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Editorial on the Research Topic
Organizations between continuity and disruption — The organization
and management of perpetual change in times of digitalization

The question of how societal change unfolds has accompanied organizational research
since its earliest beginnings. Viewed across a historical trajectory, this development
reveals a persistent dynamism: new terms, models, and conceptual tools are continuously
introduced to enhance theoretical resolution, deepen understanding of organizational
structures, and make processes of change more analytically and practically manageable.
This applies equally to management and governance concepts and to evolving
understandings of leadership—whether in for-profit, non-profit, or public-sector contexts.
From this perspective, the history of organization, management, and leadership itself
appears as a process of ongoing transformation: change is the norm.

Current processes of digitalization raise the question of whether—and in what ways—
this normality of organizational change is continuing or being fundamentally reshaped.
Digitalization and the diffusion of artificial intelligence create technical possibilities that
profoundly transform organizations (Kette and Tacke, 2021). Algorithms increasingly
define spaces of action and decision-making (Wendt, 2021), placing renewed emphasis
on formal structures (du Gay, 2020), which both gain importance and become subject to
new forms of relativization. Digital systems operate with considerable autonomy and shape
social processes in their own right (Manhart and Wendt, 2021). At the same time, digital
infrastructures generate new modes of interaction within organizations (Bormann and
Truschkat, 2022), and it is becoming clear that human perceptual and creative capacities
can be substituted by technological systems. It is therefore unsurprising that “fluid,
“temporary,” “virtual,” and “unconventional” organizational forms (Besio and Tacke, 2023)
increasingly coexist with classical forms, prompting renewed questions about governance
logics and the diffusion of organizational concepts (Bromley and Meyer, 2021). Against
this backdrop, this Research Topic assembles contributions that illuminate these dynamics
and advance organizational research on digitalization.

The opening contribution provides a conceptual reconstruction of the foundational
shifts that make digitalization possible in the first place. Manhart demonstrates how
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societal practices of measuring, calculating, and datafication
have historically differentiated themselves from communication,
establishing a new semiotic order of digital intelligence—
an order that simultaneously produces specific organizational
and educational conditions for subjective learning and agency.
This perspective on the deep structures of digital culture
complements the empirical and theoretical insights presented in the
subsequent contributions.

Building on this, Besio et al. examine the opposite pole of
organizational dynamics. Using the case of a German public
administration, they show that not only rigidity but also ongoing
and uncoordinated change can impede digital transformation.
Their concept of organizational restlessness highlights that
sustainable digitalization requires a nuanced balance between
stability and change, challenging long-standing assumptions about
bureaucratic organizational logic.

Maack extends these considerations by theoretically reframing
the boundary between organization and digitality. Drawing
on neo-materialist approaches, she illustrates how relational
entities emerge within digitalized settings, transforming the
meaning of organizational practices themselves. In this perspective,
digitalization appears not merely as an external influence but as an
ontological dynamic through which organizations and technologies
mutually constitute one another.

The historical-semantic dimension of organizational change is
taken up by Freis, who reconstructs shifting emotional expectations
within organizational contexts. She demonstrates how modern
organizations increasingly require their members to regulate
emotions and engage in empathic communication—processes that
are intensified by digital transformation. From this angle, emotions
do not stand in opposition to rationalization but emerge as
historically evolved organizational principles that are reconfigured
through digitalization.

A different angle on the logic of collective action in the digital
age is offered by Schroder, who applies the concept of transpoiesis
to analyze social movements. Using the example of the World
Social Forum, he shows how movements negotiate the tension
between decentralization and strategic coherence while adapting
digital communication formats. His analysis demonstrates that
digitalization not only transforms formal organizations but also
networked collectives whose learning and identity formation
require new theoretical perspectives.

Questions of social inequality are foregrounded by Vollmar,
who proposes an organizational-theoretical shift in perspective.
She argues that digital inequalities always emerge in organization-
specific ways because digital practices and infrastructures are
embedded in concrete organizational settings. This reframing
redirects analytical attention from technology-centered to
organization-centered mechanisms of inequality production and
introduces a methodological framework that reshapes the study of
digitalized work.

Focusing more closely on leadership theory, Freis and
Schréer examine how concepts of digital leadership further
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relativize classical leadership models under conditions of increasing
complexity. Drawing on discourse analysis and initial empirical
insights from meta-organizations, they show that digital leadership
should be understood less as a rupture than as an extension
of unheroic leadership concepts that place greater emphasis on
informal structures and processes of subjectivization.

The Research Topic concludes with a contribution by Peters
and Truschkat, who investigate social start-ups as novel actors
within the digitalization discourse of social services. Due to
their hybrid structures and inherently digital organizational
modes, these organizations significantly shape discourses,
practices, and innovation pathways in the field. Their analysis
demonstrates how such organizational forms introduce alternative
interpretations and models of socio-digital practice that challenge
established providers.

Taken together, the contributions offer a multifaceted
perspective on digitalization as an organizational, cultural, social,
and semantic transformation process. The Research Topic thus
positions itself as an invitation to understand digitalization research

more explicitly and more profoundly as organizational research.
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Digital transformation and
organizational restlessness

Cristina Besio, Marco Jéstingmeier* and Christine Posner

Chair for Organizational Sociology, Institute for Social Science, Helmut-Schmidt-University Hamburg,
Hamburg, Germany

In modern society, organizations are expected to be increasingly flexible and
adapt to constantly changing environments. While such flexibility is often
considered a positive trait of organizations, the risks of continuous organizational
change are often overlooked. Against this background, we argue that continuous,
multiple and uncoordinated organizational change can lead to a state we define
as “organizational restlessness” and a loss of the benefits of stable structures.
Paradoxically, it is even possible that organizational restlessness reduces the
capability of organizations to planfully introduce specific and highly desirable
changes, such as those related to digital transformation. Using qualitative data
from interviews and participant observations, we analyze a large German public
administration and identify three sources of organizational restlessness: the
innovation imperative of modern society, changes in political leadership as a
result of democratic elections and the bureaucratic principle of personnel
rotation. While barriers to digital transformation are often explained by
bureaucratic rigidity, we show that also constant uncoordinated change hinders
sustainable digital transformation. Our paper thus contributes to an enhanced
understanding of organizational continuity and disruption, as we show that both
are needed to digitalize organizations further.

KEYWORDS

digitalization, organizational restlessness, organizational change, innovation, public
administration

1 Introduction

In a society characterized by increasing complexity, rapid change and enduring crises,
organizations are expected to be increasingly flexible and continuously learn and adapt to
turbulent environments and their heterogeneous demands (c¢f. Gherardi, 2001; Nonaka and
von Krogh, 2009; Argote, 2013; Ansell et al., 2017; Moreira, 2017; North et al., 2018; Ortenblad,
2020; Zaccaro et al., 2023). While flexibility is often considered a positive trait of organizations,
we demonstrate that continuous, multiple and uncoordinated organizational changes can lead
to a state we define as “organizational restlessness” and a loss of the benefits of stable structures.
Paradoxically, it is even possible that organizational restlessness reduces the capability of
organizations to introduce specific and highly desirable changes.

As a case study, we analyze how a large German administrative organization, the Federal
Ministry of Defence [Bundesministerium der Verteidigung (BMVg)], deals with the current
societal request to digitalize. It is common knowledge that this organization introduces digital
tools only slowly. While this is often explained by the inertia of bureaucracy, we assert that also
elements of restlessness can be a problem. We observe that at least three sources of restlessness
play an important role in the studied organization:

7 frontiersin.org
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« Firstly, the ongoing digitalization of modern society confronts

organizations with increasing pressures to meet ubiquitous
This
imperative” (Jordan, 2014; Schulz-Schaeffer and Egbert, 2023)

demands for continuous innovation. “innovation
serves as an important leitmotif for organizational decision-
making in all sectors of modern society and is a central driver for
digitalization endeavors. As such, modern societies favor novelty,
but their innovation imperative makes today’s organizations
inherently restless. This seems not only true for economic
organizations, but also for all other organizations, including

political administrations.

Secondly, in democratic political systems the dynamic of change
for administrative organizations with politically determined
leadership roles is exacerbated by general political processes. In
these organizations, the generalized innovation imperative adds
to another form of external restlessness that arises from the
inherent dynamics of democracies, where changes of government
lead to
administrative structures and leading personnel (King and
Thornhill, 2003; Luhmann, 2010).
o Lastly, organizational principles such as the “rotation of

through elections corresponding changes in

personnel” (Bohret et al., 2006) are another source of, in this case
endogenous, restlessness in modern bureaucracies. This principle
is laid down in various state laws and in the regulations of several
administrations. In Germany, especially in governmental
administrations, public officials at the middle management level
regularly have to switch positions and departments. But
constantly changing personnel might lead to switching middle-
term-goals and a loss of knowledge, thus increasing
organizational restlessness.

While traditionally the ideal type of modern bureaucratic
organization in the sense of Weber (1972) is understood as a prime
example of organizations that are based on stability and routine, the
three described dynamics make it difficult to ensure enduring
structures, which are necessary conditions to fulfill an encompassing
digital transformation. The central problem is that all three aspects
imply change, but they foster different forms of change that are not
coordinated with each other and with the request to digitalize. Thus,
combined with other sources of restlessness today’s innovation
imperative seems to contradict the traditional modus operandi of
bureaucracies. Conceptually, we will show how external and internal
pressures to change can endanger the balance between variety and
redundancy that every organization needs to operate properly
(Luhmann, 1988, 2018; Esposito, 2021) and define a disbalance in
favor of variety: organizational restlessness. Our focus on political
bureaucracies will enrich not only the understanding of the risks of
organizational change, but also the potentials and consequences of the
organizational handling of the digital transformation. Thus, our case
study contributes to the enhanced understanding of the organizational
dimension of the ongoing digitalization of society (cf. Kette and Tacke,
2021; Manhart and Wendt, 2021). Our case study illustrates how
disruption, variety and continuous change can in fact be problematic
for organizations and that, contrary to popular belief, continuity,
redundancy and stability are necessary conditions for the sustainable
organization of the digital transformation of society.

Our contribution begins with a review of existing research on
organizational and administrative change along with contributions
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on problems and risks of continuous change. Following the literature
review, we outline our conceptual framework by discussing the
distinction between variety and redundancy as developed in Niklas
Luhmann’s organizational sociology (Luhmann, 2018) (2). After brief
methodological remarks (3) we use the case study of the Federal
Ministry of Defence to show how digital transformation is
accompanied by a high degree of organizational restlessness.
We empirically illustrate the aforementioned three forms of
restlessness and show how the Ministry is characterized by the
general societal innovation imperative, regular leadership changes
and staff rotations, which lead to different and uncoordinated forms
of change (4) we then discuss our findings in the light of the
relationship between diversity and redundancy in organizations (5).
In conclusion (6), we summarize our findings and consider options
for future research and the management of innovation in
administrative organizations.

2 Organizations between stability and
change?

In a turbulent (Ansell et al., 2017), crisis-prone (Holton, 1987;
Stewart, 2013) and complex (Luhmann, 2012) society, organizational
change is considered essential. Modern organizations are expected to
adapt to societal crises (Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009; North et al.,
2018), to continuously learn (Gherardi, 2001; Argote, 2013; Ortenblad,
2020) and to build structures that enable them to rapidly cope with
new and unforeseen challenges (Moreira, 2017; Giimusay et al., 2022;
Zaccaro et al., 2023).

Organizational change is generally considered highly desirable
and is discussed in several heterogeneous and yet interlinked
discourses in organizational studies and sociology. At least four
variants of conceptualizing organizational change can be differentiated.
First, many works on organizational knowledge management address
organizations’ ability to change as a necessary feature in modern
society (cf. Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009;
Dalkir, 2011). The vast literature on knowledge management asserts
that modern organizations must constantly create new and supposedly
better knowledge to cope with the challenges of the complex and
turbulent modern society. Constantly optimized organizational
knowledge and its management, it is argued, allows innovation and
the better handling of new problems. Especially for digital
transformation processes, knowledge management is seen as
necessary (cf. North et al., 2018).

Accordingly, the concept of organizational learning is discussed in
several areas of organization research from sociology to economics, as
well as in management theory (cf. Argyris and Schon, 1978; Levitt and
March, 1988; Gherardi, 1999, 2001; Argote, 2013; Gherardi and Strati,
2013; Ortenblad, 2018, 2020). Beyond individual learning practices, it
is asked how organizational learning capacities that are (relatively)
independent of the knowledge of single employees can be strengthened
and how individual and organizational learning processes can
be combined constructively (Senge, 1990; Quinn, 1992). The
“intelligent” organization, it is argued, constantly considers and
improves its structures in order to effectively use and combine
individual and organizational learning to enhance flexibility.
Accordingly, the recent discussion on “agile” organizations (Moreira,
2017; Zaccaro et al,, 2023) in different disciplines focuses on the
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optimization of organizational action, its flexibility and its ability
to change.

A third discourse on the supposedly positive effects of
organizational change centers on the role of organizations in
innovation processes (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Tushman and
Rosenkopf, 1992; Powell et al., 1996; Edquist and Johnson, 1997; Hage,
1999; Hasse, 2003; Besio and Jungmann, 2014). Organizations are seen
as necessary in order to develop and stabilize innovations; vice versa,
innovations are seen as a vital way for organizations to stay on top of
their game, hold or improve market positions and/or improve
organizational processes. Continuous innovation by and in
organizations is also seen as a necessary and positive ability, while the
problematic aspects of permanent change often remain quite obscure.

The bulk of the contributions on knowledge management,
organizational learning and innovation ask how organizations can
be more flexible when facing today’s challenges. The ability to
continuously change is seen as an indispensable feature for modern
organizations in order to survive in a societal environment in
permanent flux. That such demands for comprehensive flexibility can
in fact cause problematic consequences, is not addressed with the
same intensity. In contrast, our contribution focuses precisely on
problems caused by continuous organizational change and
uncoordinated change.

Here, we connect to some available contributions which stress the
dark side of organizational change (¢f. Hannan and Freeman, 1984;
Levinthal and March, 1993). It has been shown that organizations
typically resist fundamental changes (March, 1991; Xiao, 2021);
organizational learning can be a problem when it is too fast (Levitt and
March, 1988); learning at a lower level may hinder more important
learning at a higher level (Levinthal and March, 1993); an exaggerated
tendency to innovate can jeopardize long-term improvements
(Levinthal and March, 1993; Pronzini et al., 2012); and demands for
continuous innovation can cause a too rapid adaptation based on
limited experience (Hannan and Freeman, 1984; Hasselbladh and
Ydén, 2019). These studies illustrate several risks of change and
learning, while problems of continuous organizational change are
discussed more prominently in studies of organizational reforms (cf.
Aberbach and Christensen, 2014). The study of (often unsuccessful)
reforms highlights the risks of organizational change. Too many
reforms (and reforms of previous reforms) may lead to a loss of
orientation and promote structural inertia: when everything changes
all the time, paradoxically everything seems to stay the same. As
Brunsson (2009, p. 94) points out, continually reforming organizations
“may also inhibit opportunities for manipulating the organization in
a specific direction: “changefulness” is not the same as “changeability””
On the contrary: changes in certain regards — which may improve
organizational flexibility, agility and adaptability — can make the
organization actually more change-averse in other aspects (2009,
p- 91). Trying to enhance flexibility can lead to structural inertia. Thus,
change and stability, continuity and disruption appear as two sides of
the same coin and organizations must balance both sides adequately
to combine flexible and stable structures.

