of a temporal orientation 

that differs from the routine’s temporal framing. Hence, a popping up space emerged, 

wherein actors separated themselves from the routine’s temporal framing and procedure. 

Within this space, the actors enacted a past temporal orientation that did not fit the routine’s 

temporal framing (cf. Figure 7). Hence, more than the prescribed future-related temporal 

orientation was considered, and the actors found out how and why the randomly raised topic 

was relevant within the recent backlog refinement routine. Although it was not clear why 

actors, such as John in this case, raised a supposedly random topic, other actors can be 

involved through the temporal orientation of the referenced topic. Popping up characterizes 

the introduction of a seemingly random topic within a routine enactment that has no context 

relation to recently treated topics or tasks and, thus, caused the integration of temporal 

orientations other than those prescribed by the routine’s temporal framing. 

Temporal coupling was enacted in situations wherein actors performed a different 

pattern on the routine’s temporal framing. In analyzing the cases above (cf. Vignette 2 to 

Vignette 5) and further examples from our data (cf. Table 6), we can define temporal 

coupling as the actors’ ability to consider and integrate the past, present, and future within 

contexts and situations wherein actors are forced to foreground or prioritize a specific 

temporal orientation through routines’ temporal framings. This results in enacting several 

temporal orientations despite temporal-framed routines fostering focus on the temporal 

orientation prescribed and conformant with the routine’s temporal framing (e.g., future 

orientation of the planning routine). Moreover, temporal coupling refers to valuing at least 

two of three or even all temporal orientations almost equally. This leads actors to combine 
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and realign temporal orientations. Admittedly, variations in valuing and foregrounding 

temporal orientations exist; however, they are all regarded simultaneously. Temporal 

coupling is enacted through the four central mechanisms – problematizing, clashing, 

relating, and popping up – which describe how and why actors integrate dissonant temporal 

orientations within temporal-framed routines. Subsequently, we briefly explain why actors 

agreed with different action patterns from the initial enactment of temporal-framed routines. 
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Table 6: Further examples for mechanisms of temporal coupling from our data 

Mechanism Representative examples from our empirical data Short analysis Source 
P

ro
b

le
m

a
ti

zi
n

g
 

In presenting a user story developed in the last sprint, Scott identified a 

problem: “I was not able to execute the new process in SaleSoft as our live 

environment does not have the same properties as the development 

environment yet. I have presented this issue weeks ago, but nothing happened. 

Our customers are waiting.” Mason responded: “This is relevant in three 

weeks, as we decided to change the environment then.” Todd agreed with 

Scott and said, “Yeah guys, this is important to our customers; we have to 

provide this feature ASAP.” 

Scott was aligned with the routine’s 

temporal framing and oriented toward 

the past. As he raised the issue, Mason 

responded and integrated a future-

oriented perspective into the routine 

enactment. Todd considered both 

temporal orientations and agreed with 

Scott. Hence, the actors integrated beside 

the prescribed past orientation the future 

into the routine enactment. 

Observation, 

review 

routine 

Joseph highlighted a problem that a user story, which should be planned for 

the next sprint, cannot be considered as this user story is not ready for 

development: “I raised this issue already a few times in the past, but it has not 

been recognized up to now.” Irene agreed: “If we take our meeting this 

morning seriously, we must not talk about that user story as it is not ready for 

sprint.” Raymond stepped in: “That’s what I referred to when I talked about 

the problems we sometimes provoke. Please remember the many objection’s I 

addressed in the past.” 

Joseph’s statement about the issue 

related to the past prompted other actors 

to integrate the past within future-

oriented routine performance. Hence, the 

actors considered another temporal 

orientation (i.e., the past) beside the 

prescribed one (i.e., the future). 

Observations

, planning 

routine 

Frank had a problem in using sandboxes for developing his user stories. He 

stated that Mason explained that this problem is not new to the team. Frank 

was upset that nobody told him, even though the problem seemed to be 

common knowledge. He referred to the past and is angry: “It bothers me that I 

am not knowing the well-known problem as it emerged oftentimes in the 

past.” Joseph said: “As you are raising this issue, you are right, this issue does 

come up sometimes. Sorry, I forgot to inform you.” Frank, in turn, replied: “I 

will remember this situation for the future and will be asking all of you if 

there is a common problem that everyone knows - except of me.” Theodore 

interjected that Frank is referring to the far future and that they will continue 

the daily scrum now as the issue seems to be solved, which Frank affirmed. 

Frank discussed a problem that occurred 

oftentimes up to now and relates to the 

past in this way. Joseph was affected by 

Frank’s explanations and began 

integrating what happened in the past in 

his thoughts, even though he was aligned 

with the routine’s temporal framing: the 

immediate past (i.e., yesterday, since the 

last daily scrum), the present, and the 

immediate future (today, until the next 

daily scrum one day later). 

Observations

, daily scrum 

routine 
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Mechanism Representative examples from our empirical data Short analysis Source 

C
la

sh
in

g
 

John told in the review routine enactment that he will continue a user story, 

which he autonomously began two days ago, immediately after the review 

routine. Todd intervened in asking: “So you selected an unscheduled story by 

yourself? The story you referred to was kicked four weeks ago.” John got 

upset, as he wondered the whole week about the user story and began 

developing it. Todd replied: “The users did not need it anymore and, hence, 

we kicked it. We told all of you in the planning.” 

John’s future orientation in enacting the 

review routine and Todd’s past 

orientation clashed within the routine’s 

temporal framing and led to a heated 

discussion. This was characterized by 

considering different temporal 

orientations that differed from the 

routine’s temporal framing. As these 

orientations clashed, the actors began 

integrating the other actor’s temporal 

orientation. 

Observations

, review 

routine 

Gary referred to a bug that appeared a few days earlier and asked if this bug 

was already fixed. Theodore clarified that it would rather be an option to be 

resolved with the hotfix in three weeks: “We have to announce a change set 

and tell Matt and Oliver. Furthermore, we have to address this in three weeks 

again.” Gary replied: “No, that is relevant since yesterday or rather since last 

week. Otherwise it will cause conflicts for the filters Kenny is developing.” 

While Gary is oriented toward the past, 

Theodore is oriented toward the future. 

In the situation, both temporal 

orientations clashed as none of the actors 

were willing to move back and agree to 

the other’s perspective. Hence, several 

temporal orientations away from the 

routine’s temporal framing were 

considered. 

Observations

, daily scrum 

routine 

Joseph insisted within a planning routine enactment that the team discussed 

the need to back up a database before a database update is installed four 

weeks ago. Todd replied that: “I asked Mason and he said we are able to do 

the backup and update at the same time in a few weeks.” Joseph disagreed and 

insisted on his view. Todd, in turn, said: “I trust Mason’s expertise, because 

we are able to save time and, therefore, have more time in the upcoming 

sprint for other important tasks.” 

The confronting temporal orientations of 

actors (Todd is aligned with the routine’s 

temporal framing in being future-

oriented, and Joseph is past-related) 

caused integration of other temporal 

orientations within preforming the 

routine than those prescribed by the 

routine’s temporal framing. 

Observations

, planning 

routine 
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Mechanism Representative examples from our empirical data Short analysis Source 

R
el

a
ti

n
g
 

After Alan’s presentation of a user story he developed in the last sprint, Todd 

piped up and said: “The keyword ‘customer’ triggers a thing for me, I am 

linking a visit from key customers we have to consider in the future. Some 

key customers will be visiting us and we have to choose some use cases to be 

presented then.” Theodore and others agreed that this would be a great idea 

after they thought ahead. 

Todd brought into the routine 

performance another temporal 

orientation, which he related to a 

keyword that elicited thought about a 

future event of relevance. This temporal 

orientation did not match the routine’s 

temporal framing (i.e., toward the past). 

The other actors were affected by Todd’s 

future-oriented objection and began 

considering the future. 

Observations

, review 

routine 

Clementine explains that she developed a connector as interface between 

SaleSoft and a mail client: “Today I will continue to define which data sets 

should proceed with help of this connector.” Joseph stepped in and said: 

“Relating to the connector, which Clementine mentioned, I know that there 

will be user stories in the future about car navigation. Some customers wish 

for an automated processing of address data in their car navigation. We have 

to ensure today that the data sets are formatted in this regard. Otherwise we 

will encounter problems.” John, in turn, related Clementine’s user story to a 

user story developed a few months ago and brought this into the enactment of 

the routine. 

Joseph integrated the future into the daily 

scrum that is actually not in line with the 

daily scrum routine’s temporal framing. 

He did so by relating a user story of 

Clementine to a future requirement, 

which the team should develop in a few 

months. Conversely, John related 

Clementine’s user story to another user 

story in the past. The future and the past 

are brought into the daily scrum and 

caused integrating both temporal 

orientations. 

Observations

, daily scrum 

routine 

Kenny said something about a user story about dashboard reports affected by 

release notes and an update of SaleSoft. Joseph said: “As you are mentioning 

the release notes, I relate them to the need for us to adjust some things in the 

future. Furthermore, I relate release notes to some elements that got lost 

within the SaleSoft configuration. Have you found them again, Clementine?” 

Clementine: “As of right now, no; I have not found them again in the last few 

days.” 

Joseph related “release notes” to a topic 

which may occur both future and past 

issues. Both temporal orientations were 

not aligned with the daily scrum 

routine’s temporal framing and brought 

into the routine performance. This led 

other actors to include both past and 

future in their thoughts when Joseph 

raised his reference. 

Observations

, daily scrum 

routine 
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Mechanism Representative examples from our empirical data Short analysis Source 

P
o
p

p
in

g
 u

p
 

Alan included a random topic within the daily scrum: “I would like to quickly 

state that I found a user story in our backlog last week, which we have already 

developed some months ago and remembered right now. It was something 

about the dashboard for sales representatives.” Todd insisted: “That is not 

possible; the finished user stories are continued and controlled as usual. 

Moreover, that would be something for our planning session.” Kenny agreed 

with Alan: “He is right, we talked about it last week in our coffee break. It 

appeared to be strange, as it was about a report for lead management, which 

we have finished already.” 

Alan brought into the daily scrum a past 

temporal orientation in popping up with 

a random topic. As other actors followed 

his explanations, the past was included 

into the daily scrum while they discussed 

Alan’s referenced topic. 

Observations

, daily scrum 

routine 

In the middle of a daily scrum, Frank abruptly came forward and stated: “I 

just thought of a missing thing for the upcoming sprint. It is time-sensitive 

and we have to address it properly as it concerns the contract signature feature 

in SaleSoft and the included backup function, which is tremendously 

important.” Theodore attempted to interrupt him; however, Frank convinced 

him of the time-sensitivity and of Todd being involved. Scott agreed with 

Frank: “Yes, I remember that we talked about the backup and that Todd was 

involved. I am surprised that it has been disregarded.” Todd stepped in and 

apologized for forgetting it because of other important things. 