To conceptualize that every organization needs to balance stability
and change, we use Niklas Luhmann’s distinction of variety and
redundancy (Luhmann, 1988, 2018; Esposito, 2021). Luhmann
conceptualizes organizations as social systems which operate via the
(re-)production and linking of decisions. Current decisions allow for
the further production of consecutive decisions and connect to former
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decisions. This process of reproduction of operations is called
autopoiesis. Organizations are thus autopoetic social systems based on
decisions. In this process, decision premises (March and Simon, 1958)
develop as structures which facilitate the linking of current decisions
with former decisions. Luhmann names three forms of decision
premises: (1) decision programs that define the conditions for the
factual correctness of decisions. Such programs can be differentiated
in conditional programs which define procedures in an “if-then”
schematic and purposive programs which set specific purposes but
leave the means to achieve them relatively open. (2) The second type
of organizational structure is communication channels, which
describe the relations of different organizational positions. (3) The
third form of decision premises in organizations is personnel;
Luhmann emphasizes how it makes a difference which person
occupies an organizational position: Person A might decide differently
than person B (Luhmann, 2018).

For Luhmann, to keep operating, organizations as systems are in
permanent oscillation between variety and redundancy regarding
their specific (internal and external) environments. Redundancy
describes how organizational decisions constrain external
contingencies and ensure internal stability over time via appropriate
structures. While this may enhance internal consistency, a high level
of organizational redundancy also leads to a reduced capability to take
complex environments into consideration. On the other hand,
organizational variety describes an organization’s ability to adapt to
heterogeneous circumstances. Organizational learning capabilities
and the ability to flexibly change structures should ensure that
organizations can adjust to dynamic environments. In the perspective
of Luhmann, both redundancy and variety are relevant for the survival
of organizations as systems operating in a complex environment.

We describe the situation of an imbalance in favor of variety as
“restlessness” We connect to the description of Hunt (1972) of
organizations as inherently restless social systems. As they must
continuously adapt to ever-changing contexts, organizations are
constitutively restless. For Hunt, restlessness is a positive trait of
organizations: he argues that they have to strive for a certain level of
restlessness to ensure their “requisite variety” (Ashby, 1956), i.e., their
adequate level of internal complexity equalling the complexity of their
environments. But restlessness in certain aspects might
be dysfunctional for organizations and even lead to structural inertia.
We use the term “restlessness” to point out these problems.

We aim to show that restlessness can even characterize
bureaucracies. The ideal type of modern bureaucracy, as Weber (1972)
has shown, is normally seen as a prime example of an organization
with a high degree of redundancy, while economic, market-oriented
organizations are supposed to have a high degree of variety (cf
Courpasson and Reed, 2004; Olsen, 2008). Starting from these
considerations, research is endeavoring to show under what
circumstances bureaucracies can achieve flexibility and how they
should be managed to become more flexible (e.g., Bigley and Roberts,
2001; Briscoe, 2007; Lazega, 2020). By describing the “restlessness” of
bureaucratic organizations, we show that also public administrative
organizations, normally seen as inert, change-averse and redundant
in their internal structures, can in fact be confronted with different
forms of variety. In particular, we consider that (1) the omnipresent
innovation imperative in society, (2) the variation in leadership as a
result of democratic processes and (3) the rotation of personnel show

that bureaucracies are confronted with various sources of change
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which can create an imbalance between variety and redundancy. (1)
The modern innovation imperative (Jordan, 2014) transforms
innovation into a societal value (Godin, 2015) which is generally seen
as positive: organizations that want to succeed are expected to
innovate. However, this can lead to organizational and management
behavior which strives for innovation as an end in itself without
reflecting possible side-effects. (2) Change in the top positions of
political organizations (Riggs, 1963; King and Thornhill, 2003;
Luhmann, 2010) is inherent to democratic systems and is expected to
ensure organizational adaptation to changing political interests, needs
and priorities, but it can be too rapid to implement long-lasting
changes. (3) Finally, personnel rotation (Bohret et al., 2006; OECD,
2016) is considered a way to renew organizations and avoid structural
stiffening, but it can imply a loss of competencies and dedication.
Taking these different aspects into consideration, our case study will
not only show that restlessness can have different sources, but also that
those heterogeneous sources of variety are often not coordinated and
how this makes it difficult to deal with desirable innovations, e.g.,
concerning digitalization.

We define digitalization as a process in which social systems like
formal organizations incorporate digital technologies like hardware,
software, Al and Big Data technologies into their intrinsic processes
(Lupton, 2015). With their codes, memories, and algorithms, digital
tools process information in new ways and deliver outputs that may
surprise other actors (Baecker, 2016, p. 18). In consequence, digital
technologies have the potential to fundamentally change
organizational decision-making processes and re-configure how
organizations deal with their external environments (Baecker, 2021).
Moreover, systems-theoretical conceptualizations of digitalization
emphasize that the digitalization process and its outcomes must
be understood as depending on the social context in which
digitalization occurs. Regarding organizations, Biichner (2018)
shows that processes of digitalization are constitutively shaped by
organizational structures and processes. The specific organizational
that  we
organizational restlessness.

aspect focus on in this contribution is

3 Methods

Our case study is a big German public administrative organization:
the Federal Ministry of Defence (Bundesministerium der
Verteidigung; BMVg). Public opinion sees this organization as slow
and incapable of adapting to new environmental requests (Arnold,
2024). The lengthy processes are not only repeatedly criticized as
regards the maintenance and procurement of materials, but also
concerning the introduction of digital technologies (e.g., digital
radios). Even if the organization recognizes these problems (Ricks,
2023, p. 108), few improvements have been made to date. Concerning
digitalization, this problem does not only affect the studied big
ministerial bureaucracy; the whole public sector in Germany
introduces digital devices very slowly (Klenk et al., 2020). Rigid
bureaucratic structures, old procedures and standards, as well as
processes for storing and circulating knowledge, are considered
central obstacles. We add to this explanation the issue of restlessness.

We use results from the project «Leadership Cultures in the
Digital Age. The Case of the Bundeswehr’». This project focuses on
processes of digitalization in public administrative and military
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organizations and the obstacles to rapid digitalization. The goals and
expectations related to the organization’s digitalization were first
worked out from several official documents on digital transformation
and strategy papers, as well as reports on the current state of
digitalization. The questions for the expert interviews were
developed on this basis. We conducted 20 expert interviews with
members who shaped and were responsible for the digital
transformation of the organization. We also conducted 14 topic-
centered interviews and various participant observations of
workshops and meetings in three selected areas in which digital
tools for analyzing large amounts of data are used or are in
development. We supplemented these interviews with informal
conversations on the sidelines of the meetings. For the systematic
structuring and evaluation of both the interviews and other types of
data, we performed a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2014),
allowing simultaneously for a theory-oriented approach and
systematic deductive-inductive category formation. First we coded
the following main categories: forms of digitalization, challenges of
digitalization, perceived advantages and risks, as well as obstacles to
digitalization. Focusing on the obstacles to digitalization in detail,
we found out that on the one hand classical bureaucratic problems
such as complicated processes for authorizing and financing projects,
hinder digitalization (as we theoretically expected), but on the other
hand interviewees often stressed that other aspects related to
continuous, rapid and uncoordinated change also make this process
difficult. We thus coded these aspects systematically under the
concept of “restlessness” which we theoretically developed based on
the definition of Hunt (1972) and a system-theoretical understanding
of organizations (Luhmann, 2018). Moreover, in the coding process
we inductively identified three main sources of restlessness that
hinder the digitalization process in the studied organization: the
modern innovation imperative, changing political leadership and
the rotation of personnel. A literature search has confirmed that
these phenomena are well known, but their problematic
consequences are understudied.

4 Sources of restlessness in a large
administrative organization

4.1 The modern innovation imperative

Beyond the traditional economic and technological paradigm
(Rammert et al., 2018), nowadays innovation is a desired and desirable
goal of virtually every sector in society. Modern society favors novelty,
innovation becomes a “value per se” (Godin, 2015, p. 8), a modern
semantic that describes change as inherently positive and a chance to
solve problems better than in the past. Innovation is inherently associated
with positive change and, as such, is a central source of organizational
change. In a nutshell: today’s society is characterized by a general
innovation imperative (Jordan, 2014; Schulz-Schaeffer and Egbert,
2023). Thus, even political organizations and bureaucracies, seldom seen
as particularly innovative, are under pressure to optimize their actions
with innovative technologies, innovate political concepts, and introduce
novel solutions to current problems. Governance itself must be innovated
(Vof3, 2018) and political-administrative organizations are the places in
which and the actors by whom this must be realized (cf. Jostingmeier,
2023). The innovation imperative can thus become a source of
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continuous restlessness: (political) organizations always try to innovate
with the expectation of optimizing their actions and decisions.

The innovation imperative is related to digitalization in the sense
that digital innovation is considered highly valuable and generally
associated with improvements, while the difficulties in digitalization
processes for political organizations are often kept latent. This positive
relationship between digitalization and innovation can be found in the
strategy papers of the studied organization (BMVg, 2019a,b, 2022,
2023). With the digitalization process, the organization aims to
optimize and modernize defense and military activities as well as
administrative tasks (BMVg, 2019a, p. 14, 15). In this context,
innovation is crucial and several organizational units and structures
have been developed to foster innovation (e.g., Cyber Innovation Hub,
Founders UniBw, etc.) (BMVg, 2019b, p. 1).

Accordingly, in our interviews employees formulate the need and
the wish that the organization modernize itself and embrace the rapid
innovation process concerning digitalization which is currently
unfolding at the level of society. In our empirical material, we could
see that advancing digitalization in the organization is desired and
required, and that keeping pace with society is crucial. As the following
short statement illustrates, often the need to follow digital development
is formulated, while at the same time the fact that the organization is
not yet capable of innovating at the required pace is noted:

“The portfolio and the possibilities and the innovation steps
change every 2 years, and we have not yet found a way to keep up”
(EI10, p. 2L. 75-77).

This effort to embrace innovation, along with the critical
acknowledgment that the organization digitalizes only slowly and has
“an implementation problem” (EI4 94-95), can have positive effects
on the process of digitalization. This organizational attitude
contributes to developing an open and progressive organizational
culture. However, it can also lead to the belief that every digital
innovation is positive per se. As a consequence, new tools are
introduced only because they are new, without an analysis of the
necessity, practicability and possible unintended consequences of their
use. We describe an example of such experiences:

“I: There is this [Messenger]. Do you use something like that,
for example?

E: No. [...] There was a [Messenger] thing here for the first time,
which also came from the [innovation unit], I think. [...].

I: Why is that not practical for you?

E: Because I can see my men. When I'm on [the vehicle], I must
turn off my cell phone, otherwise the radio is jammed. And we do
everything that’s important over the phone. And everything that
is unimportant and coordinative via WhatsApp. At least everyone
has that. And that’s always the case with them, no matter what
they install on it, someone always does not have it. The only thing
everyone has is WhatsApp.

I: I can see there’s still a lot to do.

E: It’s information like “Collect for sports at 11:30” or something
like that. You do not need a super-encrypted super system for
that” (TI5 1, 1. 535-556).

From the perspective of some interviewees, the desire to promote
digital innovations also leads to counterproductive developments and
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a loss of established capabilities which are considered valuable. Such
competencies would also allow the organization to function in cases
of the collapse of digital infrastructures and are addressed under the
concept of resilience. In the official documents, resilience is a central
aim and digitalization is considered a relevant means to increase it
(BMVg, 2022). Our interviewees stick similarly to the necessity to
be resilient and recognize that digitalization, when it includes
redundant structures, can increase resilience (EI7, EI21). However,
they also stress that the loss of competencies related to digitalization
can on the contrary reduce resilience. For our interviewees,
redundancy of competencies guarantees viable alternatives for
possible failures in some of the

parts organizational

technical infrastructure:

“The possibility for the commander to [directly observe
environmental data] and see what this looks like in 3D with my
own eyes no longer exists. In other words, they look out via
monitors via cameras. Based on the view via the monitors, they
get a picture of the situation. The possibility of leading via hand
signals and saying: “Here without us having to talk, I will point in
this direction and then you drive there;” no longer exists atall [...]
we are losing that. By digitizing certain things at the lowest tactical
level in the sense that we no longer need personal contact,
computers do it all for us. And that is a danger that we are

currently indulging in a little bit” (EI2, l. 659-668).

The affirmative attitude toward novelty also has the consequence
that the first phase of the innovation process, which includes the
generation of new ideas and the invention and development of new
products, is emphasized. The implementation of new devices is less
important than the development of additional new ones. So, a lot of
projects are started and prototypes developed, presented and
discussed, but they are not implemented and integrated on a large
scale in day-to-day activities. This can be described as “hypertrophy”
of innovation: an exaggerated tendency to innovate, which hinders the
accumulation of skills and long-term improvements and can thus
ultimately become problematic (concerning the risks of innovation:
Hannan and Freeman, 1984; Levinthal and March, 1993; Pronzini
etal, 2012). There is a common phrase used not only in the organization
we analyzed, but also in the public debate to refer to this situation: “Tal
des Todes” (Valley of death) (Die Bundesregierung, 2023), a standstill
which can befall a new device after being successfully developed.

Thus, the most perceived problem of digital transformation is the
slow implementation of new devices (EI4 94-95). Since the stress on
implementation including schooling people to use digital tools in their
day-to-day activities is relatively low, often the introduction of new
devices in everyday work stagnates. As a consequence, employees are
more and more skeptical about the digital transformation:

“It takes us quite some time to get certain tools up and running.
For example, as we have just noticed together, how difficult it is to
get together in such an electronic conference on our systems and
that frustrates people and very quickly leads to a defensive
attitude” (EI8, 1. 55-58).

While flagship projects are being driven forward because they

show the ability of the organization to innovate, there is a lack of basic
elements of digitization in day-to-day work. The introduction of such
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“boring” elements of digitalization proceeds only slowly, but, as our
interviewees stress, such elements are important and even an
indispensable precondition to increase efficiency and be capable of
digitalizing in more intriguing dimensions. In the following statement,
the astonishment related to the lack of such simple elements is
expressed in the form of rhetorical questions:

“Why is it so difficult to get WLAN in properties where young
members of the armed forces are being trained, for example? Why
did it take us ages and 3 days to get a system like WhatsApp
Messenger up and running? Yes, but these are IT issues that always
overlap with what digitalization is supposed to achieve” (Interview
EI8, 1. 60-62).

4.2 Changing political leadership

A second form of external restlessness stems from the inherent
dynamics of democracies, in which governmental changes through
elections cause corresponding changes in administrative structures
and leading personnel (¢f Luhmann, 2010). In several public
organizations, leadership positions are not filled autonomously, but
personnel is recruited externally (Riggs, 1963; King and Thornhill,
2003, p. 1231.), i.e., by (party) politicians, and changes in the light of
election results. As such, democratic elections are a source of
restlessness because they have the potential to cause changes in
preferences, goals and normative values, depending on the political
stance and interests of the current role-holder. While bureaucratic
structures fundamentally serve as a protective mechanism against the
“hijacking” of public administrative organizations by political parties
(Perrow, 2014), it nevertheless makes a difference which politicians
lead public administrations. The change in political leaders with
different political positions influences goals, policies and the
prioritization of tasks. Of course, political change does not have to
occur at every election, but in the case of the observed organization,
this was the case. Additionally, relevant top positions have also been
changed during one period of legislation.

Political leaders often have “visions” These are important for the
external visibility and profiling of politicians and political
organizations, and are an important contribution toward their
legitimation. However, visions are considered dangerous internally
because people with strong ideals fight to change present conditions
and this binds economic resources and personnel that could be better
used elsewhere (conversation 14,022,024). Particularly difficult are
visions that imply structural reforms to optimize work processes. The
organization under study has gone through several reforms and
reorganizations of this kind over the last decades. Even if these
attempts set different foci, one main aim was reducing overarching
bureaucracy (Schelleis, 2012, p. 153). Often mentioned is one attempt
to introduce and increase the relevance of target agreement and
quantitative performance indicators (EI1 1. 391-394). This reform
attempt also emphasizes digitalization as a means of increasing
performance. Due to the similarity of its objectives with some
characteristics of the private sector, this reform has often been
criticized, but an additional criticism is that this reform has not yet
been and has therefore caused

completely implemented

incomplete change:
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“Under-state Secretary [X], with her [consulting firm] past,
naturally brought a completely different world of thought into this
and tried to implement a lot in this mindset, I'll put it this way, but
at the end of the day she left too soon and underestimated how
long it would take for this to really become anchored here” (EI 1,
1. 470-473).

The subsequent leadership places less emphasis on this endeavor
(including the effort to digitalize) so one cannot expect a full
implementation of this reform in a few years. At the same time, old,
reliable work practices have been unsettled by this reform attempt.

With particular regard to digitalization, several interviewees assert
that it is important that the top of the organization is willing to
digitalize and that this willingness has continuity and does not change
with every change in leadership:

“But what is needed from my point of view and why we are not
any further forward is because we have no continuity at the top of
the organization, in the sense that the leadership wants exactly
such a thing” (EI 1, 1. 473-474).

The lack or presence of the political will to digitalize is a central
issue for the studied organization, because, as formulated in the
following quote, in this organization political decisions shape the
entire organization and are more relevant than factual or
technical considerations:

“The political guidelines are above everything, in all areas. You can
say 10 times “Yes, but technically there are arguments for and
against it. Or should not be in this area”” If the responsible minister
or under-state secretary says “This is what we are doing, this is
how it should be implemented,” then this is how it should

be implemented.” (TI12, 1. 526-530).

Due to strong hierarchical structures, the influence of the top of
the organization and its attitude toward digitalization is encompassing.
Above all, it is the hierarchical assessment system that influences the
willingness of middle management to digitalize:

“This awareness at the top naturally leaves its mark. The
management levels below are generally already very career-
oriented and this also shapes the management levels below,
because they ask themselves: what do I have to do to ultimately
be evaluated well by the levels above, and if this question of let us
say goal achievement is less relevant than the fact that you get
through your period of service as error-free as possible, then of
course this does not support the actions of the managers” (EI 1, 1.
484-489).

When the political willingness to digitalize changes, discontinuity
in personnel at the higher level is mirrored in a discontinuity in
priorities, concrete work activities and the use of digital technologies.
Pointing to the example of a specific data analytics tool, one
interviewee stresses this discontinuity:

“If you look at what the old minister and [under-state secretary],

who also played a key role in tinkering with the [tool X], wanted
back then and what the current minister or the current
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under-state secretaries [want], the approaches are completely
different” (TI12, 1. 460-464).

Since this tool has no priority for the succeeding political
leadership, there is no answer to the concrete problems formulated by
operative units and the implementation of the tool is slowed down
(meeting 12,062,023).

The changing organizational top also implies the problem that the
phenomenon of shifting responsibility is exacerbated (cf. Brunsson
et al., 2022). In the view of our interviewees, it is difficult for
politicians to take responsibility for mistakes and there is a tendency
to shifting responsibility to others (EI3 1. 816-820). Rapid changes of
leadership also enables responsibility to be shifted to the former
leaders and along with blame for mistakes or a too-slow process
of digitalization.

4.3 Rotation of personnel

The third source of restlessness for the studied organization is the
principle of the “rotation of personnel” (Bohret et al., 2006). This
source is endogenous, since it depends on the organizational rule that
every defined number of years managers get new positions in different
units. In Germany, the rotation requirement, the implementation of
which was decided in 2008 by the German Bundestag, is central to
public administration. This requirement is regulated by state law and
specific regulations of single public organizations. Public officials have
to switch positions and departments at regular intervals. The rationale
underlying this procedure is to combat corruption, avoid long-term
narrow contact with employees and clients, maintain personnel that
can be flexibly used in different tasks, but also to develop individual
competencies and increase creativity (¢f. OECD, 2016).

Our interviewees also recognize the positive aspects of the
rotation of personnel: it is well known, they argue, that people who
stay for too long in the same position tend to take over their turf,
increase their own discretionary boundaries and develop exaggerated
self-confidence:

“[X] considers himself the little god and the focus is no longer so
much on the leadership task, but rather on self-realization. [...] In
the past [...] we also had [managers] who were in their posts for
a surprisingly long time. It was difficult to get information into
them because when they do something like that for a few years,
they always have to resist the temptation to know everything, to
become the ultimate expert” (EI6, 1. 1,005-1,008).

For individuals too, it could be advantageous to change positions
because different competencies can be learned in different units: one
can work in more operative or strategic units, with different spans of
control, in central or peripheral units, and so on (conversation
14,022,024). However, this supposes that the individuals are willing
and able to continuously learn the specificities of the new units. This
is  considered unrealistic under

and happens only

exceptional circumstances:

“We often lack [...] knowledge management for the subsequent
post: we do not take the time to take it with us, [...] we lack

change management, or we simply do not have the time to
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familiarize ourselves intensively with the existing things so that
we can then apply them” (TIL, 507-511).

More often than the advantages, the problematic restlessness
caused by the rotation principle comes up in our interviews and
during the meetings we attended. Normally, middle-management
personnel rotate every 3 years and if we add normal fluctuation due
to illness, maternity leaves, pensions and so on it becomes very
difficult to complete specific projects (EI3 1. 519-524). Especially in
governmental administrations with, as we have seen, a changing
organizational top, additional constantly changing personnel positions
at the level of middle management might lead to fast-shifting goals.
Typically, people begin projects when they change positions, but often
these projects cannot be completed in the short period of time
available. Projects are initiated, but not completed, prototypes
developed, but not implemented, ideas developed and discussed, but
not concretized. Considering that a person needs some months to get
acquainted with new units and that once a project is formulated a long
period (at least 1 year) is needed to get funding and prove the juridical
correctness of a project (for digital projects in particular) (meeting
06122023), it is not realistic to think that a project could be developed
and completed in 3 years. As a consequence of the rotation principle,
projects must be continued by the successors. However, they are not
really interested in pursuing projects of others because the incentive
system pushes them to increase personal visibility and this can be at
best reached with innovative and brilliant projects of their own. With
this in mind, organizational members recognize that it is important to
ensure that people stay in a position for a sufficient amount of time so
that they can conclude their own projects and have no incentive to
procrastinate tasks by waiting for the next position. An appropriate
duration of the position would imply that.

“[employees] cannot hide, somehow do nothing and when they
have been there 3 or 4 years, they can have a say and touch things
and, above all, finish things” (EI6 1. 1,016-1,017).

The rotation of personnel also leads to a loss of knowledge. This is
particularly important in knowledge-intensive units and in every
project that is concerned with complex technologies, especially digital
technologies. This problem is formulated in the following example for
a digital tool that is used by 2000-2,600 organizational members who
enter their ratings, comment on ratings of others and/or summarize
them at a higher hierarchical level. Since the personnel who operate
these data entries change approx. every 3 years, the need for training
is high:

“That’s a bunch of people who of course regularly change their
posts and have to familiarize themselves with this tool again and
again” (T12, 1. 425-427).

The problem is also exacerbated because people do not work
regularly with this tool, simply because there is no urgent need to
make a data entry every day, but also because the tool is considered by
many to be a waste of time. For this digital tool, human analysis
(military judgment) and data entry is needed. In this case, the
acceptance of the tool is an important condition for avoiding sloppy
data entries (meeting 05062023). For this reason, it is important for
users to understand the objectives, capabilities and limitations of the
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tool. They should be able to answer the question: why should I use my
valuable time trying to evaluate my activities and enter my comments
in a program? The loss of meaning associated with specific tools
caused by the rotation of personnel is even more problematic than the
loss of practical knowledge as to how to use them. As a consequence,
knowledge management and continuous discussion become crucial,
as this statement stresses:

“My predecessors, who really traveled around the country and
tried to explain why it is important to do this and the staff
changes [...] and the idea of why we are actually doing this and
who actually benefits from it, I do not think it has been passed
on, so it has not been inherited, so that many requests come in
today” (EI2, 1. 302-304).

We could experience a similar loss of knowledge and meaning in
a meeting where the completely changed staff after 6 months in
charge were not yet acquainted with the technical and organizational
details of a big data analytics project that concerns their activities.
While they were capable of discussing general questions, it was very
difficult to discuss specific functions, limits and improvements to the
tool (meeting 12,062,023).

The chance to stay in a position, if one wishes, can be granted
under specific circumstances, but this can endanger careers, as one
very competent civil servant told us: he decided to stay and to fight
for a specific project. Over the years, he built alliances as well as
internal and external contacts, he wrote documents to analyze the
technical and social impact of the introduction of a specific tool and
also managed to convince skeptics of the tool’s effectiveness. At the
time of our encounter, the tool was a well-developed prototype, was
in use in a few units and would have needed more support to
be introduced on a broader scale. However, our interlocutor was
advised to change position and to abandon this project for the sake
of his (already endangered) career (conversation 120,623).

5 Discussion

In the analyzed organization, there is an imbalance between
redundancy and variety in the time dimension. Since this imbalance
favors variety over redundancy, this situation can be described as
organizational restlessness. We could observe three sources of
restlessness: the innovation imperative of modern society as a form
of semantic restlessness, the exogenous restlessness caused by the
regular exchange of leadership in light of democratic elections and
finally the endogenous restlessness based on the bureaucratic
principle of the rotation of personnel. These sources of restlessness
affect the organization not only singularly, but also in combination.

Modern society’s generalized innovation imperative (Jordan,
2014; Schulz-Schaeffer and Egbert, 2023) is the first source of
exogenous variety. This imperative is not economic or political
coercion, but a semantic construction that discursively circulates in
the public sphere. The semantically stressed positivity of innovation
causes a permanent restlessness as variety, i.e., innovation, is seen as
worthwhile in itself and could therefore be introduced without
proper planning. So several innovation projects are initiated without
reflecting the concrete organizational consequences and the exact
needs of the personnel. As a consequence, numerous difficulties arise
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later in the day-to-day work and this even causes a defensive attitude
in the employees which makes it difficult to sustainably stabilize
digital innovations. The continuous attempt to change induced by the
innovation imperative ultimately leads to an imbalance
favoring variety.

The democratic principle of replacing leadership after elections
is exogenous to administrative organizations and characterizes the
political systems in democracies (King and Thornhill, 2003). Even if
this principle does not arise from organizational, but from political
needs, it profoundly affects the organization studied since it leads to
a permanent restlessness at the top of the organization. It is not
uncommon for a former minister of Party A to want to pursue certain
projects and innovation endeavors, while the new minister of the
winning Party B might be completely uninterested in their
Their of

(Staatssekretdre) do not ensure administrative continuity, but

predecessor’s  projects. under-secretaries state
implement the political line of the relevant minister: the new minister
and under-state secretary might have completely different plans and,
as a result, shut down old projects and promote other approaches.
Here, this form of exogenous restlessness amplifies the problems
caused by the innovation imperative: implementing digital
innovations often does not fit into the relatively tight schedule of
democratic election cycles; implementation may need more time
than one minister’s legislative term. As a consequence, it is politically
advisable to start new, highly visible digitalization projects in every
legislature instead of sticking to projects introduced by others.
Changes in leadership, then, are a source of variety that works as a
hindrance for profound transformation processes.

Finally, the rotation of personnel at the level of middle
management sanctioned in law and regulations is an important
source of endogenous restlessness. Here, variety is constantly (re-)
introduced in the organization, not only at the top, but also by
changes of personnel at the operational level, making it more
difficult to guarantee continuity, thus increasing decision uncertainty
and instability from within. While the rotation principle has the
advantage of counteracting personal power concentrations, the
rotation of personnel is at the same time a source of problematic
variety. A high rate of personnel rotation leads to a loss of established
knowledge necessary to adequately stabilize innovations. With
different personnel, different goals are emphasized and projects that
had started beforehand might be ignored or at least not be followed
through as might be necessary. In the end, this again might lead to
a standstill in the implementation of innovation projects. Added to
the politically motivated change at the top, personnel rotation at the
level of middle-management puts the organization in a situation of
too much simultaneous uncoordinated change and undermines the
necessary continuity of leading personnel at least at some
hierarchical levels. Considering that continuity in leadership is often
essential to stabilize even limited innovation (Rehman et al., 2024),
the difficulties that restlessness causes for fundamental changes
become evident.

Considering all three sources of restlessness together, it becomes
obvious how different and, more importantly, largely uncoordinated
forms of variety can impede sustainable innovation. “Changefulness”
in the sense of Brunsson (2009, p. 94) hampers “changeability” and
different sources of change might in fact lead to stasis. As our
observations show, it is not (only), as often assumed, the bureaucratic
inertia of the organization that hinders digital innovation; in fact, it
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is also an uncoordinated variety that makes it difficult to think
digitalization projects through and stick to them for the time
necessary to integrate them properly into organizational processes.

Again, stagnating digitalization is not (only) caused by the
staleness of bureaucratic structures, i.e., structural redundancy, but
by the opposite: too much variety. Changefulness regarding personnel
and projects impedes the changeability of digital innovation;
heterogeneous and uncoordinated variety contributes to the slowing
down of the highly desirable digital transformation. Formulated in
the concepts of Niklas Luhmann: not only too much redundancy can
constrain variety, too much variety of some organizational traits can
also hinder variety in others. In terms of decision premises, we could
observe high rates of change in particular concerning the premise
“personnel” at more organizational levels. Additionally, the semantic
of innovation, along with the need for the political leadership to
legitimate their actions, can lead to rapid changes in priorities which
affect in particular purposive programs. Rapidly changing goals,
priorities and projects imply that the factual dimension also does not
guarantee a stable orientation. The result is that too many elements
change at the same time, which threatens organizational stability
(Luhmann, 2018, p. 189-190).

It is hard to characterize which kind of variety is fruitful for an
organization. In addition to the imbalance of variety and redundancy,
and the absence of coordination between different kinds of variety,
our example shows that one can also consider that variety at one
level can hinder variety at another. This aspect echoes the idea of
myopia of learning that can imply that learning at a lower level may
hinder more important learning at a higher level (Levinthal and
March, 1993). In our case, we can observe how high variety at the
level of basic structures such as leading personnel may reduce the
chance to introduce variety (in our case digital innovation) at the
level of decisions on digital tools. The high variety of personnel
produces restlessness and does not allow a stable point of reference
to develop, reflect, implement and stabilize the use of specific
digital devices.