Frank raised a topic with no relation to 

other topics that have been addressed in 

the same daily scrum. Other actors (e.g., 

Scott and Todd) were affected by 

Frank’s objection and, thus, began 

bringing another temporal orientation 

(i.e., the future) into the daily scrum.  

Observations

, daily scrum 

routine 

While Joseph is discussing a new development environment owing to a new 

software release, Matt stepped in abruptly without cause: “Hey guys, we have 

to remember to address the adjustment of the upload structure in DataLoad to 

not hand over false data fragments to SaleSoft. This could negatively affect 

our systems’ operative performance as SaleSoft most likely incorrectly 

interprets the data wrong.” Theodore: “That sounds worse, is it time-

sensitive?” Matt: “Yes, it is.” Todd: “Ok, let’s solve it right now to avoid any 

problems in this regard.” 

Through abruptly addressing a task with 

no further relation in the routine 

enactment, Matt integrated the future 

into the review routine which is framed 

as past-oriented. Other actors were 

affected by this and began including 

another temporal orientation (i.e., the 

future) into the routine performance. 

Observations

, review 

routine 
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Time-sensitivity and time-saving justify temporal coupling 

When we examined the two phenomena of temporal decoupling and coupling within 

the scrum context, another interesting question arose: why are actors allowed to perform 

different patterns of temporal-framed routines even though temporal decoupling suggests 

preventing it? Therefore, we analyzed why actors admit enacting a different pattern related 

to the usual procedure without stopping (i.e., stifling as mechanism of temporal decoupling) 

other actors by deviating and tolerating other temporal orientations compared to prescribed 

ones. Actors justified patterns of actions resulting in temporal coupling in situations of strict 

temporal framing. They mentioned time-sensitivity as an explanation and reasoning for why 

spaces are admitted as follows: 

Theodore said, “Hey guys, this is not relevant to the review.” Scott answered: 

“It is important in this case, because we could not deliver it to the customers in 

the way it is right now and, otherwise, we would not be able to deliver anything 

in this regard. Our customers desperately need this feature.” Theodore insisted 

once again: “Is it that important and time-critical that we cannot postpone it?” 

Todd replied, “Yes, it is. We have to deliver it and, therefore, have to discuss it 

right now. It is very time-sensitive.”  

Todd argued that it is time-sensitive and that the involved actors must discuss the 

issue. The issue’s temporal orientation does not match the routine’s temporal framing. 

Hence, time-sensitivity led to tolerating enactment of different patterns of temporal-framed 

routines despite prompting and stifling and in this way to temporal coupling. Bonnie made 

another argument as to why other temporal orientations were accepted: 

Bonnie replied, “I disagree, it is very important for us to think about future 

issues, especially at this moment. If we consider it today, it can save an enormous 

amount of time in the future. Therefore, it has to be included before Larry 

continues his user story and finishes it. That is why we have to look at this now 
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and have this in mind. If you start thinking about it and how much extra work we 

could avoid in a few months, I am sure that you will agree.” 

Our data show that actors enacted the past or future in temporal-framed routines to 

couple for two distinct reasons to address time-sensitivity and ensure time-saving.  

Learning. First, actors enacted the past when they perceived the necessity of learning 

from the past. Hence, the actors referred to past problematic events and issues, aiming at 

learning collectively from such problems for similar situations in the present and future. The 

following excerpts from our data illustrate that learning from the past can be both processual 

and thematic in nature. 

Joseph enacted a past orientation in the planning routine. He highlighted that 

the team has to learn about their processes as a user story should be developed 

in the upcoming sprint that was not ready for development: “I raised this issue 

already a few times in the past, but it has not been recognized up to now.” 

Thematic learning was also mentioned in Vignette 2. The actors discuss a mistake 

that may have led to a database crash in the past and that they have to avoid the same mistake 

right now: 

“You cannot do it that way. I recall very vividly a case we had six months ago. 

[…] But we have to learn from the past and take that into account at this point. 

Mistakes like that must not be repeated, by all means.” 

Anticipating. Second, a future orientation was performed when actors recognized 

the need or possibility of anticipating saving time in the future. This is done by addressing 

the respective issues of the future within the recently enacted routine. Thus, actors admitted 

temporal coupling with a focus on the future for a short time in cases where temporal 

decoupling with another temporal orientation is paramount. On Vignette 5, the relating space 

was not cancelled, as Bonnie explained time-saving in the future as follows: 
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“If we consider it today, it can be an enormous time-saving in the future. 

Therefore, it has to be included before Larry continues his user story and finishes 

it.” 

Additionally, at a team lunch, a short discussion on the benefits of scrum for the team 

emerged. Theodore conceded the following: 

“If there are any objections within our meetings that help us to save time, we 

can turn a blind eye and briefly stretch the scope to address this time-saving 

topic – even though it does not match the routine’s temporal framing.” 

Accordingly, time-sensitivity was superficially why actors allowed the enactment of 

a different temporal pattern within routines with a strictly given temporal orientation. 

However, closer examination reveals different causes as to why the past (learning) or just 

the future (saving time) were considered. Thus, actors tolerated temporal coupling and 

momentarily set aside the initial routine’s temporal framing and performed another pattern. 

DISCUSSION 

Two central aspects of our study, temporal decoupling and coupling, allow us to 

explain how we contribute to routine dynamics and the examination of time and temporality 

in routine research. Essentially, we argue that temporal orientations can vary to a certain 

degree by enacting temporal-framed routines, which prescribe a predominant temporal 

orientation to actors that should be prioritized and foregrounded. Prioritizing a specific 

temporal orientation is temporal decoupling; conversely, enacting one or two other temporal 

orientations is temporal coupling. Temporal coupling was enacted in the emergent temporal 

spaces. Subsequently, we discuss four implications based on temporal decoupling, temporal 

coupling, and the concept of temporal spaces. 
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Designed temporal orientations accelerate routine performances to foster creativity 

Research has focused standardizing, simplifying, and stabilizing organizational 

routines via one efficient solution (Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958; Taylor, 

1911). Conversely, recent research has shown that routines can change through unplanned 

and endogenous actions (Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Whereas a design 

perspective was long superseded through a performative perspective of organizational 

routines, an interest in routine design reemerged recently, defined as “intentional efforts to 

change one or more aspects of a routine to create a preferred situation” (Wegener & Glaser, 

2021, p. 301). This research stream demonstrates that routine design refers to actions 

intended to change routine aspects. Conversely, in earlier studies, design was understood as 

a stabilizing mechanism. 

We found that scrum routines are designed to increase the efficiency and 

effectiveness of actors. Scrum, like other agile methods, sets clear boundaries and contains 

specific formal descriptions of routines, roles, or instructions for actors (Schwaber & Beedle, 

2002). Agile concepts are supposed to foster creativity, as actors may respond easily to 

changing customer needs through standardized procedures, which are repeated every three 

weeks. While scrum was developed to support change, it is, counterintuitively, designed and 

structured very rigidly. Actors are fostered to reduce the need to consider alternative ways 

of organizing, which narrows the space of possible paths (Pentland et al., 2020). Particularly, 

the clear temporal orientation of every scrum routine (i.e., routine’s temporal framing) helps 

actors focus on the purpose of the respective routine. Thus, temporal decoupling allows 

actors to merely foreground and prioritize one temporal orientation instead of several, 

reducing routine complexity (Hærem, Jeong, & Hansson, 2021). Our case demonstrates that 

actors mindfully enacted the prescribed temporal orientation as it helped them focus on their 

work and become more effective and creative. Thus, the patterning of each routine includes 
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a temporal orientation toward the past, present, or future. Routine performances are shaped 

by the pattern as it shapes and reshapes actors’ temporal orientation (Turner & Rindova, 

2021). Moreover, whereas Geiger et al. (2021) have demonstrated that temporal boundaries 

exist between routines, and Bucher and Langley (2016) indicate that temporal boundaries 

exist between actual routine performances and performances to change routines outside the 

actual routine performance, our research indicates that temporal boundaries exist within 

routines in that each routine is intended to focus on only one temporal orientation. These 

temporal boundaries are set in the patterning of the routine. Finally, we argue that justifiably 

foregrounding one specific temporal orientation does not mean that actors mindlessly enact 

temporal-framed routines but mindfully do so as emergent and effortful accomplishments 

(Feldman et al., 2016; Pentland & Rueter, 1994). 

Relying on external temporality (i.e., clock time) allows recurrent timing as a 

patterning mechanism (Turner & Rindova, 2018). Thus, the reproduction of timing “on 

effective routine performance” (Turner & Rindova, 2018, p. 1270) is positively affected, 

supporting efficient routine performance. Toward this end, we expand the findings of Turner 

and Rindova (2018) by illustrating that temporal framings help actors accelerate their 

performances and, thereby, increase efficiency in performing actions. We add that both 

external and internal temporality – with a clear temporal orientation toward the past, present, 

or future – help align actions and encourage efficiency. Furthermore, temporal framings 

within routines help actors prioritize their actions in addition to the concept of person-roles, 

as in Kremser and Blagoev (2021). Hence, actors can respond and sense in the moment of 

enactment without being bound by either the past or the future. Temporal decoupling enables 

agility and accelerates routines by reducing the need for actors to reflect on what should be 

done next and cutting down big issues into small, manageable pieces.  
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Temporal coupling enables learning from and anticipating of problems 

However, such a strong focus and high degree of standardization can include errors 

(Rerup & Feldman, 2011) or fall short of ideals (Feldman, 2000) that, in our case, may occur 

as a result of temporal decoupling. We demonstrated that instances emerged encouraging 

temporal coupling mechanisms to manage these problems in well-defined and bounded 

routines. Previous research on routine dynamics has revealed that “enacting organizational 

routines entails reflection, which allows participants in routines to do things differently” 

(Dittrich et al., 2016, p. 691, see also Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Hence, 

we repeat earlier findings that this is a collective and not an individual reflection (Bucher 

& Langley, 2016; Dittrich et al., 2016). Our findings show that individual actors first needed 

to convince the collective to reflect on a specific problem, as the usual scrum pattern does 

not include this reflection. Moreover, our findings reveal that this reflection only addresses 

situated actions in a specific performance and not a reflection of the pattern of the routine 

(Dittrich et al., 2016). 

Research on organizational routines has emphasized that “reflection on routines is a 

crucial factor in routine change because it fosters learning” (Dittrich et al., 2016, p. 691). 