In the studied organization, an unfavorable combination of high
personnel variety and old bureaucratic procedures (conditional
programs) also hinders the process of digitalization. For example,
numerous innovative projects fail in the implementation phase
because the process of handling funding is very slow, since it involves
several approval steps and revisions to be carried out by a large
number of organizational units with different interests and priorities
(BMVg, 2024). Because of cumbersome bureaucratic decision
premises, more time is needed to get a project started. This situation
makes the rotation at the middle-management level even more
problematic because it is rare that a project can be seen through from
start to finish by a single project leader.

6 Conclusion

Our analysis shows that organizational change is not always
positive, but can on the contrary make it difficult to realize specific
organizational aims, including highly desirable transformations such
as digitalization. With this observation, we contribute to the
understanding of organizational change by stressing its risks. In
particular, we point out the imbalance between redundancy and
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variety, as well as the problem of uncoordinated sources of variety.
Our observation about changes in personnel additionally supported
the idea that changes at one level may hinder changes at another level:
in our case, too many changes in personnel make digital
transformation difficult. With our results, we contribute to an
enhanced understanding of how organizations deal with the dilemma
of changing and at the same time maintaining continuity. In
particular, we show how constant, uncoordinated forms of variety,
which we define as “restlessness;” can in fact impede methodical
digital transformation. By analyzing organizational restlessness as an
obstacle to digitalization, we contribute to understanding the
enabling, but also limiting role of organizations for digital
transformation (cf. Kette and Tacke, 2021; Manhart and Wendt, 2021).

Our analysis also contributes to a deeper understanding of
bureaucracy in modern society. While the classic view of bureaucracy
sees the slow and cumbersome formal structures of this organization
type as a central problem (cf. Courpasson and Reed, 2004; Olsen,
2008), more recent studies show that bureaucracies too have elements
of flexibility (e.g., Bigley and Roberts, 2001; Briscoe, 2007; Lazega,
2020). We also observe dynamics of change in bureaucracies, but
stress that not every kind or amount of variety should be considered
favorable for such organizations. In the studied organization, old
bureaucratic structures and procedures hinder the modernization of
the organization; they are however not the only retarding elements.
In the same organization, problematic redundant structures and
problematic  variety coexist and negatively affect the
digitalization process.

To be sure, the sources of restlessness we studied are contingent
on the organization observed. Several other sources of restlessness
can occur in different organizations. For example, specific forms of
knowledge management, organizational cultures oriented toward
learning, constant technological change, changing management
fashions and so on may cause restlessness and be disadvantageous for
organizational decision-making processes. Comparative analysis of
different sources of restlessness in different organizations would also
be necessary to better qualify which kinds of restlessness should
be avoided.

More attention should also be given to compensating strategies.
For our case study, it is important to consider that classic political
organizations compensate for political changes in personnel at the
top of the organization with stable bureaucratic staff (Perrow, 2014).
This staff is aware of day-to-day processes and maintains knowledge.
However, in the organization studied this compensation is reduced
by the fact that many positions at the middle-management level are
filled by military personnel, who rotate particularly frequently. The
members of our organization reflect on such problems and think of
ways to increase redundancy in personnel. In particular, the question
of the appropriate frequency of rotation for different kinds of
personnel with different tasks is considered crucial. Another solution
approach could ask about the compatibility of bureaucratic
procedures requiring large amounts of time with rapid personnel
changes. In our conceptual framework, this kind of reflection can
be interpreted as an effort to reestablish a balance between
redundancy and variety in organizations as systems operating in a
complex environment. While comments on how to cope with the
problem of restlessness were only sporadic in our interviews, the
awareness of the need to balance redundancy and variety, including
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an awareness of the risks of fast change, would be particularly relevant
for management and practitioners interested in systematically
improving the performance of bureaucratic organizations.
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The impact of digitalisation at work on existing inequalities is a growing concern.
Social inequality is not solely determined by material circumstances, but also by
the new social practises that arise in the workplace. However, the discourse
about the digitalisation of work lacks specific organisational references. From
an organisational theory perspective, it is important to note that digitality
always takes place in an organisation-specific manner. Therefore, digitality and
organisation are in a reciprocal relationship, resulting in the development of
new organisational practises that impact organisational actors as structural
conditions of organisational digitality. How the changes at the organisational
level affect the mechanisms of production of social inequality in the course of
digitalisation has not yet been taken into account, which means that previous
research on inequality in digitalised work only allows an organisation-unspecific
view of the subject. In contrast, this article places the organisation at the centre
of the debate and presents a methodical approach for researching social
inequality in the digitalisation of work from the perspective of organisational
theory.

KEYWORDS

organisational digitality, doing inequality, work organisations, organisational
technography, digitalisation

1 Introduction

Regarding social inequality in the workplace, digitalisation is often cited as having the
potential to promote equality. Technology can enable individualisation, flexibility and
participation in previously exclusive positions, creating opportunities to break persistent
patterns of social positioning and open up spaces to integrate previously marginalised groups
(Rastetter, 2020). Following on from this, many work organisations still glorify digitalisation
as an instrument of achieving equal opportunities for diverse members of the organisation,
which is often expressed through the motto: “Diversity needs digitalisation” (Basner, 2023).
Therefore, it seems like digitalisation can be used in a targeted manner to address social
inequality and can be considered as a universal remedy for fundamental problems within work
organisations (Haude and Toschldger, 2017). However, the affirmative interpretation of
digitalisation is increasingly subject to criticism in labour research, with the concomitant
observation that new social inequalities are also emerging as a consequence of work
digitalisation (Staab and Prediger, 2019). To date, this research has concentrated on changes
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at the level of fields and processes of work, with the organisational
context of work being largely overlooked. This is particularly crucial
in light of the fact that organisational research has been emphasising
the importance of the organisation in digitalisation processes for years
(Kuusisto, 2017; Biichner, 2018; Kette and Tacke, 2021). Since work
always takes place in organisations, it is logical to also examine the
impact of digitalisation on organisations and the potential
consequences for social inequality. As a first impulse, the article is
therefore intended to show approaches to an organisational
perspective on the creation of social inequality in the course of work
digitalisation and thus makes a contribution to more organisation-
related research concerning digitalisation-related social problems.

In the following this article argues that organisation systematically
contributes to the creation of inequality in digitalisation, a factor that
has been overlooked in previous discussions of inequality in the
digitalisation of work. To this end, the current discourse on the role of
digitalisation in relation to social inequality at work is first traced (2).
Subsequently, this text highlights the deficit of the organisational
perspective of the debate, based on the elaboration of digitalisation as
a fundamentally organisational phenomenon (3). Finally, this article
presents the need for an organisational ethnographic methodology
under technographic premises for organisation-sensitive empirical
research into inequality in the course of work digitalisation (4). The
article concludes with further research perspectives on the
organisational production of inequality (5).

2 Social inequality in the digitalised
world of work

The field of labour-related inequality research has a long tradition
of identifying labour as a central location for the production of social
inequality. Whilst social inequality is defined as the unequal
distribution of resources and positions, that result in the stratification
of social power (Hradil, 2005), it is also situated within specific
contexts that have a significant influence on the constitution of social
inequality. In labour research these contexts of social inequality are
researched with the focus on formal work processes, but also, from a
practise-theoretical perspective, attention is directed towards
elucidating the manner in which the production of social inequality
is embedded in the practical execution of work. Work practises
thereby can be understood as the physical, material and situational
realisation of work processes that are geared towards the production
of work products (Reckwitz, 2003; Krdmer, 2016). Now, during the
process of digitalisation. Technologies occur as new material players
within the working world, that can serve as significant social resources,
but also have a central impact on the distribution of resources and
positioning (Haraway, 1991; Prietl, 2019). Although society often
perceives technologies as neutral mechanisms integrated into work
processes, empirical research shows that digitalisation can
fundamentally influence inequality relations. Consequently, the
discourse repeatedly addresses the question of whether the
introduction of technologies into work leads to a reduction or
reinforcement of social inequalities?

Regarding the context of work, the relationship between social
inequality and digitalisation has been discussed at various levels. In
examining inequalities on a macro level, especially the increase in
platform economy (Gerber, 2020; Keller and Seifert, 2020), low-paid
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micro-work (Tubaro et al., 2022), and the technical and algorithmic
substitution of entire work areas (Arntz et al., 2020; Biithrer and
Hagist, 2017) are considered, which are not just relevant for national,
but especially for questions of global inequality in the context of the
distribution of precarious forms of labour (Howson et al., 2023;
Anwar, 2022; Ahmed et al., 2021). Examinations on the micro and
meso level are more focused on the conditions within the digitalised
areas of work themselves. At this, one focus of the analysis lies on the
potential of digital technology to enable flexible working arrangements
in terms of time and location. It is often seen as an opportunity for
disadvantaged groups to increase their participation in the workforce.
For instance, from a gender-specific perspective, the possibility of
increasingly blurring the boundaries between labour, care work and
private life through mobile working is emphasised across all sectors as
fundamentally beneficial for the compatibility of work and family life
(Carstensen and Demuth, 2020; Kim et al., 2020; Chung and van der
Lippe, 2020). Additionally, from an perspective of inclusion, the
independent flexibilisation of work can also improve the possibility of
organising work according to one’s own needs and requirements
(Fluter-Hoffmann and Traub, 2023). However, the study by Samtleben
et al. (2020) shows that positive effects of mobile working on care
equality only materialises, especially in the manufacturing industry,
when male partners work from home. In fact, for caregiving women
the blurring of boundaries between work and private life can lead to
an increasing burden and exploitation, because women are more likely
to perform care work and paid work in parallel (Lott and Chung, 2016;
Kurowska, 2020; Sullivan and Lewis, 2001). For individuals with
disabilities, too, digital and mobile working options not only improve
participation but also present potential social challenges such as a
greater social disconnection from team colleagues and thus new
exclusions at the social level through the shift to the digital space
(Fliiter-Hoffmann and Stettes, 2022). Additionally, there are varying
findings on the impact of digitalisation on work activities. Social
collaboration software has become a common tool in modern
workplaces, facilitating new forms of collaboration, communication,
and project organisation. Additionally, there has been a rise in the use
of assistive technologies for physically demanding work and Al tools
that automate processes to increase efficiency (Funken and Schulz-
Schaeffer, 2008; Hirsch-Kreinsen and Karacic, 2019). As Kutzner and
Schnier (2017) note, assistive technologies can increase access to
male-ascribed and -dominated physical activities. Nevertheless, they
acknowledge that gendered divisions of labour still persist in
manufacturing and industrial companies. Also, assistive technologies
and the digitally supported individualisation of work processes offer
many companies the opportunity to fulfil their inclusion efforts
(Engel, 20165 Baker et al., 2006). Whereby this is particularly true for
service sectors, little attention is paid to the inclusion-promoting
potential of new technologies in the industrial or construction sectors
(Metzler et al, 2020). Additionally, the issue of algorithmic
discrimination is particularly emphasised in the question of the
potential for promoting inequality through the digitalisation of work
processes. For instance, decision-making processes are increasingly
relying on computational Al technologies, but the assumptions
embedded in these technologies are not adequately reflected. As
various studies on the use of HR software show, gender-specific,
classist and racist stereotypes often become supposedly objective
decision criteria that reproduce existing inequalities (Carstensen and
Ganz, 2023; Roedenbeck et al., 2021; West et al., 2019). Finally, as
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Carstensen and Demuth (2020) highlight, technological advancements
have also led to a shift in the culture of physical presence in work
settings. The increased normalisation of location- and time-flexible
working through technological possibilities is leading to a change in
the culture of presence in many work settings towards a culture of
visibility that enables more people to generate visibility for their own
work via technical functions such as an activity display, despite
different physical presences. At the same time, however, it is becoming
apparent that analogue work settings are experiencing an increasingly
special status and are becoming more valued (ibid.). Whilst remote
work may seem like a solution to potential drawbacks, the cultural
emphasis on physical presence can again lead to negative performance
evaluations for certain groups.

The presented empirical examples demonstrate that the question
of whether digitalisation of work promotes inequality cannot
be universally answered. Instead, it shows that technologies, which
were previously considered to have the potential to reduce social
inequality can, in practise, result in the opposite outcome. From a
practise-theoretical perspective an explanatory approach for this can
be offered: Therefore, social inequality is not an objective fact, rather,
itis a phenomenon that is constituted through the “interactive matter
of doing or not doing” (Behrmann et al., 2018, translated from
German) in social practises. These practises are defined by regular
arrangements of activity and a shared meaning produced by
interacting human actors (Schatzki, 2001). But, as already stated in the
beginning of this chapter, the practises of social inequality, such as
those of participation, categorisation or evaluation, are not produced
in a context-free manner; rather, they are situated in a specific
“organized nexus of actions” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 71), such as those of
work practises. They therefore do not always take the same form, but
are dependent on the symbolic, which means the interpretative
patterns of interactions (Ortmann, 1995), and material implications
of work practises, in which they are created. Now, as the mentioned
research shows, it occurs, that within digitalisation technologies
cannot just be implemented in existing work processes and serve as a
resource for more favourable positioning in accordance with the
previously applicable rules of social inequality. Rather they give rise to
new patterns of work practises, including the rules of activity
arrangements, which structure the way of doing work. This, in turn,
has also an impact on the shape of inequality practises and gives rise
to new patterns of social inequality formation, as for example the
research of Carstensen (2020) makes very explicit: as she demonstrates,
the advent of mobile working offers the potential for enhanced
involvement in the workforce, particularly for female carers. However,
the advent of new technologies also leads to new approaches to
juggling work and caring responsibilities that result in significantly
less favourable and more burdensome conditions for participation in
comparison to other colleagues. Thus, whilst the use of technology
improves participation opportunities at one level, it also leads to
changes in work practises that produce unequal participation at
another level.