We expand the view of learning in and through routines (Feldman, 2000; Rerup & Feldman, 

2011) by highlighting the relevance of temporal orientations for learning. In our case, 

coupling temporal orientations is key for enabling learning. Therefore, our research indicates 

that learning requires integration of a past temporal orientation. Only following a future 

temporal orientation does not facilitate learning. Hence, past incidents were reflected on to 

learn for the future. By connecting past to future, actors can learn to avoid comparable issues 

in recent and future enactments (Feldman, 2000). However, noting that only situated actions 

are changed and reflected on – and not the pattern of the scrum routine – is key. Hence, 
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learning is only related to the actual routine performance and not to the patterning of the 

routine. 

Conversely, while anticipating the future in the actual routine performance (e.g., see 

Dittrich et al., 2016; Feldman, 2000) has been discussed, detailed studies are rare. We believe 

that temporal orientation toward the future is important to reflect on and avoid errors within 

the actual routine performance. Hence, avoiding errors in learning in the ongoing present 

requires not only a temporal orientation toward the past but also for anticipating the future. 

Contrary to research in the realm of temporal dynamics in organization studies, our findings 

highlight that considering a future orientation does not necessarily mean only envisioning a 

future state (Gioia et al., 2002) but also including knowledge that actors already have about 

future ideas (e.g., customer requirements). Moreover, the concept of the “future perfect 

tense” robustly connects the envisioned future with a revised past (Gioia et al., 2002). 

Conversely, our findings indicate that focus on the future helps change actions in the present, 

without a direct connection to the past.  

Overall, learning in the ongoing present affords temporal coupling, which means 

integrating past and future orientations, to avoid errors. Thus, temporal coupling represents 

a learning mechanism within routines allowing actors to adapt their situated actions in the 

ongoing present. 

Temporal spaces emerge within routine enactments in the ongoing present 

Research on routine dynamics has highlighted that finding time and space for 

reflective talk is sometimes difficult (Dittrich et al., 2016). Hence, actors usually establish 

spaces and times outside actual routine enactment, such as meetings (Bucher & Langley, 

2016; Edmondson, Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001) or strategic episodes (Bucher & Langley, 2016; 

Hendry & Seidl, 2003). Conversely, our study reveals that actors reflect within the actual 

routine performance. Reflecting in our study relates to temporal coupling, as it reflects other 
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temporal orientations toward the past, present, or future. Hence, we introduce temporal 

spaces (cf. Figure 8), which build on the work by Bucher and Langley (2016), whereby 

spaces are considered “bounded social settings characterized by social, physical, temporal, 

and symbolic boundaries” (Bucher & Langley, 2016, p. 594). Temporal spaces emerged 

throughout enactment of a routine in case actors considered a different temporal orientation 

as the pattern presented. We define these instances as temporal spaces as the actions clearly 

departed from the emphasized pattern of a routine’s temporal framing. Actors separated 

through temporal spaces from the context and focused on the relevant problem that emerged 

by reflecting on other temporal orientations. 

 

Figure 8: Temporal spaces 

Considering Bucher and Langley (2016), temporal spaces are not necessarily 

bounded by physical or social boundaries but emerge through actors’ routine enactment. 

Hence, we define temporal spaces as emerging spaces for consolidating more than one 

temporal orientation. Temporal spaces are characterized by being rather fluent and short-

term. Moreover, they are not actively opened or closed but emerge through temporal 

coupling mechanisms. Furthermore, they disappear when actors return to the usual pattern 



 

133 

of a routine, performing only one temporal orientation again (i.e., foregrounding one specific 

temporal orientation). Actors are not necessarily aware of the variations they cause (Feldman 

et al., 2016). Hence, we expand the view of Dittrich et al. (2016) by stating that reflective 

talk can emerge without being actively addressed by actors. Temporal spaces support actors 

to orient and reorient toward different temporal orientations appropriately. 

CONCLUSION 

This study developed a framework to show how temporal orientations are enacted 

through routines. Hence, our contributions to routine research reveal that (1) designed 

temporal orientations accelerate routine performances to foster creativity, (2) temporal 

coupling enables learning from and anticipating problems, and (3) temporal spaces emerge 

within routine enactments in the ongoing present. Based on this, we indicate how research 

on temporal dynamics in organizing can benefit from focusing on situated actions and that 

these situated actions within routine performances are important for understanding how the 

different temporalities are enacted. 
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Abstract: Recent routine research has emphasized that actions are prevalent for 

routine dynamics and represent the focus of empirical studies. However, the actors who 

perform such actions have not been sufficiently considered in routine research until now. It 

is against this backdrop that the present study examines how roles – as an inherent 

characteristic of actors – are enacted in routines. The findings of a one-year ethnographic 

study show that actors apply four mechanisms in role enactment: expanding, refraining, 

assigning, and restoring. These mechanisms describe how role alternation (i.e., the 

continuous blurring of role boundaries and re-employing of such boundaries) is performed 

by actors. Furthermore, situations in which the four mechanisms are applied can be 

characterized differently. Hence, this study contributes to routine research in two ways: (1) 

identifying that recognizability in routines is created and maintained through roles and their 

enactment; (2) identifying that actors intentionally apply role boundaries to handle and 

reduce complexity in performing routines. 

Keywords: Roles, organizational routines, role enactment, role boundaries 

INTRODUCTION 

Actors are at the heart of organizations since they constitute and shape how work is 

accomplished. The central characteristics of accomplishing work are the actors’ actions and 

interactions, which often occur in the form of organizational routines (Dionysiou & Tsoukas, 

2013; Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman, Pentland, D’Adderio, & Lazaric, 2016). Hence, 

routines provide an excellent way to analyze how work is accomplished since they are 

defined as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by 

multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95). 

Although actors are central to routines, routine research has mainly focused on 

actions (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016; Feldman & Pentland, 2003) and considered 
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actors alongside action-focused research. Danner-Schröder (2021) supported this argument 

by indicating that “we know surprisingly less about actors and how they contribute to routine 

dynamics, besides simply enacting them” (p. 2). This is even more surprising since research 

has emphasized that routines and actors cannot be separated if one wants to understand how 

routines evolve, emerge, and are dynamic (Feldman, 2000; Feldman et al., 2016). 

Admittedly, there have been attempts to focus on and conceptualize actors and their roles 

within routine performances. Sargis-Roussel, Belmondo, and Deltour (2017) incorporated 

groups’ internal social capital into routine research to unravel how interpersonal interactions 

affect the emergence of routines. From another perspective, Wright (2019) argued that 

routine research tends to separate actors from their bodies, which limits the understanding 

of aspects such as power since they are expressed through gestures and movements besides 

articulation. As such, the micro-interactions of actors within routines have not been 

considered to date (Wright, 2019). Although both of the aforementioned studies provided 

comprehensive arguments, they fell short of supporting their arguments through their own 

representative empirical studies. 

To empirically examine routines and their involved actors, Kremser and Blagoev 

(2021) referred to an interactionist approach to roles (Bechky, 2006; Turner, 1978). They 

found that actors in complex work settings turn toward person-roles as a prioritizing 

mechanism when they must manage their contributions to different and interdependent 

routines (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021). Referring to roles, Bechky (2006) further argued that 

roles “create the order needed for coordination” (p. 6), particularly when there are no 

permanent structures and formal rules. In this manner, roles allow actors to organize work 

by relying on the shared understanding of role expectations and role enactments (Bechky, 

2006). Consequently, roles are an inherent characteristic of actors’ engagements and 
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performances (Baker & Faulkner, 1991; Bechky, 2006; Kremser & Blagoev, 2021; Turner, 

1978). 

Actors and – following the previous argumentation – their roles in routines have not 

been sufficiently explored to date, particularly through empirical studies (Danner-Schröder, 

2021; Sargis-Roussel et al., 2017; Wright, 2019). Although Kremser and Blagoev (2021) 

studied actors and roles in routine contexts, they only focused on actors that had to contribute 

to interdependent routines and thus enact their roles within conflicting priorities between 

routines. Another study by Rosales (2020) referred to scripted and unscripted patterns in the 

interplay of roles and routines. However, this study did not sufficiently analyze how roles 

are enacted in routines since it primarily focused on how roles and routines are formed. I 

argue that there is a need to first examine actors, their roles, and their role interactions within 

routines. Incorporating roles in our routine understanding, particularly regarding actors’ 

interactions (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002), enables us to explain how these role interactions are 

enacted and which dynamics these interactions are subject to. It is against this backdrop that 

the present study aimed to bring the following question to light: How are roles enacted 

through routines? 

By examining roles prescribed by the software framework scrum (Dönmez, Grote, & 

Brusoni, 2016; Schwaber & Beedle, 2002), I observed that actors embody roles that differ 

depending on the situational contexts. This observation was performed by means of a year-

long ethnographic study within an agile software development setting. I found that actors 

are capable of switching between role characteristics that are attributed to the initial formal 

role they usually enact, and those characteristics they additionally adopt from other formal 

roles besides their initial role characteristics. Thus, role boundaries become blurred and 

indistinct as actors start to perform actions within routines that are not part of their role 

description and accept that others do so as well. This is referred to as role sharing. However, 
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in some situations, the blurring of roles is restricted and role boundaries are redrawn, which 

results in role separation. Notably, these respective situations are analyzed in the present 

study. 

Therefore, the present study extends the literature on routine dynamics in two ways. 

First, actors establish recognizability in routines through role enactment, which is performed 

through the continuous sharing and separating of roles. Second, role boundaries are 

intentionally used to handle and reduce complexity in performing routines. 

ORGANIZATIONAL ROUTINES AND ROLES 

Organizational routines are central to organization research since they are crucial to 

accomplishing work (Cyert & March, 1963; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; March & Simon, 

1958; Nelson & Winter, 1982). Routines are conceptualized as an endogenously changing, 

emergent, and dynamic phenomenon (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). The 

incorporation of agency changed the understanding of routines by recognizing that actors 

enact actions mindfully within routines (Feldman, 2000). This resulted in the definition of 

routines as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by 

multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95). Such a performative perspective 

resulted in a practice-based understanding of routines (Feldman, 2000; Feldman 

& Orlikowski, 2011; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011), shifting away from 

conceptualizing routines as structural entities that are stable (Feldman, 2000; Feldman 

& Pentland, 2003) toward very dynamic theorization (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 

2021). Building on this, performing and patterning have guided recent research endeavors 

in examining routines and their contained actions (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman, 2016). 

Actions constitute how organizations operate and solve problems. They are essential 

because they form the “basis for the processual orientation of routine dynamics” (Feldman, 
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2016, p. 29). This allows researchers to analyze how actions “bring routine to life” (Feldman 

& Pentland, 2003, p. 94). Performing relates to the actual performances of actors within 

routine enactments and is expressed in such actions (Feldman, 2016; Pentland & Feldman, 

2008). Patterning is constituted “in and through action” (Feldman, 2016, p. 40) and is 

described as a “process of forming and reinforcing paths through repeated performances” 

(Pentland, Mahringer, Dittrich, Feldman, & Wolf, 2020, p. 9). However, recent theorizing 

on routines has largely concentrated on actions and has not sufficiently explored the actors 

themselves. This is counterintuitive because actors are those who perform the contained 

actions (Feldman et al., 2016). 

Admittedly, a few studies have primarily investigated actors while other studies 

merely mentioned them in passing. A more theoretically inspired discussion by Dionysiou 

and Tsoukas (2013) on how actors contribute to the recreation of routines followed. They 

argued that actors create a better sense of others and their joint action in taking roles. Role 

taking in this manner does not mean that actors actually occupy others’ roles; instead, they 

try to anticipate the behaviors of others. In this way, actors “engage in role taking – that is, 

they take into account fellow participants' roles (their actual and potential understandings, 

ideas, opinions, and actions) concerning the joint activity to develop a joint, situated 

understanding of the concrete situation at hand” (Dionysiou & Tsoukas, 2013, p. 191). This 

creates a common sense among participating actors and supports joint activity (Dionysiou 

& Tsoukas, 2013). 

For instance, Sargis-Roussel et al. (2017) stated that the practice perspective on 

routines tends to ignore the “motivational and relational aspects” (p. 101) of actors. Building 

on this, the authors argued that social capital affects the emergence of routines and that 

integrating this perspective is beneficial to understanding routines and involved actors. In 

particular, the relational dimension of social capital influences the motivation of actors when 
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they interact (Sargis-Roussel et al., 2017). From another perspective, Wright (2019) noticed 

that routine research treats “the “people” involved in organizational routines as disembodied 

actors” (p. 153). The author explained that bodily movements and gestures are influential in 

enacting routines, like in the expression of power and how it is perceived (Wright, 2019). 

Danner-Schröder (2021) expanded on this and noted that “without actors, there is no action” 

(p. 2). Furthermore, this author highlighted that the relationships between and among actors 

shape how routines are enacted, thereby resulting in routine dynamics and emergence 

(Danner-Schröder, 2021). Such relationships can be presented by the roles of actors and how 

these roles are enacted and interact. However, these studies argued in a more theoretical 

manner. 

LeBaron, Christianson, Garrett, and Ilan (2016) examined how actors coordinated 

flexible performances when handing over patients in an intensive care unit from one shift to 

another. The authors explain that actors extensively made use of their bodies (e.g., spatial 

positioning to face each other) or their gestures (e.g., looking down at the patient list) to 

coordinate their performances during the handoff routine. This helped the actors to orient 

and reorient themselves toward the deviations of other actors to adapt their own actions 

accordingly. Furthermore, roles were important in the handoff because “the incoming 

physician for one handoff was the outgoing physician for the next handoff” (LeBaron et al., 

2016, p. 529). Eberhard, Frost, and Rerup (2019) examined how actors actively manage roles 

and their constitution through deceit to achieve their own goals and manipulate others. The 

authors showed that actors used different role sets to manipulate other actors, such as 

Romeo’s pimps deliberately moving between role sets to bring women into a dependency 

and get them to become sex workers. Actors play a specific role toward others, thereby 

creating an illusion and actually pursuing completely different goals. Thus, roles are actively 
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and intentionally used as manipulation mechanisms to control others’ actions (Eberhard et 

al., 2019). 

Building on roles, Rosales (2020) explored the interplay of roles and routines by 

differentiating between scripted and unscripted roles and routine patterns. Scripted patterns 

are prescribed by the organization, while unscripted patterns are developed by the staff 

themselves. This author mainly focused on how “roles and routines are formed by scripted 

and unscripted patterns” (Rosales, 2020, p. 421), but did not sufficiently consider how roles 

are performed and interact within routines. Kremser and Blagoev (2021) also turned toward 

coordination and roles within routines. They studied how actors acted in complex work 

settings under the conditions of time pressure and the prioritization mechanisms of actors 

toward multiple interdependent routines. The authors found that upfront scheduling was not 

possible or applicable at any time, and actors switched to orient “not just toward routines but 

also toward person-roles” (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021, p. 339). Person-roles are 

conceptualized as “person-specific action patterns that need to be (re)negotiated on an 

ongoing basis” (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021, p. 371). This view goes beyond the notion of 

established abstract structures that are independent of the individuum. Although the authors 

studied how actors enacted roles person-specific (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021), the interaction 

of roles and the corresponding situational contexts within routines remain largely 

unexplored. In their study, Kremser and Blagoev (2021) referred to Bechky (2006), who 

discussed two different perspectives on roles from an organization theory perspective: 

structural and interactionist approaches. This author argued that both perspectives can be 

integrated through the adoption of a negotiated order perspective (for the full discourse, see 

Bechky, 2006). Roles are constituted through performance and structure (Bechky, 2006). 

Building on this, the author showed that actors apply several mechanisms to learn and 

negotiate role structures to facilitate coordination within the context of temporary projects. 



 

148 

Different roles allowed the actors to adapt to new circumstances from the first moment 

because role expectations supported the guiding of tasks and relationships. Furthermore, 

Bechky (2006) highlighted that a “generalized role structure provided the continuity and 

stability that the individual temporary projects lacked” (p. 14). Thus, roles generally 

facilitate a basis from which to coordinate and interact. 

Recent scholarship indicates that actors and their roles are underrepresented in 

routine research points to the potential of considering both in greater detail (Danner-

Schröder, 2021; Kremser & Blagoev, 2021; Rosales, 2020; Sargis-Roussel et al., 2017). 

Hence, the examination of roles in routines is promising, for example, to unravel how 

recognizability, shared understanding, or patterning emerges in routine enactments. Against 

this backdrop, the present study seeks to explore how roles – and especially their interactions 

– are enacted within routines. 

RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODS 

This study is based on a one-year ethnographic study (Feldman, 2000) applying a 

qualitative single case study approach (Yin, 2014) within a large internationally operating 

IT (information technology) corporation (hereinafter anonymized as ITBiz). The 

headquarters of the case study organization is located in Germany, with more than 70,000 

employees. These employees occupy several roles in different business units and 

departments. ITBiz delivers customized services, software, and hardware to external and 

internal business-to-business and business-to-consumer customers. As a result of customer 

demands to achieve better integrated and faster software delivery, ITBiz introduced agile 

software delivery methods, such as scrum. These methods are designed to anchor customers 

as part of the development teams and processes in terms of particular roles. Such agile 

delivery processes were embedded in a larger framework that allows the scaling of agile 

delivery from a few teams to thousands of people. The sampling strategy was theory-based 
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because ITBiz was promising to examine the foundational theoretical constructs of the 

overarching research question (Patton, 1990). To follow my research interest, ITBiz made it 

possible to accompany an agile software development team known as TeamOne (a 

pseudonym). 

Although TeamOne is part of a larger agile delivery cluster, the team largely works 

autonomously by applying the agile development framework scrum and its contained 

techniques, artifacts, routines, and roles. Scrum is designed to deliver innovative products, 

services, and business value to customers faster. This is supported by the design of scrum 

since it breaks down formerly lengthy development processes (i.e., that usually take more 

than two years) into short-cycled iterations (i.e., that usually take two to four weeks), which 

are called sprints in scrum jargon. The former large requirement descriptions (i.e., usually 

more than 2,000 pages) are removed and replaced by an approach with short task 

descriptions based on direct customer needs and feedback. In doing so, the software 

development teams can develop customized software that fits current customer needs since 

customers can refine their requirements over the short term instead of waiting two years for 

software and services that may become outdated. TeamOne applies scrum to work on 

SaleSoft, which is a customized piece of software that enables the sales department to better 

sell the products and services of ITBiz to external customers. To achieve this, TeamOne 

works closely with internal customers that make use of SaleSoft in their everyday work. 

Scrum strongly relies on so-called scrum artifacts and task descriptions. These help 

TeamOne to organize their work by intentionally reducing the complexity of planning and 

discussions during the sprint iteration (cf. Table 1). 
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Table 1: Short description of scrum artifacts 

Artifact Description 

User story Short and simple description of a task that includes customer requirements 

or technical specifications. Furthermore, criteria are included that define 

when a task is fulfilled. 

Product 

backlog 

A list of all created user stories (for at least several sprints) concerning 

customer wishes, technical requirements, or product features that should be 

developed by the team at some time. The contained user stories are mostly 

prioritized using value-adding criteria. 

Sprint 

backlog 

A list of user stories that the team has planned for the actual sprint in terms 

of the total sprint workload. 

Scrum contains sprint iterations, the length of which can be defined by the 

performing team. In the case of TeamOne, the sprint iterations last three weeks. Each sprint 

iteration consists of several routines (Dönmez et al., 2016; Schwaber & Beedle, 2002) and 

repeats using the same scheme every three weeks (cf. Figure 1). The routines of each sprint 

iteration include the planning routine, daily scrum routine, backlog refinement routine, 

review routine, and retrospective routine. For example, the planning routine is applied to 

plan the tasks to be performed (i.e. user stories) within the next sprint iteration, while the 

review routine is performed to present the results of the past three weeks (cf. Table 2 for a 

description of each scrum routine enacted by TeamOne). 

  Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri 

Week 1 
Daily scrum Daily scrum Retrospective Daily scrum Daily scrum 

 Review Planning     
        

Week 2 
Daily scrum Daily scrum Daily scrum Daily scrum Daily scrum 

  Refinement       
        

Week 3 
Daily scrum Daily scrum Daily scrum Daily scrum Daily scrum 

  Refinement       
        

Week 4 
Daily scrum Daily scrum Retrospective Daily scrum Daily scrum 

  Review Planning     

Figure 1: Schematic representation of scrum routines for one sprint iteration 
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Table 2: Scrum routines 

Routine Description 

Sprint planning During the sprint planning routine, the new user stories for the upcoming 

sprint are presented and planned. For this purpose, the product owner 

presents the user stories in the product backlog that are prioritized as high. 

The developers pull user stories from the product backlog and estimate 

story points for each user story to add it to the sprint backlog, given the 

initial workload for the respective sprint. 

Backlog 

refinement 

The backlog refinement routine allows users to add details to user stories 

in the product backlog to get them “ready for sprint.” In this routine, the 

product owner and developers work together to refine and further define 

the items of the product backlog, such as by checking and updating the 

definition of done. The purpose of this routine is to review and possibly 

revise the user stories in the product backlog, particularly those with the 

highest priority. 

Daily scrum Within the daily scrum routine, the team meets for approximately 15 

minutes each day to discuss current progress and keep the other team 

members updated. To standardize the daily scrum, three guiding 

questions are used: 

1) What happened since the last daily scrum? 

2) What are the current tasks? 

3) Which impediments are hindering your individual work or 

perhaps that of the whole team? 