3 Organisational digitality: a missing
research perspective

In considering the situatedness of inequality within the context of
work, it becomes evident that research to date has primarily focused
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on the changes induced by technology within individual fields of
work, such as office work or industrial work, or specific forms of work
processes and hierarchies (Niehoff and Holst, 2023; Kutzner, 2021;
Metzler et al., 2020). However, this transformation of work appears to
be largely non-specific to its organisational structure. This is crucial
for two reasons: Firstly, the very nature of work is contingent upon
organisational frameworks, and thus, work is inherently embedded
within and conducted through organisations (Faust et al., 2005).
Secondly, as it is evidenced by empirical organisational research,
digitalisation is always recursively linked to its organisational form,
which also gives rise to fundamental changes in the way organisations
are constituted (Biichner, 2018). Nevertheless, the specific relevance
of organisations within work digitalisation and therefore also within
the constitution of inequality is barely discussed, or if so, is often
reduced to a perspective on organisations as a general structural
control framework that organises the use of technology, particularly
at a material and legal level (Carstensen and Demuth, 2020; Baumgart
etal,, 2023). It is important to note, however, that new digital practise
patterns are emerging not only at the level of work within an
organisational framework, but also at the organisational level itself.
This can contribute to the organisation-specific creation of social
inequality, which has been a topic underexposed in recent labour
research. To emphasise this point with regard to the analysis of social
inequality, this chapter elucidates the interconnection between
organisation and digitalisation, and demonstrates the value of
adopting an organisational perspective on the digitalisation of work.
Organisations can fundamentally be understood as social entities
which, in praxeological terms, are constituted by a rule-based
interaction and reference between different organisational members
(Wilz, 2020; Gohlich, 2014). Their formalistic structure is thus not in
contrast to their interactive production; rather, it is the result of the
everyday practise of organisational members. This practise involves
the reflexive emergence of previously unconscious elements from the
practical execution of organisational activities and their legitimisation
within the structural form of the organisation (Ortmann et al., 20005
Ortmann, 1995). Consequently, organisations are distinguished by a
relatively high degree of consolidation as social entities, which is
attained through the continuous everyday reproduction of
organisational practises. The precise definition of organisational
practises has been the subject of differing interpretations in the
existing literature. In light of the concept of organisations as social
entities, organisational practises in this article, can be understood as
primarily rule-guided activity arrangements, which as “cooperation
routines” (Engel, 2014, p. 72, translated from German) order and thus
stabilise the collective interaction of organisational members. It is
therefore the case that organisational practises shape the specific
structure and logic of organisations, thus distinguishing them from
one another (Wilz, 2020). Conversely, an examination of the
conception of work reveals that this phenomenon is primarily
distinguished by the active process of work execution, which is
oriented towards the production of work products (Kriamer, 2016). As
already stated in chapter two, also work cannot only be reduced to
planned and purposeful activities; it also encompasses practises in the
physical, material, and situational realisation of work (ibid.). In
contrast to organisational practises, however, work practises are not
primarily aimed to maintain a collective. Rather, they are cooperation
routines that facilitate the completion of tasks within a given context.
Work practises and organisational practises are therefore analytically
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different in that work practises are aimed at maintaining the relatively
stable order of a process sequence, whilst organisational practises
consolidate the stable order of a collective structure. Nevertheless, it
is possible for work practises to merge within organisational practises.
In this context, work practises are bound to the symbolic and regular
orders of the organisation via the actors involved in both work-related
and organisational practises (Wilz, 2015). Furthermore, they
reproduce themselves in a manner that is specific to the organisation
in question. For example, with regard to the discipline of social work,
it can be observed that typical formal work processes, such as case
documentation, manifest themselves in different documentation
practises depending on the institutional and organisational location
(e.g., youth welfare office, open children’s youth work), which can
be attributed to their interconnectedness with different organisational
practises (Reichmann, 2022). With regard to the creation of inequality,
it can be concluded that the focus on work practises and their
transformation in the course of digitalisation provides only a limited
picture of the creation of social inequality that cannot be transferred
to all organisational contexts. In contrast, a decidedly organisational
perspective on digitalisation is required.

Subsequently, the organisational nature of digitalisation has been
a topic of discussion in organisational research for some time
(Kuusisto, 2017; Kette and Tacke, 2021; Onnen et al., 2022). According
to Biichner (2018), digitalisation and organisation is linked in a
relationship in which digitalisation transforms the organisation, just
as digitalisation is only achieved through the organisation itself. This
is also shown empirically. Whilst Wendt and Manhart (2020) argue
that the algorithmisation of decisions within an organisation
fundamentally changes its decision-making operations and structural
specifics, for example Graf-Schlattmann (2021) emphasises the specific
form that digitalisation takes only because of the specific operational
logic of the university’s organisation. Regarding digitalisation, the
organisation serves not only as a regulatory framework that directly
influences the creation, use, and dissemination of digital infrastructure,
but also as a formation of “supra-individual practise patterns”
(Gohlich, 2014, p. 173, translated from German). As already stateted
before, these patterns continuously update themselves through the
routine-like follow-up actions of organisational actors, whilst the
production of those organisational practises is not exclusively linked
to the human agency of its members (Pickering, 1993; Latour, 2010).
Various approaches here refer to the fact that “anything that does
modify a state of affairs by making a difference is an actor - or, if it has
no figuration yet, an actant” (Latour, 2010). Material entities used in
organisations, such as spatial objects, work equipment, or artefacts, are
not only subject to human interpretation and interaction but also
contain specific subjective and organisational knowledge of their use.
This knowledge can be changed in practise, leading to specific patterns
of interaction between these objects and human users (Nicolini, 2012).
Electronic devices and digital media, e.g., programmes for electronic
information processing can therefore also be understood as an actor
in the negotiation of organisational practises, which initiate a
transformation of organisational practises and readjusts previous
structural relationships of the organisation (Ortmann et al., 2000). To
capture the changes on organisational practises during digitalisation
the article proposes to understand these changes through the heuristic
of organisational digitality. In contrast to digitalisation, the concept of
digitality encompasses not only the provision of digital infrastructure
and the conversion of analogue into digital processes, but also the
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emergence of novel patterns of action in the context of socio-technical
interaction between people and digital actors. The concept of digitality
thus follows the consistent praxeological approach that technologies
also co-structure social practise in active agency, whilst introducing
inherent knowledge that is interpretatively processed by human actors
(Stalder, 2021a, 2021b). With regard to the transformation of
organisational practises, organisational digitality can be understood as
a set of patterns of interaction that takes place not only between
electronic devices or digital media and human actors, but also
organisational actors in particular. The iterative negotiation and
implementation of new practises of digitality is thus always bound to
and interferes with already existing organisational practises. Focusing
on the question of the changing situatedness of social inequality, the
concept of organisational digitality is therefore appropriate insofar as
it primarily highlights those organisational practises, that as a context
of inequality are specifically changing due to digitalisation. The
concept of organisational digitality, following Elven and Schwarz
(2016) according to Corradi et al. (2010), therefore provides two
important impulses for the analysis of social inequality. Firstly, it can
be used as a “way of seeing” (ibid., 268) to contextualise social
inequality beyond technocentric and work-related criteria. Secondly,
it can be used as an “empirical object” (ibid., p. 268) to analyse the
practical organisational structures in which social inequality is situated
and thus produced in an organisation-specific manner during the
so-called digital transformation of work.

By contextualising digitality as an organisational phenomenon, it
becomes evident that the emergence of social inequality cannot
be viewed in isolation from its organisational location. Therefore, it must
always be analysed in the context of the specific organisational practises
and structures that arise from the constant process of cooperation
amongst organisational members, based on digital infrastructure. At the
same time, the perspective on organisational digitality also provides the
opportunity to uncover processes that produce different structures of
inequality in different organisations despite supposedly identical formal
work activities. Therefore, when considering how we are doing inequality
within the digitalisation of work, it is also important to raise the question
of how we are doing inequality within organisational digitality?

4 Organisational research on social
inequality in digitalisation

Empirical research on inequality within digitalisation at work from
a fundamental organisational perspective requires a research approach
that focuses not only on individual interpretations of experiences of
inequality but also enables the recording of patterns inscribed in
organisational digitality (Schaupp, 2021). In this regard, an organisational
ethnographic approach is recommended as a central method, which
should be complemented by a technographic perspective and a
theoretical awareness of various processes of doing inequality.

Organisational ethnography is a methodological approach that
explores patterns of social practises as culture, similar to ethnographies.
In line with the approaches of institutional ethnography (Smith, 2005),
organisational ethnography not only perceives organisations as a
framework context for ethnographic observations, but also makes
them the specific object of the research interest. Organisational
ethnography involves a shift in perspective towards a practise-
theoretical view of the organisation as a “cultural connex of
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communication and practise” (Engel, 2014, p. 56, translated from
German). This approach analytically focuses on the organisation itself
rather than cultural practises, informal regulations, production of
inequality, or digitalisation within the organisation. Following the
practise-theoretical view of organisations as practically produced
entities, organisational ethnography thus focuses specifically on
processes of the interactive genesis of organisations, which, according
to Engel (2014), can include, for example, practises of producing
formality and informality, reproducing shared values and constituting
decision-making processes, but is not limited to those. Rather, the
question of which practises can be considered as organisational
practises is also an empirical one, that must be answered through an
iterative theory-research circulation, which nevertheless highlights
those practises stabilising a social entitie for a specific purpose.
Compared to ethnographies in organisations, the ethnography of
organisations does not focus on a strongly actor-centred investigation
of cultural practises. Instead, it places the multiplex processes of
organisational structure formation in the main focus (Kelle, 2011). As
a result, organisational ethnographies can therefore also focus
primarily on those processes of change that take place at the level of
the organisation-specific modus operandi, its production and the
identity of the organisation itself (Bate, 1997; Kelle, 2011).
Organisational ethnography is thus highly compatible with a
perspective that, on the one hand, does not only want to focus on the
digitalisation of work within organisations. It also understands digital
transformation as something fundamentally organisational that, as
organisational digitality, always takes place at the level of organisational
practise patterns, develops within them and fundamentally changes
their modus operandi through the introduction of technological
artefacts. Aditionally, Ybema et al. (2009) and Engel (2014) emphasised
that the determined inclusion of and reflexive interaction with artefacts
is significantly important in the multi-perspective view of the research
process, both at the level of the organisational ethnographic approach
and when considering the object of research. When considering
organisational digitality, with an organisational ethnography is
therefore also methodologically possible to assign digital technologies
the active actor status that they already got ascribed in chapter three.
Organisational ethnography can provide the foundation for research
into the organisation-specific production of social inequality in the
context of digitalisation of work. However, the practical research
approach requires two further refinements: Firstly, it is necessary to
make the organisational practises that emerge or change under the
active influence of technologies tangible. Secondly, it is important to
raise awareness of the processes that produce social inequality. Regarding
the first refinement, a technographic perspective is appropriate, which
focuses on the human-technology order of social practise (Rammert,
2007). Unlike traditional organisational ethnographies, within
technography digital artefacts are not only observed as a material part
of culture forming practises, but also as potential actors themselves.
Technographies thus focus on the involvement of technologies in the
joint production of social behaviour, even if technologies are not actively
involved in such behaviour but are fundamentally related to it (Dahm
and Simon, 2021). According to Braun-Thiirmann (2006), rather than
representing a concrete methodological programme, technography
therefore gives the instruction “to draw attention to the cultural-genetic
power of technical artefacts” (ibid., p. 200, translated from German). An
explicitly technographic view, in conjunction with an organisational
ethnographic approach, can help to focus on the digitality that emerges
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in the interaction between human and technical actors at the level of
organisational practises.

Regarding a second sharpening, it is essential to concentrate on the
practises that contribute to social inequality. A significant challenge is
the usage of a sensitising approach to identify practises of organisational
digitality that create common forms of inequality, which often occur
invisibly and unintentionally, and at the same time beeing equally open
to the emergence of new practises and fundamental changes within the
functional logic of inequality. To achieve this, it is advisable to use the
methodological perspective of multi-sited ethnography (Marcus,
1995). Starting from the problem of ethnographic research having a
location-bounded perspective to a research object, multi-sited
ethnography focusses on the transformation and movement of
research objects, from which the development of the research field
itself is opened up (Jacger and Nieswand, 2022). For example, the
exclusion of individuals from informal activities in analogue work
settings can be evidenced by practises such as door locking. In contrast,
within digitality, the exclusion of individuals from informal activities
can manifest itself in the exchange of secret chat messages in the
online-meeting-room. Both phenomena can be understood as
manifestations of social inequality. However, as such, they are just
understandable in the context of their respective fields. Consequently,
when examining the phenomena of social inequality within digitality,
it is essential to consider the logical changes they undergo throughout
the course of digitality. Nevertheless, in order to provide a framework
for the research process, the approach advocates the use of a following’
concept, through which places of observation can be focused on in
relation to initial sensitising concepts. To increase sensitising
awareness, it is advisable to refer to theoretical concepts within
research, such as ‘gendered organisations, which -beyond digitalisation
— suggest to examine the processes of organisational production of
gender inequality on different levels, like symbolic, interactional or
knowledgedbounded enrollments with in organisational practises
(Acker, 1990). On a more general level, it is also possible to raise
awareness through conceptual ideas about the mechanisms for
producing inequality. Behrmann et al. (2018) identify four central
process types: categorisation, evaluation, participation, and transfer.
These processes can lead to an unequal distribution of resources and
positions in the organisation. In this sense process types of producing
inequality can be transferred to the following-approach and by, for
example, “following the category” or “following the participation” first
fundamental changes within mechanisms of social inequality within
organisational digitality can be figured out. Beyond that, on the basis
of the first findings, further modes of producing inequality can then
be abstracted and used as more detailed sensitising concept for further
following approaches.

With
technographic premises, a methodological approach is thus available

an organisational ethnographic approach under
that opens up an analytical approach to organisational digitality and,
by theoretically sensitising to the process of doing inequality, also
makes the organisational level of the production of social inequality
in the course of the digitalisation of work visible. Nevertheless, from
a practical research perspective, there are also some challenges in
researching the triad of organisation, social inequality and digitality.
From the perspective of organisational research, there is the challenge
of being the outsider due to no organisational membership of the
researcher and thus the difficulty of experiencing organisational
practise (Eberle and Maeder, 2021). Conversely, at the level of social
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inequality and digitality, there are challenges in the reflection of being
an ubiquitous insider. In particular, this refers to the challenge of the
alienated recognition of socio-technical (Dahm and Simon, 2021) and
inequality-creating practises, in which the researchers themselves are
always inscribed in. Furthermore, special reflection of the practise-
structuring character of electronic devices and digital media (Dahm
and Simon, 2021; Pink et al., 2016) and the reifications of incorporated
knowledge (Kelle, 2016) in the research process must be considered.
Both must be documented throughout the research process and then
reflected upon with the inclusion of theoretical references
(Breidenstein et al., 2013).

5 Conclusion

The article clarifies that the consideration of inequality in the
digitalisation of the working work has so far neglected the role of the
organisation, despite its central role in the realization of digitalisation
and work. Initially, it was demonstrated that digitalisation cannot
be evaluated solely in terms of its reinforcing or diminishing
function on social inequality. Digitalisation also leads to the
emergence of new or modified work practises that, through extensive
interaction with digital technologies, can form a set of cultural
practise patterns, that fundamentally alter the way in which
inequality occurs. However, it is particularly striking that labour
research on digitalisation and inequality to date has largely
overlooked the role of organisations. The influence of the
organisation as a central entity in the construction of digitalisation
and work is not made to a reflexive subject of the examination of
inequality in the digitalisation of work so far. However, research on
digitalisation and organisation, as well as conceptual explanations of
organisational digitality suggest that this gap is fundamental for
understanding processes of digital transformation at work.
Therefore, we should ask questions not only about how we are doing
inequality whithin digitalisation of work, but in particular whilst
doing organisational digitality. Finally, this text proposes a research
approach to answer the question using the methodological approach
of organisational ethnography under technographic premises, whilst
having a specific theoretical awareness for processes on doing
inequality. This approach still requires testing and further
development in future empirical work.

Understanding digitality as a fundamentally organisational
phenomenon thus ultimately opens up the possibility of also
focusing on the organisation-specific negotiation of inequality in
digitalisation and thus considering the organisation-specific
typologies as a differentiated context for the development of
inequality, beyond individual areas of work. The perspective thus
brings added value in particular where the consideration of
organisation-specific typologies as a differentiated context for the
development of inequality is of increased importance. This is the
case for research approaches that focus on organisations with
specific organisational logics. For example, initial research on
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Organizations, as central actors in societal structure, undergo significant
transformations due to the impact of digitalization, often resulting in disruptive
changes. Consequently, organizations increasingly view digitalization as
an ongoing process of negotiation, which has led to the emergence of new
operational modes and organizational norms. In this context, the interaction
between organizations and digital technologies is characterized by recursive
dynamics, which blur conventional boundaries. This presents a challenge in
defining the distinct domains of the digital and the organizational within the
framework of recursivity. This article draws upon new materialism and agential
realism to propose an ontological-relational approach to understanding
organizational digitality. This approach suggests a reconceptualization of
organizational digitality as a mechanism that generates relational entities,
thereby reshaping their inherent meanings. By transcending traditional
boundaries between organizations and digital, this perspective provides a
nuanced understanding of digital phenomena within organizational contexts.