Review The review routine is established to inspect the sprint outcome. The 

development team presents the results of the past sprint to the product 

owner and their colleagues. During the review, the product owner 

approves the developed user stories and what was accomplished. 

Retrospective The retrospective routine aims to improve collaboration within the scrum 

team regarding the past sprint iteration. All team members are invited to 

discuss what should be adjusted, what should be adapted, and other 

questions about working together and deriving possible interventions, if 

necessary.  

Furthermore, the involved actors enact different roles that prescribe and specify their 

responsibilities and relationships to a certain degree. For instance, the scrum master is 

responsible for guiding the sprint routines, taking care of proper sprint and routine execution, 

and mediating between the actors. A more detailed view of scrum roles is presented in Table 

3. 
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Table 3: Overview of scrum roles and their responsibilities 

Role Description and responsibilities 

Scrum 

master 
− Orchestrating and moderating the scrum routines and ensuring that the 

team proceeds according to the scrum guidelines. 

− Planning and organizing sprints and sprint routines. 

− Solving problems and addressing impediments that may hinder the team 

in doing their work. 

− Training, mentoring, and coaching the team to apply agile methods and 

techniques. 

Product 

owner 
− Meeting and involving customers, analyzing customer needs, and 

deriving new tasks based on customers’ wishes and feedback. 

− Conceptualizing and writing user stories for developers. 

− Filling and prioritizing the product backlog and contained user stories. 

− Thematic planning of sprints; presenting and explaining user stories. 

− Answering the thematic questions of developers regarding the tasks. 

− Reviewing and accepting finalized user stories. 

Business 

analyst 
− Supporting the product owner in designing, creating, and writing user 

stories. 

− Being in charge of maintaining an overview of specific bundles of tasks. 

− Solving specific issues that developers may have, particularly regarding 

dependence on external applications or software systems. 

− Supporting the developers in translating functional requirements into 

technical solutions. 

Developer − Developing software and implementing user stories to realize complex 

software tasks. 

− Supporting the creation of user stories if technical knowledge is required 

that the product owner and business analysts do not have. 

− Testing software snippets and their tasks to ensure working software. 

− Pulling user stories from the prioritized product backlog into the sprint 

backlog to plan their subsequent sprint tasks regarding the possible 

workload. 

− Fixing software bugs and solving customer issues regarding the 

software. 

Data collection 

For the purpose of this study, I collected qualitative data over the course of one year. 

Following an ethnographic research design (Feldman, 2016; Feldman & Pentland, 2003), 

non-participant observation was exceptionally useful to examine the actual performance of 

routines (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). The final data set is composed of three data sources 

that were collected in the described research context, which allowed the triangulation of data 

to increase the validity of the findings (Yin, 2014): (1) non-participant observation, (2) semi-
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structured interviews, and (3) secondary data. These different data sources were necessary 

and exceptionally useful to explore and understand how TeamOne enacts the roles 

prescribed by the scrum framework. 

The data collection proceeded in several steps. After getting to know TeamOne and 

a short familiarization phase, I was given almost complete access to the team. This access 

included accompanying the team in formal (i.e., scrum routines) and informal (i.e., lunch or 

watching soccer after team dinners) meetings, events, and time between meetings (i.e., 

coffee breaks or spare time). The meetings took place physically but also virtually. Physical 

meetings were held in large conference rooms and virtual meetings were held using digital 

conference tools, which helped the team to work together (mostly remotely). All data were 

anonymized and the presented data sequences were translated from German to English. 

(1) Non-participant observation: The observations took place over a one-year 

period. During this time, I had the opportunity to accompany the team one day 

per week. Visiting both informal and formal meetings allowed me to collect data 

with a focus on the team’s collaboration, interactions, and routine enactments. 

Furthermore, the observations were necessary to examine and analyze the role 

enactment of the actors. The observational data are the main part of this study’s 

data set and were exceptionally useful to understand how the actors acted and 

interacted. Furthermore, the observations allowed me to experience unexpected 

situations and activities as well as spontaneous talks (e.g., at the coffee machine 

or during lunch). Overall, 315 pages of field notes were recorded over 300 hours 

of observation. 

(2) Semi-structured interviews: During the observation phase, I conducted 20 

semi-structured interviews. All interviews were recorded (lasting from 26 to 84 

minutes each for a total of 15 hours combined) and transcribed. In total, the 
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transcriptions totaled 350 pages. The interviews were useful for asking, for 

instance, about the respective roles, how the team is working together, and 

working agile. Furthermore, I was able to ask the participants how they enact 

scrum, about the included routines, and their relationships with other actors of 

TeamOne. 

(3) Secondary data: More than 1,850 pages of secondary data complete the data set. 

The secondary data consists of archival data (1,300 pages) such as guidelines, 

handbooks, presentations, emails, meeting protocols, and digital data (550 pages) 

such as scrum logs. The secondary data helped to grasp, for instance, the 

fundamentals of scrum, the role definitions, as well as scrum routines, their 

objectives, and the involved actors and roles. 

Data analysis 

The analysis of the ethnographic data did not unfold in a linear nature, but rather 

iteratively and inductively (Locke, Feldman, & Golden-Biddle, 2020; van Maanen, 1979) 

by aiming to build theory from the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Following such an 

inductive and iterative approach was suitable to analyze the data regarding roles and routines 

to examine how both are enacted and then find patterns that allow for theorizing. As an 

insider to the research context and the data, I made use of explanatory sessions with other 

researchers for triangulation purposes. Through explaining and discussing the general ideas, 

I was able to substantiate or even discard initial ideas and identify patterns within my data. 

This resulted in explanations of how and why the role enactment unfolded and emerged 

when observing TeamOne. In addition to triangulation between researchers, the three main 

data sources made data triangulation possible to increase the validity of this empirical study 

and the resulting contributions. To visualize the results of my analysis (i.e., codes and 

overarching concept), the Gioia methodology was applied (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 
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2013). The data analysis unfolded in four steps and was supported by using MAXQDA data 

analysis software: 

(1) In the first step, I coded the data with in-vivo codes by making use of scrum 

jargon to identify the different routines reflecting the definition of Feldman and Pentland 

(2003) and the actions being performed by TeamOne while enacting scrum. In total, five 

routines could be identified: planning routine, daily scrum routine, backlog refinement 

routine, review routine, and retrospective routine. For all routines, the respective action 

patterns and involved roles were documented to describe the respective routines. Roles 

within the scrum enactment of TeamOne were scrum master, product owner, developer, and 

business analyst (cf. Table 3). This step allowed me to understand and illustrate how 

TeamOne enacted scrum and describe the involved roles. For the latter, the general scrum 

guide and internal ITBiz scrum guidelines were exceptionally useful. 

(2) During the first step of the analysis, I became aware that actors seem to enact 

their respective roles differently. This resulted in a second coding phase. Therefore, I coded 

for two roles: the first one was the role assigned to the actor by the scrum framework, while 

the second one was the role that the person enacted in a specific situation. For example, in 

some cases, the scrum master opened the daily scrum and the code “scrum master” was 

assigned. In cases where the scrum master enacted the actions of other roles, the code was 

adjusted. For example, “scrum master_product owner” was coded when the scrum master 

enacted actions that are part of the product owner's role, such as presenting and explaining 

user stories in the planning routine. Another example is that a developer moderated a daily 

scrum routine, which resulted in the code “developer_scrum master” being applied. The 

subsequent analysis revealed different patterns of actions in the role enactment of the actors 

involved. 
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(3) After the second analysis step showed that actors enacted action patterns that 

belonged to roles other than their own, I was interested to explore how actors did so and 

adopted or switched between roles and related parts of them. The result of the analysis was 

four mechanisms (i.e., see second-order concepts in Figure 2): expanding, refraining, 

assigning, and restoring. Expanding is the enactment of role parts or entire roles beyond 

one’s own role. Refraining occurs when actors behave passively regarding the enactment of 

their own role and related actions and do not enact their role or parts of it. Assigning is 

enacted to get others to perform a role or part of a role that is different from their own role. 

Restoring describes the restoration of role separation and once again drawing boundaries 

between roles. These mechanisms are aggregated to the overall concept of role alternation. 

This concept describes that actors either perform their own role less pronounced and thus 

leave parts of it to others. Thus, they have a smaller scope of action or go beyond their own 

role to have a larger scope of action. This occurs within a continuum of creating role 

boundaries and softening them. 

(4) It remained open why – and under which circumstances – actors enacted role 

alternation. Further analysis showed that role alternation is subject to different situations and 

conditions. These situations were of interest, and the distinction between unacquainted and 

normal situations was derived by analyzing the data. Actors are more inclined to blur roles 

in situations that run smoothly and without conflict (i.e., normal situations). In situations 

where things are more turbulent or a conflict or problem arises (i.e., unacquainted situations), 

the boundaries between roles are drawn again. 
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Figure 2: Emergent data structure of role alternation 

FINDINGS 

TeamOne is specialized in customizing software products for their customers. To 

achieve this, they apply the scrum framework, which allows the team to focus primarily on 

software development. Notably, the framework standardizes sequences, routines, and roles 

(Schwaber & Beedle, 2002). This reduces the actors’ need to organize their way of working 

together and think about when and with whom to meet. Therefore, the scrum framework 

predefines all of the roles so that every actor knows what their tasks and responsibilities are 

(cf. Table 3) and what the interdependencies within the scrum team are. TeamOne consists 

of several actors who occupy different scrum roles (cf. Table 4). In the following, I present 

representative vignettes and excerpts from the data to show how TeamOne performs its roles 
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in enacting scrum. These vignettes are subsequently analyzed and supported by further 

illustrative excerpts from the data (cf. Table 7). In this manner, the mechanisms of role 

enactment in scrum routines are explained for a later discussion on implications and further 

avenues for research. 

Table 4: Protagonists and their scrum roles 

Scrum role Protagonists 

Scrum master Theodore 

Product owner Todd 

Developer Gary, Larry, Scott, Frank, Matt, Clementine, John, Oliver, Alan, Frank 

Business analyst Joseph, Bonnie, Irene, Charles 

Generally, the scrum framework defines the roles of the scrum team and how these 

roles relate and interact. Besides clearly defining roles and corresponding responsibilities, 

the scrum framework’s general idea is that the software development team as a whole is 

responsible for delivering valuable software increments to its customers. This implies that 

the well-defined roles may blur to a certain degree, which coincides with the empirical 

findings. In the following, I present how TeamOne performed the different roles, which 

included the blurring of roles and the subsequent re-establishment of clear role 

differentiation in certain situations to set role boundaries. 

Expanding one’s individual role facilitated by others refraining from their own role 

enactment 

Vignette 1. The planning routine starts after the lunch break. Theodore, the 

scrum master, opens: “Hi everyone, let us start the afternoon session with fresh 

coffee. You know how the planning proceeds. We go through the product backlog 

and pull the high priority user stories into the sprint backlog.” For each story, 

he asks the developers if the story is understandable. Furthermore, an estimate 

of story points is made for each user story. For one story, developer Matt asks 

what exactly is meant, saying he does not understand it. Theodore answers him 

by stating that it is about the customer's contact information being displayed to 
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the account manager directly on the customer overview page. It can be solved 

via the configurations in SaleSoft and is not that complex. Todd, the product 

owner, just nods in agreement but still holds back quite a bit and listens 

carefully. Matt thanks Theodore. In another user story, Clementine, another 

developer, asks: “What exactly is meant by ‘display total order volume and 

affiliation’? There are multiple interpretations of this description.” Theodore 

answers again: “This means the previous order volume of the customer in the 

last five business years, including the indication of the period since when he has 

been a customer.” Todd once again just nods. Clementine thanks Theodore. The 

planning routine continues as usual. The user stories are scheduled, and story 

points are assigned and distributed to the developers. At the end, Todd jokingly 

says: “If you continue like this, Theodore, I will not even be needed for the 

functional issues, then you can become the product owner. It all worked out or I 

would have corrected it.” The rest of the team laughs. 

Analysis of Vignette 1. The planning routine is targeted at planning the next sprint 

iteration and selecting the high-priority user stories of the product backlog that fit the sprint 

workload. Since the vignette illustrates two mechanisms (further excerpts from the data can 

be found in Table 5), the analysis is divided into two parts, followed by an overall analysis 

of the two mechanisms. 

Analysis 1.1. In the presented vignette, Theodore, the scrum master, opened the 

planning routine as usual. Thereafter, he immediately started to present and explain the user 

stories of the product backlog that were a high priority. Besides introducing the respective 

user story, he asked the developers if the story was understandable to them. Theodore did 

not only present and explain the user stories but also responded to the questions of 

developers. For instance, he answered Matt’s question, which was not only about functional 

requirements but also about technical implementation. Notably, the scrum master is not 

accountable for both the functional and technical issues. Thus, they are not part of his defined 

competencies. Moreover, the presentation of the backlog and related Q&A sessions are the 
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responsibilities of the product owner, Todd. It is apparent that the scrum master, not the 

product owner, performed these responsibilities and related actions in this case. This was 

initiated by the expanding of Theodore, which describes the temporary enactment of role 

parts or even an entire role beyond one’s own role. Therefore, actors actively broaden their 

radius of action toward other roles and associated responsibilities. 

Analysis 1.2. Taking over parts of others’ roles coincides with others doing less 

regarding their own roles. In the situation described, it is noticeable that Todd, as the product 

owner – and thus the actual main protagonist – kept a very low profile during the planning 

routine. In the beginning, he let Theodore do the welcoming and also allowed him to 

introduce the user stories without actively addressing and triggering this transition according 

to the responsibilities of his role. He only nodded twice in agreement when questions were 

answered but did not actively participate in his role. By refraining, actors behave very 

passively and take a back seat in terms of their own roles. This enables other actors, such as 

Theodore, to temporarily take over parts of a role or an entire role (e.g., Todd’s product 

owner role) and act correspondingly. 

Overall analysis. Vignette 1 presents two mechanisms that could be derived 

accordingly: expanding and refraining. These two mechanisms interact with each other and 

allow conclusions to be drawn regarding how roles interact in this case. Expanding is 

performed without an actor being actively prompted by others to do so, which results in the 

actions of other roles being performed. In turn, another actor (i.e., actor B) performs less. 

This is accompanied by refraining because actor B takes himself back and does not perform 

the corresponding actions according to his role. Although refraining favors expanding, it is 

not a necessary precondition since, in cases where an actor is not present in a routine at all, 

someone else performs the corresponding role (e.g., a developer replacing the scrum master 
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who cannot be present in a daily scrum routine). As a result, expanding and refraining 

interact. Thus, the roles involved also interact. 

Table 5: Further excerpts from the data for the mechanisms expanding and refraining 

Type of 

mechanism 

Representative examples from our empirical data Source 

E
x
p

a
n

d
in

g
 

The review routine started normally and the developers 

showed what they have done within the last sprint one by 

one. The scrum master moderated the meeting and also 

commented on the stories presented by the developers. The 

product owner kept a very low profile and left the field 

entirely to the scrum master. Unlike usual, it was not the 

product owner who approved the user stories, but the scrum 

master. 

Observations, 

review 

routine 

Scott (developer) took over Theodore’s role as scrum master, 

greeted everyone, and started: “OK, then we have 8:46, right 

on time. Let us go to the daily scrum board and Robert will 

be first. Robert? OK, he is apparently not attending the call. 

Then it is Clementine’s turn.” At the end of the daily scrum, 

Scott said, “OK, we are done. Thank you, and see you 

tomorrow.” 

Observations, 

daily scrum 

routine 

The product owner took over moderation from Theodore 

(scrum master) in a scrum routine without actively 

addressing it or being pushed by Theodore to do so. 

Theodore told it must have been daily, but he could not 

remember exactly. However, it was OK for him because 

everything went well and there were no problems. 

Interview 

R
ef

ra
in

in
g
 

Theodore (scrum master) explained that he just backs off a 

bit now and then in the daily scrum or in other meetings to 

let others do a bit more when he notices it is going well. 

Interview 

The product owner said that it is OK to leave the field to the 

scrum master in the planning routine: “Yes, it's OK for me, I 

will just withdraw a bit and stay in the background.” 

Observations, 

planning 

routine 

Everyone dialed in for the daily scrum and was greeted by 

Theodore (scrum master). When the time changed to 8:45 

am, Theodore did not call in as usual to open the daily scrum. 

At 8:47 am, Irene (business analyst) stated, “Well, Theodore 

is a little reluctant, so I will moderate.” At the end of the daily 

scrum, Theodore entered: “Thank you very much, Irene. I 

deliberately remained a bit passive today and held back. I 

wanted to see who would take over my role. Super 

moderation, a good day to you all.” 

Observations, 

daily scrum 

routine 

Assigning others to take over responsibilities beyond their own role 

Vignette 2. Slowly, all participants enter the daily scrum. The participants greet 

each other and wait until the daily scrum finally starts. Theodore, the scrum 
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master, is attending via mobile phone and says: “Scott, I am in the car and can 

only attend via phone. Could you just go through and moderate the daily 

scrum?” Scott, a developer, replied: “Yes, no problem.” Theodore added: 

“Alright, thank you. Of course, if it gets problematic, I will take over again. But 

that shouldn’t be the case. It is 8:46, Scott, would you start, please?” Scott starts 

the daily scrum: “So I am trying to open the scrum board. Irene, it is your turn. 

What have you done since yesterday and what is still pending? Are there any 

impediments?” Irene, a business analyst, starts and all other team members 

present what they are currently working on one by one. There are no particular 

issues and the daily scrum proceeds unremarkably, except for the moderation by 

Scott instead of Theodore. After the developers finished their updates, Scott says: 

“Are there any issues left? No? Okay, I’ll hand it over to Theodore. Do you want 

to add something?” Theodore replies: “Thank you very much, Scott. That 

worked out well. So, there you go, have a good day. See you tomorrow.” 

Analysis of Vignette 2. The daily scrum routine was established to create a common 

understanding of the current state of developments on the product and software among the 

team each workday. In the beginning, Theodore, as scrum master, welcomed everyone who 

joined the daily scrum before they officially started. Since he is in his car, he requested Scott, 

a developer, to moderate the daily scrum by proxy. Scott slipped right into the scrum master 

role and immediately took over as moderator to lead the daily scrum. At the end, he closed 

the daily scrum round and handed it over to Theodore. Theodore acknowledged that Scott 

did very well and thus attested to having executed the role well. 

In this case, Scott temporarily enacted another role (i.e., scrum master) than his own 

one (i.e., developer) after being requested to do so by Theodore at the beginning of the daily 

scrum. In an interview, Theodore stated that it is desirable to sometimes look beyond one’s 

own role and get to know parts of other roles. Furthermore, he said that “sometimes you also 

have to animate the others to go beyond their own role” (interview Theodore). Hence, 

assigning refers to getting others to perform another role or parts of a role beyond their own 
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role. This is enacted through animating, requesting, and even pushing others to temporarily 

adopt the actions of other roles, such as moderating the daily scrum as a developer (i.e., 

substituting the scrum master). It is irrelevant whether the other role owner is actually present 

(as in the vignette) or absent and substituted by another person (as in the case of illness). 

Further examples of this mechanism are displayed in Table 6. 

Table 6: Further excerpts from the data for the mechanism assigning 

Type of 

mechanism 

Representative examples from our empirical data Source 

A
ss

ig
n

in
g

 

 

Alan (developer): “It has flipped to 8:46. This is Alan. 

Theodore has asked me to take over moderation because he 

is on a training.” [...] Alan: “Well, thank you very much, and 

have a good working day. See you tomorrow.” 

Observations, 

daily scrum 

routine 

Irene (business analyst): “So, what does Theodore always 

say? It is 8:45 and here we go.” Theodore (scrum master) 

laughs: “Alright Irene, congratulations, you have got the job. 

You are the moderator right now. Please be our scrum master 

for this daily scrum routine.” Irene: “Okay, unfortunately, I 

was not prepared for that, but I will give it a try and do my 

best.” […] After the developers finished their updates, Irene 

jokingly states: “Well, we are at the end, then. It has been 

fun. This job is not that hard.” Theodore laughs and replies: 

“Well done, Irene. If you want, you are welcome to have my 

job and take care of the problems.” Irene laughs: “No, thanks. 

I would rather stick to my role and play part-time scrum 

master now and then.” 

Observations, 

daily scrum 

routine 

Todd (product owner) said: “After all, there are these T-

shaped forms, and against this background, it is necessary 

and desired that there is also an exchange between the team 

members and our roles. Sometimes you also have to 

encourage the developers or business analysts a bit to 

perform parts of my role. However, all of this should be done 

moderately and, of course, only when it fits.” 

Interview 

Restoring is applied to inhibit role sharing and reconstitute role boundaries and order 

Vignette 3. In the retrospective routine, which is moderated by the scrum master 

Theodore, developer Gary reports: “Last week, I got a lot of help when I did not 

know how to use the new pipeline for development and move my existing tasks 

to it. Joseph was especially helpful with his expertise. We should consider doing 

little lessons learned from time to time on planning day, maybe after the planning 

routine as an open round.” Joseph, a business analyst, replies: “Yes, that is a 
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good idea. This would help to transfer knowledge across the team and could help 

those with similar problems.” Theodore wants to say something, but product 

owner Todd intervenes: “I agree, good idea. I will note it to see how it can be 

integrated.” Todd continues the moderation of the retrospective routine: “So, it 

is the next one's turn, please come up with comments or wishes for 

improvement.” Bonnie, another business analyst, intervenes and says that she 

thought the last sprint was good, too, and does not know anything to improve. 