KEYWORDS

organizational digitality, relational onotology, intra-action, apparatus, new
materialism, organizational orders

1 Introduction

The process of digitalization is not merely the transfer of analog to digital processes or the
introduction of digital tools. Rather, it is a constitutive and altering process at the societal,
institutional-organizational, and interactive-individual levels, causing responsibilities to shift and
be (re)arranged. Organization understood as the process of organizing as well as the resulting
entity (King et al., 2010) are strongly affected by digital transformation processes. By digitizing
various processes, including organizational ones, digital media and technology are not only used
to outsource various actions to digital tools or carry them out, but these new processes also lead
to new organizational configurations and structures (Allert et al., 2017). Digital transformation
processes are becoming integrated into organizations, sometimes leading to disruptive changes
(Wendt, 2021; Ahrens, 2022). Consequently, organizations increasingly view digitalization
processes as recursive negotiation processes that lead to the development of new modes of action
and organizational practices, rather than as unidirectional (Truschkat et al., in preparation). From
an organizational perspective, digitalization presents an opportunity for structure-forming and
culture-creating processes, that can also produce new organizational practices (Kuusisto, 2017;
Bernhard-Skala, 2021; Keller et al., 2021). Accordingly, initial approaches in this direction
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acknowledge that organizations are not merely passive recipients of
digital technology, but rather active creators of digital phenomena
(Biichner, 2018; Kirchner, 2019). In accordance with this, the
organization is here defined as an active player that is able to interact
with the digital and steer and shape corresponding transformation
processes. This recursive interrelationship between organization and the
digital, understood to be between two delimitable entities, is posited as
the basis of this relationship. The concept of organization and digitality
is therefore defined as two actors that produce digitality in a joint
interaction, while maintaining their entity status throughout the process.
However from this point, attempting to conceptualize the digital and the
organizational as discrete entities presents a significant challenge in itself,
when recursivity fundamentally undermines this demarcation. It can
thus be questioned as to whether and to what extent boundaries between
the digital and the organizational are reinforced or dissolved within the
context of recursivity.

The theoretical currents of new materialism intend to advance the
perspective of capturing this specific point of view. New materialism
posits that greater attention should be paid to the materiality and
objects when considering society and its transformation. At the core
of this examination lies the premise of a co-constitutive generation of
reality, wherein matter is not conceived as passive, but rather as an
agent engaged in the production of knowledge and reality (Coole and
Frost, 2010). In this context, materiality can be employed as a novel
factor in the transformation and learning processes within
organizations. Barad (2003, 2007) theory of agential realism, which
aligns with the tenets of new materialism, is predicated on a relational
ontology and challenges anthropocentric worldviews and dualistic
systems of thought. The focus here is on the interplay between
meaningful-symbolic and material orders, wherein entities are not
only understood beyond their object status, but also conceptualized
as produced through intra-action (Tuin and Dolphijn, 2012; Hoffarth
et al.,, 2023). From an analytical perspective, it is therefore about the
dissolution of boundaries between the human and the non-human
and their co-constitutive potential.

The article posits that previous conceptualizations of the
interrelationship between organizations and digitalization in Germany
are inadequate for analytically identifying the extent of the dissolution
of boundaries in digitality. This is particularly evident in the absence
of integration of the international discourse on sociomateriality
(Section 2). Therefore, with the help of new materialism and in
particular Barad (2003, 2007) agential realism, the interrelationship
between the organization and the digital can be understood as
relational-ontological (Section 3). This enables the formulation of an
alternative proposal for the conceptualization of organizational
digitality. In this model, organizational digitality is conceived as an
apparatus, according to Barad, which generates particular relata, here
organizational and digital actors, in terms of their initial meanings
(Section 4). The article concludes by suggesting the potential of an
ontological-relational perspective on digitality in the organization
within German organizational research (Section 5).

2 Rethinking the interplay of
organization and digitality

In recent years, there has been a stronger focus on the interaction
and relationality between organizational and digital processes, even
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though digitalization was not previously considered in the context of
organizations or as organization-neutral (Biichner, 2018; Wendlt, 2020;
2021; Kette and Tacke, 2022). Digitalization processes of, within and
between organizations are increasingly no longer understood solely as
a unidirectional process (Biichner, 2018) in which digitalization is
simply introduced into the organization or analog processes are
merely translated into digital. Instead, they are seen as a recursive
negotiation process (Truschkat et al., in preparation). The concept of
digitalization, which primarily concerns the implementation of digital
technologies or the conversion of analog to digital media, cannot
be reduced to technocentric inquiries about accessibility, usability, and
restructuring alone (Mayrberger, 2020). Accordingly, there is a
growing understanding that views digitalization as a bidirectional
process that involves both the introduction of technologies and the
organizational framework. This reciprocal construction process means
that not only does digitalization transform the organization, but the
organization itself carries out digitalization (Biichner, 2018; Biichner
and Dosdall, 2022). The term “digitality;” as defined by Stalder (2016),
also plays a pivotal role in this increased focus on viewing digitalization
processes as interactive within organizations. In contrast to the
technocentric concept of digitalization, Stalder (2016) posits the
concept of digitality, which he defines as a structure of cultural
practice patterns that are produced both in routinized actions with
digital media and have an action-oriented effect on (organizational)
actors. In the context of digitality, technologies become the primary
reference point for human action, while digital practices also serve as
a fundamental frame of reference within the contextualization,
execution, and evaluation of actions (Allert et al., 2017). Although the
provision of a digital infrastructure by the organization is the basis for
what can be considered digitality, following this understanding, it is
primarily produced in a socio-technical process of interaction
between various digital and non-digital entities (Maack and
Vollmar, 2023).

The findings of previous research and theoretical works on the
relationship between organizational and digital structures in Germany
follow this common assumption and consideration: the recursive
interrelationship between these two entities. These studies posit that
digitality is the result of a two-way interaction between the
organization and digital artifacts, where both entities are active agents
in this process and maintain their distinct entity statuses despite this
interaction. For example, Dorner and Rundel (2021) posit that
organizations are active players in the digital transformation and
illustrate this using conceptual patterns of how organizations deal with
digitalization. In this view, organizations are seen as active players in
the digital transformation. The organization is attested to have the
capacity to act, which becomes particularly evident in the
argumentation about the various approaches to dealing with active
change or active refusal in and with digitalization. Although a
recursive negotiation process is described here, the emphasis on the
organization’s active engagement with digital artifacts means that it is
understood as a confronting entity. Consequently, the negotiation is
conceived as relational, yet also binary. This line of inquiry can
be extended to studies of algorithm-based decision-making processes
in organizations. Kette (2021) notes that the algorithmizing of
decision-making processes in organizations does not necessarily result
in aloss of importance for organizations, but rather that organizations
gain decision-making autonomy. Similarly, Wendt and Manhart
(2020) emphasize that the implementation of organizational decisions
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based on algorithmic technologies makes personal decisions, which
are organized by the organization as an actor, even more important.
Even if relational negotiation of decisions is again referenced in this
context, the primary focus is on the organization as a decision-making
and acting entity, with algorithms. While the significance of algorithms
is constituted in their interaction with the organization and is
therefore essentially entity-less prior to that interaction, they are
nevertheless designed as a counterpart and independent factor in
organization decision-making processes.

As it shows these exemplary studies have placed particular
empbhasis on the recursive negotiation between digital technologies or
artifacts and the organization as the constitution of new digital
practices. In this relational process, however, the organization has
been placed at the center of the analysis, as it is viewed not only as a
purely functional regulatory framework, but also as a structuring
element of situated action. Consequently, the organization is regarded
as a key agent in the digitalization process, operating within the
context of this interrelationship. Although the recursive nature of the
negotiation process is acknowledged here, the organization and digital
technologies are regarded as two distinct entities that interact in a
relational process. However, the concept of digitality can be viewed
not as an entity in and of itself, but rather a phenomenon created
through interaction. This suggests that the term “organizational
digitality” may be more accurate (Vollmar and Maack, in preparation).
Such a perspective naturally prompts the question of a potential
theoretical framework that not only challenges this dichotomous
delimitation and selectivity, but also eliminates it.

The sociomateriality paradigm (Leonardi, 2012; Carlile et al.,
2013), which is discussed and used in the international context of
organization theory, examines the inseparable interweaving of social
and material aspects in organizations, digital technologies, and
everyday practices. The term emphasizes that social and material
elements do not exist separately but are intertwined in a complex
network of relationships. Theories within the sociomaterial category
are derived from various theoretical foundations and encompass a
range of approaches and perspectives (Faulkner and Runde, 2012).
These theories posit that the construction and alteration of daily
practices occurs through the ongoing interaction between human
activities and non-human factors. They further assert that sociomaterial
elements create a diverse, integrated whole comprising technical,
natural, and cognitive components. Additionally, they posit that both
humans and non-humans are the products of networks of connections
and activities, which are all based on a complex web of relationships
(Moura and Bispo, 2019). Fenwick et al. (2011) identify four key
theories that fall under the sociomaterial category: actor-network
theory (ANT), cultural-historical activity theory, complexity theory,
and spatial theory. In addition to these, Moura and Bispo (2019)
propose that four additional approaches can also be regarded as
sociomaterial, including organizational aesthetics, science and
technology studies (STS), ANT i-History, and new materialities (ibid.).
Despite their prevalence in international discourse on organizations
and technology (Orlikowski, 2007; Leonardi, 2012, 2013; Orlikowski
and Scott, 2015), as well as the increasing relevance on digitality
(Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2014; Bader and Kaiser, 2017), these theories
have been relatively underrepresented in the German discourse to date.
The only exceptions are on the one hand Bader (2020) work on
“Human-technology work” Her work examines the intricate
interrelationship between human actors and technical systems in the
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context of work processes and organizations. It underscores the
interdependence of humans and technology, with both continuously
adapting to changing conditions. On the other hand, studies employing
a network theory approach, such as those using the Actor-Network
Theory (ANT) methodology or the concept of assemblage. The ANT
methodology is particularly interested in the involvement of
non-human actors, called “actants,” in the formation of networks and,
consequently, of particular interest for digital artifacts (Pitzold, 2017;
Pitzold and Bestvater, 2019). ANT emphasizes the significance of
things and provides a theoretical sharpening of action on those actants
for and on organizational processes and developments (Pétzold, 2017).
Similarly, organizations are discussed as intricate elements of
algorithmic assemblage in Biichner et al. (2024). In this context, the
concept of an assemblage, understood as a socio-material network, is
interpreted in terms of power theory. This implies that algorithmic
regimes are to be understood as socio-technical assemblages of
knowledge production and dissemination. Therefore, from an
organizational perspective, there is a need to examine organizations as
specific and complex elements of these algorithmic assemblages.

In a reiteration of the previous point, the capacity of the
organization to act independently is once again highlighted in these
studies, this time within the context of network theory. However, the
organization itself is conceived as an entity that functions as part of a
network, engaging in a co-constitutive creative process. Therefore, this
networking of actors (or actants) represents a relational, but not an
ontological understanding of digitality. Nevertheless, in a
sociomaterial understanding, the concept of digitality within
organizational contexts is not considered an independent entity.
Rather, it can be defined as a phenomenon that arises from the
interactions and relationships within the organization. From this
perspective, attempting to understand digital artifacts or technologies
and the organization as two distinct entities is a challenging, if not an
impossible task. This raises the question of how we may distinguish
and separate the digital and the organizational, given that recursivity
actually removes this boundary. As an example, the act of composing
an email or utilizing a digital application can be understood to
represent both an organizational and a digital process. Alternatively,
the integration of collaboration tools (e.g., Slack, Microsoft Teams, or
Trello) facilitates the convergence of social and material aspects by
transforming the manner in which employees communicate and
collaborate. However these tools not only facilitate novel forms of
social communication, but also engender the emergence of novel
organizational workflows and processes situated at the nexus between
the organizational and the digital, that did not exist before. An
additional example is the use of chatbots in customer service
departments, which integrates AI technology with human interaction.
Chatbots process routine inquiries and forward more complex
requests to human employees, thereby altering the dynamics of
customer interactions and work processes. The interplay between
customers and employees with AI technologies gives rise to a novel
form of digital communication that straddles the divide between
analog and digital. The examples presented illustrate the concept of
sociomaterial interdependence, which can be defined as the
entanglement of different materialities that continuously co-construct
reality while at the same time co-constituting each other. Therefore it
remains unclear where the boundaries are set and “who” produces
“whom” here. Rather, a new phenomenon emerges that dissolves
precisely these boundaries.
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In light of the preceding assumptions, the necessity of a theoretical
framework emerges ones more, as social materiality may be more
effectively understood as a paradigm than a theory. Despite the fact
that it challenges the dichotomous delimitation and selectivity that has
been previously identified, and eliminates it. In this context, a
neo-materialist perspective, which is one of the theoretical frameworks
of a sociomaterial understanding of digitality, can provide an
extension or focus on precisely this co-constitutive moment by
analyzing the dissolution of boundaries and dichotomies between
objects, things, and materiality, as well as its co-constitutive
productions. This theoretical framework has not only been and
continues to be vigorously debated across various disciplines (see, for
instance, Bettinger, 2020 on media education and Hoffarth et al., 2023
on educational science, and Wanka and Gallistl, 2018 on Socio-
Gerontechnology), but has also been used in the international context
of organizational studies by Orlikowski (2007), Orlikowski and Scott
(2008, 2015) or de Vaujany et al. (2024) among others. Nevertheless
there has been little engagement with it in the German context of
organizational studies.

3 Relational ontology of digitality

New materialism represents a perspective within the social
sciences that advocates for a greater focus on matter and materiality
(Barad, 2003, 2007; Bennett, 2010). At the core of this approach is the
interplay between the sensual-symbolic and material orders, wherein
matter is understood to exist beyond its purely objective status. Rather,
matter is ascribed a form of agency and a correspondingly strong
effect on human actors within the joint interaction (Hoppe and
Lemke, 2021). Despite the diversity in the studies, there is a
commonality in the assumption of a co-constitutive emergence in
which matter is not understood as passive but as a “partner” or “active
constructor” involved in the production of knowledge and reality
(Wiertz, 2021). Following these considerations, the question of
materiality of the digital (Wunder, 2020; Leineweber et al., 2023a) and
the relationship between materiality and digitality (Bettinger, 2020;
Unterberg, 2023; Leineweber et al., 2023b) is increasingly being
negotiated as a significant issue in this field. Nevertheless,
contemporary discussions have concentrated on the fluidity and
softening of the dichotomy between analog and digital (Bettinger,
2020; Wunder, 2020), as well as the associated consideration of
materiality as a dynamic and action-oriented factor in the production
of reality. With regard to the processes of digital transformation, the
question of the significance and participation of digital technology
within the production of knowledge and reality appears to
be particularly relevant, given the strong organizational changes and
reorganizations that technology, media, and digitality in particular
bring about. This idea was particularly advanced by Orlikowski (2007)
and Orlikowski and Scott (2008) in the context of organizations,
through a debate about the constitutive entanglement between the
social and technical elements in organizations. The concept of
constitutive entanglement does not seek to privilege any one
element—human, technological, or otherwise—nor does it attempt to
explain the relationship between the two. Instead, it considers them to
be inextricably linked (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008). From this
perspective, agency can be attributed to the digital, and it should firstly
be understood in this context as a phenomenon that arises through
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the recursive interplay or co-constitution of various digital and analog
actors, and secondly, materializes in the process of drawing boundaries
between the analog and the digital.