Todd replies: “Thank you. Then, over to the next one or two.” Joseph, a business 

analyst, interjects: “The exchange Gary brought up is good. Let us schedule 

sessions like that. I would like to add another point that we should consider for 

improvement. Last week, problems with the alignment and coordination with the 

customer occurred. It would have been helpful if the product owner had 

intervened and not had left us alone with the customers. The customer demanded 

things that were new to us. We were backed into a corner because the customer 

wanted it immediately. That was bad for us and should be avoided at all costs. 

That was a situation that the product owner should attend, or even talk to the 

customer alone.” Todd goes straight up: “I cannot let that stand. You said it 

would be no problem to go there without me. I do not see that point and I do not 

take responsibility for this.” Joseph responds: “We had no choice but to go to 

the appointment alone. You asked us, because if we did not, it would be time-

sensitive with the customer’s requirements.” Todd: “That is not true.” 

Theodore, the scrum master, interrupts the discussion abruptly at this point: 

“Stop. I will moderate again as scrum master from now on and mediate. First, 

it is about the feedback itself. The improvements are derived afterwards. It is not 

about blaming others in this retrospective. We will continue with the feedback 

first and then turn toward the way forward.” Theodore continues to moderate 

the retrospective and does not allow Todd to come back into the moderation, 

although Todd tries. Theodore blocks: “Todd, I am the scrum master, and I am 

moderating the retrospective. We almost had a difficult situation, and it is better 

that I continue to lead the retrospective objectively. The boundaries between 

roles sometimes get blurred, but I am just going to have to draw the line at role 

blurring at this moment.” 
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Analysis of Vignette 3. The retrospective routine allows the team to inspect and work 

out improvements by working together. In the vignette, the retrospective routine is led by 

Theodore, the scrum master, as intended by the scrum framework. During the retrospective, 

a suggestion for improvement is made that Todd, the product owner, liked. He immediately 

stepped in, commented on the suggestion, and actively took over the moderation of the 

further retrospective routine. A few moments later, a conflict arose when Joseph expressed 

his displeasure that they were left alone by Todd with a customer in a meeting. At that time, 

an unfavorable situation arose for the developers, where the product owner would have been 

necessary and helpful to face the customer. Todd reacted to this upset and started mixing up 

different roles. On the one hand, he took a position as the product owner, his own role. On 

the other hand, he lost the necessary neutrality in the retrospective in the role as scrum master 

– a role he had assumed. 

This was the decisive point at which the actual scrum master, Theodore, immediately 

intervened, pointed out the problem of Todd’s role mixing, and repossessed the scrum master 

role. He did this by cutting Todd off and clearly pointing out the different roles. Moreover, 

he also clearly highlighted that everyone should behave according to their own roles again. 

This would correspond to the meaning of the retrospective and is a prerequisite for being 

solution-oriented. Restoring occurs in cases where an actor perceives the necessity of 

separating roles after the roles became too blurred. This was expressed by highlighting the 

overly pronounced role sharing and stopping others from enacting roles that are not their 

own. Thus, role boundaries and separations were restored. Table 7 provides more examples 

from the empirical data for restoring. 
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Table 7: Further excerpts from the data for the mechanism restoring 

Type of 

mechanism 

Representative examples from our empirical data Source 

R
es

to
ri

n
g
 

Joseph (business analyst) said that he liked how Gary was 

involved in the prioritization and writing of new stories that 

can add value for the customer. Todd directly interjected that 

he did not like that and prefers a clearer separation of roles 

since he is in communication with the customers and 

absolutely has to keep track of things: “Ideas are welcome, 

but I decide whether it will be a user story or not. The roles 

are clearly specified. I insist on the separation of roles and 

restriction of the developers in this case.” 

Observations, 

Retrospective 

routine 

Oliver explained that it is often difficult to clearly separate 

the roles: “I tend to get all blurred and do stuff that actually 

is part of our product owner or sometimes of a business 

analyst. So, it is important to refine the roles again now and 

then in some situations. Then you just say: “Stop, it is my 

turn again. That is not part of your role.” That helps 

immensely. That is exactly why these roles exist.” 

Observations, 

Informal 

dinner 

Theodore said: “Sometimes, however, it is necessary to insist 

on one’s role and restrict other people a bit in what they do 

if they are doing something that goes beyond their role that 

intersects with my role.” 

Interview 

Role sharing and role separating constitute role alternation 

The results indicate that actors perform four mechanisms in their role enactment that 

are aggregated to role alternation: expanding, refraining, assigning, and restoring. Role 

alternation is the continuous sharing and separating of roles in light of the situation at hand. 

Actors are capable of differentiating between two archetypical situations in which either role 

sharing or role separating is predominantly enacted. Hence, a further analysis first examined 

why role sharing and role separation are performed by actors. This is followed by 

distinguishing the two archetypical situations and their respective circumstances. 

Role sharing supports joint work within the team and on the product through the 

blurring of roles, as highlighted by some actors. Joseph, a business analyst, said the 

following at a dinner with the team: 
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“Although scrum defines roles very strictly, a role diffusion takes place and is 

desired. It works quite well during normal situations and also helps to take the 

perspective of another person’s role and enact his or her role, or parts of it. In 

this way, we create a better understanding of each other. Everyone has a bit of 

an idea of what the other person’s role is and what this role contains. We can 

also substitute each other for a short time and better assess why someone else 

acts the way he or she does. Insights into other roles help when taking over 

something from time to time.” 

This excerpt shows that it is essential for actors to get to know roles other than their 

own and to internalize them through the diffusion—and thus sharing—of roles (or parts of 

them). Thereby, a better understanding of other team members is created, which makes it 

possible to temporarily replace other actors in their role enactment. Oliver, a developer, 

supports this at a walk to a team event: 

“It is good to slip into other roles from time to time. This creates a greater 

understanding within the team since we are jointly responsible for the product. 

If we would separate the roles too much at any time, it would contradict the 

fundamental idea of a sense of community. It also makes us faster because we 

do not spend as much time trying to figure out what everyone else is actually 

doing and what their responsibilities are.” 

Another important aspect was raised by the product owner, Todd. In an interview, he 

brought up the point that a T-shaped form is important and supports role sharing: “There are 

these T-shaped forms that are important for us, and against this background, it is necessary 

and desirable that there is an exchange between team members and roles.” Generally, the 

T-shaped form is used to refer to actors who have a T-shaped skill profile. The vertical of 

the T refers to extensive skills and knowledge in a specific area or role in which someone is 

an expert. Additionally, the horizontal portion of the T contains broad foundational 

knowledge and correspondingly sufficient skills in other areas or roles. Thus, the T-shaped 

form facilitates interdisciplinarity and role sharing because knowledge and skill transfer are 
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encouraged and enabled through role sharing. This is encouraged by the blurring of roles 

and slipping into other roles to create a common understanding among the team members 

regarding roles – and thus the scrum routines in general. Furthermore, actors enrich their 

knowledge and competencies in this manner. Therefore, the team is enabled to interact and 

perform scrum more effectively, as emphasized by Oliver. 

On the other hand, role separation is also considered necessary and important by 

actors. In an interview, Theodore explained that situations emerge in which role sharing or 

replacement is hindering, such as in the example of Vignette 3 when the conflict occurred. 

Thus, interventions are sometimes required to separate roles again. This occurs by pointing 

to the different roles of actors and insisting on everyone only performing their own roles. 

This was shown in an interview with Theodore: “I have to draw a line and make everyone 

aware of their respective roles again. Furthermore, I explain and claim that there are 

boundaries between the roles that must be respected again.” At a lunch break, Larry, a 

developer, emphasized that separating roles is inevitable in critical situations and when 

conflicts arise: 

“When things get critical, we retreat to our roles, and everyone does what they 

are supposed to do. Sometimes we like to mix roles up, but this clear separation 

helps us to get through the scrum rituals more efficiently, especially when there 

are sensitive topics or discussions. It already helps us because the separation of 

roles is a common ground that we have committed to as a team. That makes 

conflict resolution easier.” 

Larry’s quote indicates that the team is committed to their respective roles and the 

separation of roles. This allows them to work together more efficiently in conflict situations 

despite the occurrence of role sharing in enacting scrum routines. The examples illustrate 

that the two aspects of role sharing and role separation interact with each other and are 

interconnected, which is well represented by the analogy of role alternation. Nevertheless, 
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it is possible to distinguish situations in which role sharing and separation emerge and related 

mechanisms are enacted by actors, as highlighted by Larry. 

A framework of role alternation and varying situational circumstances 

“When things are going smoothly, we can also gladly give up a bit of our role 

and take on parts of other roles. But when things get trickier or more critical, 

such as in heated discussions or even conflicts, it is necessary for us to reflect 

on and return to our initial roles. This makes cooperation and problem solving 

much easier because we no longer have to clarify the relationships among 

ourselves on a professional level, but can fully concentrate on resolving the 

conflicts.” 

Todd’s quote from an interview illustrates different situations. An analysis of the 

different situations and explanations of the actors exposes two archetypes, which can be 

characterized differently. First, there are the normal situations in which things run smoothly 

and without critical issues or conflicts (e.g., Vignettes 1 and 2). They are harmonious and 

consensual, and everyone knows exactly how things are done. Another explanation was 

given by Theodore, the scrum master, in an interview: “So, if I notice that the situation is 

quite good and without any conflict, then I take myself back or even actively ask someone to 

moderate and act as scrum master.” These situations are characterized by clear procedures 

and hardly any deviations, such as conflicts, discussions, or critical issues that go beyond 

the initial scope of the respective routines. In this manner, actors are enabled to perform a 

role other than their own. This is favored by the known procedure and does not make a 

deeper role knowledge necessary, which would be needed in more critical situations. 

Therefore, even persons unfamiliar with a specific role can take it over because they 

recognize the situation at hand and know how the initial role owner acted in a comparable 

situation. Admittedly, one of the three mechanisms (i.e., role sharing) is not necessarily 

enacted in every situation evaluated as normal by actors. Most often, the roles are performed 
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according to their assignment, such as the scrum master acting as the scrum master. This 

implies that a normal situation is a necessary condition – but not a trigger – for expanding, 

refraining, or assigning. 

In contrast, role expertise is again required when things become more critical and the 

role owners are needed, as Matt explained at a team lunch: 

“Especially when things get a little more turbulent in the team and you are 

heading for conflict, it helps that you can separate the roles and find common 

ground for problem solving. Admittedly, it does not prevent conflicts, but it 

makes it easier to resolve because you do not have to clarify relationships with 

each other first.” 