These considerations will be developed further below. Particular
attention is paid here to Barad (2003, 2007) agential realism and their
concept of apparatus and intra-action, which focuses on this intra-
active creative process of digitality. Karen Barad’s theory of agential
realism is considered one of the most influential schools of thought
within new materialism and has been the subject of considerable
interest in the international debate on organization and materiality
(Orlikowski and Scott, 2015; Moura and Bispo, 2019). However, in
order to be able to focus on the productivity of drawing boundaries
between analog and digital in the joint intra-action following Karen
Barad, it is necessary to briefly outline the cornerstones of their
developed theory of agential realism (see in detail Coole and Frost,
2010; Tuin and Dolphijn, 2012). Barad (2012) bases their theory on
the criticism that “language [...] has been granted too much power”
(ibid.: 7) and advocates for a shift towards materiality. However, Barad
is not only concerned with a re-centring of materiality. What is equally
important is that, despite their emphasis on materialities, they also
present a relational ontology that rejects the priority of the relata over
the relation. For Barad, the existence of objects (relata) can only
be produced by relations, which is called phenomena: “That is,
phenomena are ontologically primitive relations - relations without
preexisting relata” (Barad, 2007, p. 139). In their work, Barad draws
on the theories and concepts of Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and
quantum physicist Niels Bohr. However, reinterprets them through a
posthumanist lens, as demonstrated in their concept of
the phenomenon.

The concept of the apparatus (with recourse to Niels Bohr and
Donna Harraway) is particularly prominent, although it is not limited
to physical experiments in the laboratory. According to Barad,
apparatuses are material-discursive references or, more generally,
practices that draw boundaries and generate meanings and properties
by measuring or observing (Tuin and Dolphijn, 2012). Therefore,
apparatuses in Barad’s work can be seen as boundary-drawing
practices, which can include social, non-scientific, and everyday
practices (Coole and Frost, 2010). Apparatuses function as border-
drawing practices, creating a separation between subject and object,
as well as other dualisms that exist within our surroundings. Barad
uses the term “agential cut” or, in their earlier work, “constructed cut”
to describe the constructed nature of boundaries, particularly between
subject and object. Nyckel (2022) suggests that “constructed cut”
better captures the essence of this concept. In addition to the
constructed nature of boundaries, the agential cut also constructs and
produces corresponding meanings and properties (within the
respective phenomenon) (cf. ibid.). For this concept of contructedness,
production, or emergence of relations through the common relation,
Barad introduces a further term: intra-action. This distinguishes it
from the concept of interaction, which presupposes the existence of
independent and self-contained entities, whereas intra-action
emphasizes the mutual production. “The relata in the world thus do
not interact in agential realism by meeting in the world, they intra-act
in the sense that they are always constituted in intra-actions” (Nyckel,
2022, p. 190). This emphasis on questioning and dissolving boundaries
is a key aspect of Barad’s theory, as demonstrated by the concept of
intra-action, which challenges fixed categories and boundaries (Hoppe
and Lemke, 2015). The concept of dissolving known boundaries leads
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to their new understanding of materiality as inherently dynamic and
involved in holistic production processes. “Matter’s dynamism is
generative not merely in the sense of bringing new things into the
world but in the sense of bringing forth new worlds, of engaging in an
ongoing reconfiguring of the world” (Barad, 2007, p. 170). Matter has
its own dynamic and is actively involved in the constitution of the
world. Barad refers to this independent dynamic as agency, which is
related to the German concept of agency (dt. Handlungsfahigkeit). For
them, agency is a dynamic concept that is defined in terms of the
theory of action or solely in terms of the possibility of action and not
as a possession or property.

“Crucially, agency is a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment,
not something that someone or something has. It cannot
be designated as an attribute of subjects or objects (as they do not
preexist as such). It is not an attribute whatsoever. Agency is
“doing” or “being” in its intra-activity” (Barad, 2003, p. 827).

Agency is linked to intra-action and can be understood as “doing”
in reference to Butler’s concept of performativity in a post-humanist
context, or as a “performative reciprocal relationship” This perspective
is based on an understanding of agency that does not conceive of it as
a human ability, but rather as material-discursive (re-)configurations
of the world in which non-humans are also involved. The resulting
phenomena constitute reality in the first place (Eickelmann, 2022). In
regard of (digital) technology performativity, Orlikowski and Scott
(2008) posits that it does not exist in a prior state; rather, it is produced
through social practices. Such an understanding requires a grasp of
how technological components affect the generation of meaning and
human conduct, as well as how they are themselves influenced
(Orlikowski, 2007). Therefore, Barad’s theoretical framework and
terminology, particularly the concept of apparatus, can be utilized to
analyze the phenomenon of organizational digitality. This analytical
lens enables a nuanced understanding of the co-constitutive
production process within organizational digitality.

4 Organizational digitality as
apparatus

As has already been made clear above, the assumption of a
recursive negotiation process between organizations and digitalization
is clearly evident in the first empirical studies and concepts. In these
studies, it is evident that organizations are not merely passive
recipients of the digital; they are also active agents of change (Biichner,
2018). The majority of studies in Germany place the organization at
the center of their analysis and demonstrate how digitalization occurs
as a negotiation process between the organization and digital artifacts,
as exemplified by algorithm-based decision-making in organizations
(Wendt and Manhart, 2020; Egbert et al., 2022). Consequently, the
organization and the digital are conceived as two opposing entities
that engage in a recursive negotiation process in the sense of an
interaction, but which exist in advance of this interaction. At this
juncture, an ontological relational perspective can be adopted with the
assistance of Barad’s agential realism, which builds upon the prevailing
recursive understanding of digitality but extends it to encompass the
ontological aspect. If the digital and the organizational merge
relationally in the process of digitality, then the supposed boundaries
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between them can be questioned and the processes of boundary-
drawing can be taken into consideration. A relational-ontological
perspective on organizational and digital actors suggests that both
entities (relata) emerge only in the joint intra-action (relation) and
simultaneously produce the phenomenon of digitality. In this context,
organizational digitality can be understood, with recourse to Barad,
as a (relational) phenomenon and at the same time an apparatus,
which only emerges through the intra-action and boundary setting of
organizational and digital actors in the sense of an intra-activity of
becoming. The concept of organizational digitality as apparatuses
implies that they facilitate agential or constructed cuts and are thus a
fundamental element of the resulting phenomenon. It is important to
recall that Barad’s apparatuses are boundary-drawing practices in
general, which generate meanings, boundaries, and properties of and
in phenomena through measurements and observations. In light of
this understanding, organizational digitality can be understood as an
apparatus which performs certain constitutive cuts. These cuts serve
to define and give meaning to the phenomenon itself, as well as to
specific elements within the organization. Furthermore, they delineate
boundaries and establish order within this organizational context.
This perspective is also possible because, in general, orders in
organizations refer to the regular, emphasizing the underlying
structure that gives regularity its stability. This structure is addressed
in a special way, as it is the source of the regularity’s permanence or
materialization (Truschkat et al., 2017). In this manner, orders are
established as a consequence of negotiations regarding the objects in
question, or alternatively, the objects themselves become the subject
of negotiation. Consequently, orders are manifested in organizational
practice (ibid.). Following this understanding, organizational
digitality, as defined by Barad as boundary-drawing practices, brings
forth certain relations in their meaning in the first place. In this case,
the relations in question are those between digital and organizational
actors. Consequently, the actor is constituted in its specific meaning
as an organizational actor through organizational digitality, and the
digital medium is produced in its capacity as a digital actor through
organizational digitality. Concurrently, it is within the context of the
intra-action between digital and organizational actors that
organizational digitality assumes its significance. Consequently,
organizational digitality functions as an apparatus that continuously
constitutes both the organizational and digital actors, as well as the
phenomenon of organizational digitality itself.

For example, an organization implements a new project
management software. The existence, significance and boundary
between the different entities (including the digital software and the
employees) is only established through their joint intra-action. The
software delineates tasks, deadlines, and responsibilities, while
employees adapt their work habits to the software’s functionalities. At
the same time this software acts as an apparatus facilitating agentic
cuts. These divisions serve to establish and give meaning to various
aspects of the project management process, such as defining what
constitutes a completed task or a project milestone. By organizing tasks
and deadlines, the software creates boundaries and generates meanings
for those boundaries, such as the distinction between tasks assigned to
different departments. This boundary-drawing is a dynamic process
where the software continuously influences how employees perceive
and intra-act with their work. Over time, these practices become
regular and stable, forming the underlying structure of project
management in the organization. Through these intra-action and
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boundary-drawing practices, the software and its use within the
organization define the roles and identities of both digital and
organizational actors. The roles and workflows of employees are shaped
by their intra-actions with the software, while the software’s role as a
project management tool is defined by its use within the organizational
context. It can be argued that the software, in its continual process of
shaping and being shaped by its intra-action with employees,
constitutes the phenomenon of organizational digitality. It facilitates
the maintenance of order and structure within the organization
through its boundary-setting practices. In conclusion, organizational
digitality, in the context of Karen Barad’s framework, is a dynamic and
relational apparatus and phenomenon that emerges from the
continuous intra-action between digital tools and organizational actors.

This illustrative example serves to demonstrate that this apparatus
is a complex entity, comprising a multitude of interrelated intra-
actions and borderline practices. However it becomes evident that a
clear distinction between phenomena and apparatus is not always
possible, since the concept of organizational digitality as an apparatus
ultimately results in the production of entities and phenomena.
However, this is also where the benefit of this perspective lies, since
apparatuses as well as phenomena can be understood fluidly and
without external boundaries, and are always intertwined with other
apparatuses. In accordance with Barad’s theory, borders and barriers
do not exist in a state of isolation; they are neither inherently benign
nor impartial, but have been constructed and reinforced in
dependence on other apparatus and practices (Coole and Frost, 2010).
Applied to the domain of organizational digitality, this implies that
border-crossing practices cannot be viewed in isolation; rather, they
are contingent upon the existence of other (organizational) practices
and orders. They are thus the fundamental way in which the
organization realizes itself.

5 Conclusion

The objective of this paper was to capture the recursiveness of the
relationship between organization and digitality within a
neo-materialist approach, taking into account Barad’s concept of
agential realism. It became evident that the relationship between
organization and digitality can be primarily conceptualized as a
recursive negotiation process. The majority of empirical studies and
theoretical concepts, that are discussed in the German discourse,
highlight the active role of organizations in this process,
demonstrating that they are not merely passive recipients but also
agents of digitalization. Although this emphasizes the relationality of
digitality in the organization, it refers to two pre-existing entities.
This distinction, which is effectively negated by the relationality,
should therefore be reconsidered with regard to the article. In order
to incorporate this perspective, the recursive nature of organization
and digitality was considered from the perspective of Karen Barad’s
relational-ontological theory, which is situated within the
international discourse of sociomateriality. This illustrates how the
growing incorporation of digital technologies into organizational
procedures creates new forms of materiality that transcend traditional
material and immaterial boundaries. It became evident that digital
technologies cannot be regarded as mere tools, but rather as active
agents that shape and influence organizational realities. In accordance
with the theoretical framework proposed by Karen Barad, both
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organizations and digital technologies emerge through their joint
intra-action. Digitality is therefore understood as a relational
phenomenon that emerges through the boundary setting and intra-
action of organizational and digital actors. This was exemplified by
examining organizational digitality as a powerful apparatus. This is
because organizational digitality makes constitutive cuts that produce
both specific actors in their significance and ultimately digital
phenomena in the organization. Consequently, the phenomenon of
organizational digitality emerges only as a result of the intra-action
between digital and organizational actors. The significance of this
perspective lies in its negation of the existence of relata prior to the
relation. The article thus presents an opportunity to view
organizational digitality as an apparatus, rather than merely a tool,
and as an active and constitutive component of organizational reality.
A reevaluation of organizational structures, processes, and decision-
making mechanisms is required to consider the possibilities and
opportunities inherent in this perspective. A relational-ontological
perspective on organizational digitality presents novel challenges, yet
also offers potential perspectives to the German discourse on digital
organizations that transcend conventional notions of materiality and
organization. In addition to the significance of digitalization issues,
the dissolution of boundaries and restructuring that is associated
with it can also be examined more closely from this perspective.
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Digital leadership in
meta-organizations? Emergence
of a renewed relevance of
leadership in the context of
digitization

Tamara Freis and Andreas Schroer*

Department of Education, Trier University, Trier, Germany

In the face of uncontrollable complexity, the concept of a rational design
of the organization is being replaced by the notion of an open future that
is inherently unpredictable and unplanable. In rapidly changing environments,
organizations and leaders are confronted with a constant stream of irritations
and unexpected developments, that require ongoing attention. This prompts
the question of whether the conceptualization of digital transformation as
a paradigm shift also implies the need for new forms of leadership. The
article analyzes the discourse on digital leadership and assesses the extent to
which this concept relativizes leadership in the context of the evolution of
leadership theory, which is characterized by a persistent process of modification
and relativization of preceding concepts. Leadership concepts are not only
responsive to general needs, but also vary according to specific contexts, such
as non-profit leadership or leadership in social welfare organizations and meta-
organizations. Results of a discourse analysis, which underscore the significance
of adopting a complexity theory perspective on digital leadership, will therefore
be contrasted with the initial findings of an empirical study on digitization in
such meta-organizations. This allows for a discussion of the general findings
on the revitalization of leadership, which will serve as a paradigmatic example
of the previously developed context. The article concludes with implications for
further theory development with the aim of making a specific contribution to
organization-sensitive digitization research. The findings of the empirical study
indicate the significance of employing informal structures and a heightened
emphasis on subjectivity within meta-organizations, as opposed to the formal
structures of organizations. The concept of digital leadership does not signify
the obsolescence of traditional leadership; rather, it can be conceptualized as
an advanced form of unheroic leadership within the context of external and
internal complexity.

KEYWORDS

digital leadership, meta-organizations, emergence, digital society, complexity theory

1 Introduction

The traditional image of organizations is increasingly challenged in digital societies
(Manhart and Wendt, 2022; Manhart, 2024; Lichtenstein et al., 2006). The idea of a
rational design of the organization is being replaced by the idea of an open future. In
rapidly changing environments, irritations and surprises emerge, that organizations and
leaders must constantly manage. Theoretical emphases that focus on traits, skills, styles,
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or situations as the main component and determinant of modern
leadership are becoming increasingly obsolete (Weber et al., 2011,
p- 12, 13), even if heroic aspects are currently being normalized or
functionalized in principle (Baecker, 2015; Wendt, 2023). From a
discourse analytic perspective, this can be described as an evolution
from “behavioral and transformational leadership concepts toward
communication and system-oriented approaches” (Gebhardt et al.,
2015, p. 22, o.t.), suggesting a relativization of leadership in
the development of the theory itself (Northouse, 2013). If the
stable organization is a thing of the past, increasingly in need of
legitimation in the face of the digital present (Manhart and Wendt,
2022), then leadership in fact may also just be a loose shell to save
an outdated semantics.