Such an unacquainted situation is displayed in Vignette 3 since it escalates and 

Theodore points to the need to separate roles again to switch to a solution-oriented way of 

working. These situations are marked and characterized by volatility, uncertainty, or 

conflicts. Returning to the roles they know and occupy generally supports actors to rebuild 

some kind of stability and well-known procedures, at least regarding their roles. Thus, actors 

are enabled to better master more difficult situations by relying on their own roles and the 

role enactment of others since these are easier to anticipate and recognize. In contrast to 

normal situations, the findings show that perceiving the situation as unacquainted led actors 

to enact restoring as a predominant reaction to be able to rely on something well-known. 

Generally, actors evaluate how they perceive the situation at hand and how either role 

sharing or role separation would fit. This is based on the actors’ conscious evaluation of 

situations – either normal or unacquainted – with regard to role alternation. 

The integration of the findings and situational conditions leads to a framework of 

role enactment in routines (cf. Figure 3). This framework illustrates the interplay of 

mechanisms against the backdrop of the particular situation at hand. The three mechanisms 

(i.e., refraining, expanding, and assigning) are enacted in normal situations in which the role 
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boundaries are blurred and role sharing is supported. In contrast, restoring is enacted in 

unacquainted situations where clear role boundaries are set and support the actors in dealing 

with the situation at hand. Admittedly, role sharing does not automatically occur in normal 

situations since the actors can also act according to their role (as scrum prescribes in normal 

situations). Furthermore, the sequence presented in Figure 3 was chosen as an abstract 

representation only. As such, there can be other sequences of the mechanisms or situations. 

 

Figure 3: A framework of role enactment in routines 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, I examined actors and how they enacted their roles in routine 

performances. The analysis revealed four central mechanisms of how and why actors did so. 

This study advances our understanding of actors within routine performances and contributes 

to routine research. Furthermore, I integrated the overall findings of this study into a 

framework of role enactment within routine performances (cf. Figure 3). This framework 

illustrates the forms that role enactment may take (i.e., the four mechanisms) and the 

situational conditions that are relevant for the respective mechanisms. In the following, the 

two central contributions to the routine literature are discussed. First, actors create 
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recognizability in routines through role enactment. Second, actors use role boundaries as 

levers to manage complexity in routines (i.e., both to reduce and increase complexity). 

Role enactment contributes to recognizability in routine performances 

Routines are characterized by their performing and patterning nature (Feldman, 

2016), which has guided routine research for more than two decades by focusing on the 

actions that are performed by the actors involved. Both aspects are associated with 

recognizability (Feldman & Pentland, 2003), which, on the one hand, guides the performing, 

on the other hand, this facilitates patterning in routines (Feldman, 2016). Whereas 

performing is enacted by actors’ situated actions, patterning is not a process within actors’ 

heads “but is also embodied” (Feldman, 2016, p. 39) and thus expressed through the 

performing of routines. In referring to the aspect of recognizable patterns in routines, this 

author pointedly raised the question “How do we create recognizability?” (Feldman, 2016, 

p. 39). Since patterning and recognizability are strongly related, this author referred to the 

role taking by which patterning and recognizability are constituted in routines, as argued by 

Dionysiou and Tsoukas (2013) (for another example, see Bechky, 2006). Role taking is 

described as “anticipating others’ behaviors, rather than literally taking over their position” 

(Dionysiou & Tsoukas, 2013, p. 186). This indicates that one attempts to see himself or 

herself from the perspective of others, which results in joint understandings and actions 

being supported. 

However, little remains known about how recognizability is created within and – 

with reference to the recent interest in routine ecologies and networks (Kremser & Blagoev, 

2021; Kremser & Schreyögg, 2016) – among mutually interdependent routines, besides the 

rather theory-driven discussion of Dionysiou and Tsoukas (2013). These authors argued that 

shared schemata are created by actors through role taking. These shared schemata among 

actors allow to recognize patterns, which in turn constitute the patterning of routines. 
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Conversely, I found that actors do not only take the perspectives of others. Instead, actors 

consciously employ others’ roles or parts of roles to create a shared understanding. By 

temporarily employing the roles of others, actors can not only see things from others’ 

perspectives but also actively perform actions from others’ perspectives in terms of their 

role. In this manner, actors have the opportunity to experience role interactions from multiple 

perspectives – or enactments – and thus create a better understanding of those interactions. 

As a consequence, my results go beyond the argumentation of Dionysiou and Tsoukas 

(2013) and expand their line of argument because actors actively employ others’ roles to 

gain a better understanding of common interactions and thereby increase efficiency. This is 

achieved by reducing complexity (Hærem, Jeong, & Hansson, 2021) in not only imaging 

others’ roles but also actually performing them. Admittedly, in the short term, the complexity 

increases when actors perform a role for the first time. However, in the long run, this reduces 

complexity since a greater shared understanding of the routines is created regarding the 

respective situated actions. 

Building on the study of Dittrich and Seidl (2018), I draw on their idea of emerging 

intentionality in routines. These authors argued that actors differentiate between ends-in-

view (i.e., routine outcomes) and means-in-view (i.e., the performed actions within routines). 

My findings allowed me to expand on this. In intentionally blurring and restoring boundaries 

between different roles, actors do not necessarily have the means- or ends-in-view; instead, 

they focus on the process and progress of the routine itself. Hence, I argue that an orientation 

toward process-in-view regarding roles explains one aspect of how recognizability is created 

in – and particularly across – routines. By employing other roles, actors become capable of 

seeing different perspectives in their enactments, which is similar to the role-taking idea of 

Dionysiou and Tsoukas (2013). Additionally, role taking is facilitated by actually employing 
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roles and sharpening the understanding of the routine as a process. Hence, a process-in-view 

is enabled through the enactment of other roles but also by the restoring of role boundaries. 

Actors set role boundaries to reduce complexity in performing routines 

Kremser and Blagoev (2021) have outlined that actors turn toward person-roles to 

prioritize actions in complex settings – particularly in situations involving time pressure. 

These authors argued that actors establish these person-roles as a temporal boundary 

condition for routine performances. In contrast to the context of temporary organizing in 

which these person-roles are used (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021), my findings expand on this 

and show how actors act in different situations in a permanent work setting. Instead of 

prioritizing their actions toward person-roles in response to time pressure, actors restore role 

boundaries in unacquainted situations. This leads to the concept of task complexity in 

routines discussed by Hærem et al. (2021) and supports another contribution of the present 

study related to role boundaries. 

Generally, task complexity is defined as the “number of paths in the network of 

events that lead to the attainment of task outcomes” (Hærem, Pentland, & Miller, 2015, 

p. 452; Hærem et al., 2021). In this sense, a path is described as a “possible sequence of 

actions of how a process could unfold” (Pentland et al., 2020, p. 9), whereas a routine 

represents such a process (Pentland et al., 2020). Complexity is assumed to be low when 

there are few paths (i.e., actions in routines) and high when there are many possible paths 

(Hærem et al., 2021). Hence, setting and restoring role boundaries in routines enactments, 

such as in the case of TeamOne, considerably reduces the complexity of routines. Through 

limiting the possible actions of other actors (e.g., the possibility of enacting another role or 

parts of it), a limited number of possible sequences of actions with regard to the overall 

patterning remains. This allows actors to rely on well-known and established structures (i.e., 

roles) and procedures in performing routines. A decrease in complexity is accompanied by 
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increased effectivity as actions converge toward the initial scrum framework and respective 

roles, which all actors are familiar with. 

Although this perspective is rather qualitative and not underpinned by tracing paths 

quantitatively, I contribute to the discussion on complexity in routine dynamics by arguing 

that role boundaries represent a lever used to handle complexity in two ways. First, the range 

of options can be intentionally (Dittrich & Seidl, 2018) expanded to allow for role sharing, 

which enables actors to choose from a larger repertoire of possible actions (Pentland et al., 

2020). In this manner, actors are enabled to learn from and adapt to other roles by employing 

them temporarily. This allows for a better shared understanding of the routine and its 

enactments. Second, actors can mindfully limit the range of options for both themselves and 

others in restoring role boundaries. As such, the range of options and repertoire of possible 

actions are reduced. Notably, all of this depends on the situation evaluated by the actors. In 

summary, actors can intentionally manage (i.e., constrain or extend) possible options for 

performing actions mindfully as an active assessment of the routine performance and against 

the backdrop of the situation at hand. 

CONCLUSION 

This study examines how roles are enacted within routines and contributes to routine 

research. As a result of a one-year long ethnography, this study shows how actors enact roles 

within routines. In performing routines, actors create recognizability by role enactment. 

Moreover, actors make use of role boundaries as levers to handle and manage complexity in 

routines; both by reducing and increasing complexity in certain situations. However, this 

study is accompanied by certain limitations and avenues for further research. Since the single 

case study approach used in this research focused on only one team in a larger organizational 

context, it neglected this larger context. This is a shortcoming since the empirical setting did 

not cover other teams in the case study organization. Since the performance of roles in other 
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teams could be quite different, other mechanisms could be observed. Furthermore, the team 

members could share how they enact their roles within the organization since there are often 

communities of practice and exchanges of actors who employ the same role within other 

teams. Thus, other actors may consider the mechanisms found in this study. As such, the 

interplay of the TeamOne actors with other actors regarding roles – such as those in routine 

clusters (Kremser & Schreyögg, 2016) – could be an interesting aspect for future research. 

Such a perspective could reveal other role enactments than those already found by Kremser 

and Blagoev (2021) in introducing the concept of person-roles. 

The chosen research setting reveals another limitation. Agile software development 

(i.e., scrum) is hardly comparable to other product development formats or even other 

organizational settings. Notably, scrum is a very rigid and formal framework that is designed 

to standardize the procedures and interactions of the actors involved. In particular, the roles 

to be enacted are established very formally. Nevertheless, the results contribute to routine 

research by showing that roles – albeit formal ones – are subject to temporary interpretations 

by actors. Therefore, further research has the opportunity to address how roles are enacted 

in more volatile contexts, such as in high-reliability organizations (Danner-Schröder & 

Geiger, 2016), to obtain a clearer picture of role enactment in and through routines. 

Lastly, scrum was initially designed and intended to exist without any hierarchies 

(Schwaber & Beedle, 2002). However, the findings show that there is even some kind of 

hierarchy regarding the different roles enacted. For example, in our case, the product owner 

sometimes acted as a supervisor in employing the scrum master role and interpreting this 

role accordingly. Hence, further studies could observe how hierarchies may evolve in routine 

contexts that should be without hierarchy or avoid hierarchies by definition. Along similar 

lines, it could be of further interest to examine how power is enacted in such situations and 
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which tensions arise between formal guidelines that actors should follow in performing 

routines and their emergent accomplishment of them. 
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