This article emphasizes that leadership only remains a
sustainable concept if it aligns the system with an open future,
recognizes change as the only constant, and deals productively with
ignorance. Management is constantly reinventing organizational
structures to meet current social and economic demands. This
supposed facilitation of the new actually means that leadership,
as work on changing subjects instead of transforming structure
(Wendt, 2021b), has to reinvent itself, or more precisely, has
to find a new socially acceptable formulation, e.g., to be digital
and complex at the same time. Historically, organizational
environments have not become complex only recently. Complexity
cannot be attributed to digitality as a single factor and therefore is
not the only qualitative difference of digital leadership. However,
complex situations and contexts pose significant challenges for
leadership and require new self-images. New categories of self-
description can respond to changing external demands.

Organizations in the field of social welfare are traditionally
described as operating in complex environments shaped by
interdependence and unpredictability, dealing with complex tasks
and requiring a high degree of self-organization of its members
(Jolles et al, 2022). Their objective is to provide social aid,
they are non-profit oriented and they represent the interests of
socially disadvantaged groups in providing social services for this
purpose (Boeflenecker and Vilain, 2013). In order to respond
to complex environmental requirements, such as changing social
needs, they must constantly create new opportunities (Schroer,
2019; Lackas and Freis, 2023). In the German social welfare
sector, this complexity is increased by the predominant role of
social welfare associations, which organized most of the social
service delivery. We understand these types of organizations
as multi-layered organizations or meta-organizations (Ahrne
and Brunsson, 2005, 2008), which can be distinguished from
“individual-based organizations” (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005, p.
429) and are characterized by a high degree of internal complexity.
In recent years, the use of big data and algorithms in the
field of child protection (Coulthard et al, 2020; Gillingham,
2016), or experiments to use AI in anamnesis for therapy and
counseling (Wittke, 2023) reconfigure the professional scope of
social workers in German social welfare organizations (Kutscher
and Seelmeyer, 2017; Kutscher et al., 2020; Helbig et al., 2021). The
observable increase in the use of Al in areas that were previously
exclusive domains for creative and unpredictable interactions
between professionals and clients, might result in the replacement
of professional interaction with formal organizational structures,
which reflect the decidable decision premises (Luhmann, 2000,
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p- 222) that could also be replaced by algorithms. The question
arises as to whether digitization will lead to the replacement of the
inner core of organizations (management and decision making) or
whether it will even strengthen standardization and organizational
structure over autonomy, creativity and informality. To what extent
do these developments affect the leadership of an organization
(Kirchner, 2019) whose reference point are subjective changes?
Should the success of informational structural automation result
in the establishment of a “subtle [social service] organization”
(Manhart and Wendt, 2022, p. 21) which renders the organization
as a stable social form increasingly superfluous (Manhart, 2019), it
would be reasonable to conclude that the social form of (digital)
leadership would become obsolete.

This paper
conceptualization of digital transformation as a paradigm

addresses the question of whether the
shift also implies the need for new forms of leadership. The
second chapter of the article delineates the discourse on digital
leadership and examines the extent to which this concept relativizes
leadership in the context of the evolution of leadership theory,
which is characterized by a persistent process of modification
and relativization of preceding concepts (Wendt, 2023). Different
(theoretical) leadership concepts not only respond to general
needs, but also differ according to specific contexts, such as
non-profit leadership (Schroer, 2009, 2011) or leadership in
social welfare organizations (Boeflenecker and Vilain, 2013) and
meta-organizations. The third chapter therefore contrasts the
results of the discourse analysis with the initial findings of an
empirical study on digitization in such meta-organizations. This
facilitates a discussion of the general findings on the revitalization
of leadership, which will serve as a paradigmatic example of
the previously developed context. The article concludes with
implications for further theory development in an outlook to
make a specific contribution to organization-sensitive digitization
research.

2 From obsolence to relevance: the
concept of leadership in the digital
leadership discourse

Digital information and communication technologies and their
transformation over time shape modern everyday life (Muster
and Biichner, 2018). This digital transformation is the context
in which organizations operate. Characteristics used to describe
the new environment of organizations are volatility, uncertainty,
complexity and ambiguity, abbreviated as “VUCA” environment
(Dorr et al., 2018). From this perspective, digital transformation
requires new leadership logics. The discourse on digital leadership
suggests a paradigm shift. In the new paradigm, leadership is
expected to address contemporary challenges. The hierarchical
image of organizations as stable social entities with a predictable
future is being increasingly challenged (Lichtenstein et al., 2006).
This is because the concept of a rational organizational design
seems incongruous in the context of uncontrollable complexity
(Kauffman, 1995) and the notion of an open future (Luhmann,
1990a,b). More recent organization theories imply ideas of
the future that are neither predictable nor plannable, as well
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as emergence, which represents a constant confrontation of
organizations and leadership with irritations and surprises arising
from an ever more rapidly changing (environmental) world.

Debates about digital phenomena seem to be the “central
mirrors [..] through which society currently [..] observes,
problematizes and reflects itself” (Stissenguth, 2015, p. 8, o.t.).
The way society observes itself also changes the way organizations
observe and present themselves. In this discourse, the term
digitization is understood as the process of transforming analog
values into digital forms that can be processed by information
technology and in a broader sense refers to the trend toward the
proliferation of digital technologies in society, with an increasing
penetration into areas of individual life (Stissenguth, 2015, p.
7). Considering this observation, we differentiate between the
process of digitization, which entails a transformation from analog
to digital structures and the concept digitality as a fact. The
term digitality is used to describe the current state of everyday
culture and established practices that are already shaped by
digital technology. In the extant discourse, the term digitality is
predominantly employed to denote a transformation in social and
cultural practices: Based on his observations regarding the diffusion
of the internet, Stalder (2016) argues that upon the widespread
adoption of digital technology as medium for communication
and publication of information, a cultural shift occurs, whereby a
culture of digitality emerges. The culture of digitality is founded
upon three fundamental categories of referentiality (i.e., the
attribution of meaning to objects through sharing with other
individuals), communality (i.e., the functioning of social networks)
and algorithmicity (i.e., the sorting and filtering of information
by machines and programs). Conversely, the term digitization
is employed to delineate technological transformations and
developments. Upon reconsidering this distinction, we understand
digitization to signify the process of an organization’s adoption and
implementation of digital technology, like software, algorithms,
Al, and big data technologies (a concept also referred to as
digital transformation by certain authors, e.g., Kretschmer and
Khashabi, 2020). In contrast, the term digitality pertains to the
organizational state that has already been influenced by digital
technology. The application of codes, memories and algorithms is
likely to alter not only an organization’s culture and routines, but
also organizational decision-making processes and consequently
organizational structures (Schroer, 2023).

In the context of this electronic age, it is possible to propose
the existence of a novel form of media change. This assertion is
consistent with the seminal observation made by McLuhan, who
posited that “the medium is the message” (McLuhan, 1994, p.
7). It can be argued that the prevailing type of media has the
potential to influence the way individuals perceive and interact
with their surroundings. McLuhan (1953) posits that the medium
is not a neutral transmitter, but rather a producer of cognitive
reality. In this sense, digital technologies are also to be regarded as
introducing new modes of perception and communication, thereby
fundamentally altering social realities and social relations as well as
people’s lives and cognition.

However, the effects of digitization extend beyond individual
actors to encompass organizational actors as well. These
organizational actors in their capacity as “societal data drivers”
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(Wendt, 2021a, p. 301, o.t.) play a pivotal role in shaping the
scale at which digitization occurs. Biichner (2018a) analyzes
the relationship between organization and digitization from the
perspective of sociological systems theory. She challenges the
notion of organizational neutrality with regard to digitization,
demonstrating how organizations and digitization mutually
influence one another. As social systems, organizations exert
influence over the process of digitization in a non-uniform
manner and have an impact on relevant structural specifics.
Concurrently, digitization exerts influence on organizations with
respect to their foundational regulatory frameworks, especially
with regard to the formal structure of the organization (ibid.).
However, in the context of digital transformation, the prevailing
discourse on digital leadership underscores the necessity for a shift
in the classical understanding of organizational leadership and
management (Krug et al., 2018; Preusser and Bruch, 2014; Dorr
et al.,, 2018; Gebhardt et al., 2015).

As early as 1990, Nachreiner and Strasmann inquired whether
“intelligent technology [would] render leadership obsolete”
(Nachreiner and Strasmann, 1990, p. 257, o.t.). They concluded
that the answer to this question is contingent upon the “manner
in which it is used” (Nachreiner and Strasmann, 1990, p. 267,
o.t.) in the organization. They reject the notion of technological
determinism and acknowledge the potential for flexibility in the
organizational and managerial handling of technology. In the
present era, when digitization and the utilization of intelligent
technologies have progressed at a remarkable pace, the significance
of this topic remains undiminished. Conversely, the question
of what leadership might entail in the context of the digital
transformation of organizations and society is receiving increasing
attention (Tigre et al., 2023; Reeves and Whitaker, 2021; Franco,
2020; Schwarzmiiller et al., 2018; Gebhardt et al., 2015; Hofmann,
2013). The discourse on digital leadership addresses the extent
to which leadership in the digital modern age can facilitate and
implement necessary changes in organizations. In many cases,
an active approach in the sense of co-designing digital change
processes is emphasized (Krug et al., 2018). This implies changes
in strategies and processes on the one hand, and cultural change
on the other. However, the primary goal seems to be to maintain
the competitiveness of the organization (Krug et al., 2018), which
is to be achieved not only on a structural level, but also through
informal social forms of competitiveness.

Digital leadership is defined as leadership that focuses on
participation, trust, openness and agility, i.e., leadership that
promotes partnership and the involvement of employees. At the
same time, digital leaders assume the “role of strategist, initiator
and visionary” (Krug et al., 2018, p. 51, o.t.), to provide appropriate
environments, spaces and frameworks for the new forms of media
and communication and the associated changes in employees’
cognitive realities. This suggests that it is primarily about changes
in informal aspects and subjective sensitivities and perceptions.

For example, Schwarzmiiller et al. (2018) identify important
issues related to the requisite changes in the face of digitization
trends that organizations and their leadership must address in
the areas of work and health, the use of changing technologies,
or in relation to hierarchical structures. Similarly, Tigre et al.
(2023) portray digitization and new technologies as a disruption for
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organizational structures that shifts existing boundaries, establishes
new networks, automates complex decision-making processes and
increasingly replaces human activities (Schwarzmiiller et al., 2018,
p. 115), it also changes communication structures and forms of
collaboration. In this sense, Reeves and Whitaker (2021) describe
“the company of the future” (Reeves and Whitaker, 2021, p. 51) that
must not be average, but must develop an exceptional state of mind.
Regarding the “autonomization” (Reeves and Whitaker, 2021, p.
14) of the organization and the design of “effective human-machine
interfaces” (Reeves and Whitaker, 2021, p. 18), it is imperative for
companies of the future to cultivate a culture of continuous learning
and simultaneous development at various levels.

In examining the discourse on digital leadership, a number
of points emerge as key areas of convergence: First, the majority
of authors argue that a transformation in the conceptualization
and the understanding of leadership is imperative in light of
the ongoing shifts in societal dynamics. The increased use of
technology and the increasingly networked world are seen as linked
to changing forms of interaction and communication in which
predictability and control are of less and less value. The central
leadership challenge in organizations where the importance of
social media and digital technology is increasing is the growing
complexity (Preusser and Bruch, 2014). In addition to the emphasis
on agility and flexibility, participation, dialogue, collaboration and
the establishment of direct feedback cultures emerge as central
requirements for organization and leadership in the digital modern
age (Preusser and Bruch, 2014). Today, leadership continues to play
a pivotal role within organizations. However, the advent of digital
structural automation has necessitated a transformation in the way
leaders perceive and approach their role. They must now embody
a new self-image characterized by attributes such as driving force,
inspiration, mediation, or change agentry. This shift in leadership
identity demands for enhanced individual skills, e.g., to promote
trust. These tasks entail working on subjective elements that are
pivotal in shaping the organizational culture of an organization,
particularly in the context of relativizing and distributing control
claims (Preusser and Bruch, 2014, p. 46). These roles and functions
may involve promoting the responsible use of AI or new media.
However, their overarching objective is to prevent humans from
becoming further alienated in the face of the contingencies of their
existence (Rustemeyer, 2020).

The development of leadership theory is increasingly
relativized, as are the leadership processes themselves. A growing
skepticism toward the concept of leadership is becoming evident.
The emphasis on leaders as persons or individuals is gradually
being superseded, rendering an exclusively trait-theoretical
approach obsolete (Weber et al., 2011, p. 12). A complexity theory
of leadership represents an attempt to overcome the limitations
of traditional leadership models (e.g., Bandte, 2007; Zippel,
2005; Anderson, 1999; Waldrop, 1992; Stacey, 1995, 1997). By
characterizing organizations and leadership as complex entities
with an open future, leadership assumes a systemic quality and
is no longer confined to individuals, but rather expanded. The
focus is on the inherent dynamics of systems, which present a
challenge to direct controllability (Ashby, 1958). A complexity
theory perspective on leadership elucidates the dynamics of
complex adaptive systems (Schneider and Somers, 2006) within
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organizations, thereby facilitating framework conditions that
enable emergence. Complexity theory provides a theoretical
framework for understanding leadership as a crucial factor in the
process of self-organization (Knowles, 2001; von Foerster, 1993).
According to this perspective, leaders serve as context setters
and designers of learning experiences (Brown and Eisenhardt,
1997; Pascale, 1999). Patterns of behavior in complex systems
are not constant, because when a system’s environment changes,
so does the behavior of its agents, and, as a result, so does the
behavior of the system as a whole. But although the system is
constantly adapting to the conditions around it, complex systems
also demonstrate elements of self-similarity, as they exhibit
invariance under a change of scale (Morel and Ramanujam, 1999;
Manhart, 2018). This requires the application of a non-linear logic
in decision-making. Overall, the application of complexity theory
to organizations stresses that understanding the emergence of new
configurations helps organizations to identify new opportunities
(Mitleton-Kelly, 2003, p. 7). Leadership is supposed to keep the
complexity of the organization in view at all levels, but at the
same time, it becomes visible as an emergent dynamic and thus
incomprehensible in its entirety (and thus unassailable). It thus
ventures the balancing act between the different organizational
sides (structure vs. subject; formal vs. informal structures; or the
use of what already exists as opposed to exploring something new;
Weibler and Keller, 2015), disposing between self-logical systems
(and here mainly: communication and technology) in terms of the
overall system.

Accordingly, the complexity theory perspective appears to
offer a suitable descriptive framework for the concept of digital
leadership: One connection between the complexity theory
perspective and the phenomenon of digital leadership lies in the
fact that digitization and datafication create significant differences
for individuals and organizations: Descriptions of organization
and leadership as complex generally resonate with a certain
skepticism about control, because a context is described as complex
precisely when it is neither transparent nor controllable from
the outside. Under this premise, autopoietic systems come into
view, which generate their self-components through the unity of
the system itself. Direct controllability of the system becomes
impossible under the conditions of the autopoietic figure of
thought. In this model, complex leadership can only guide a
complex organization, of which it is itself a part, through contextual
control to enable self-organization (Maturana and Varela, 2015).
It can work to bring the system into an in-between of order
and chaos, to facilitate the making of connections (Levy, 1994),
and to create diversity for the system rather than discourse.
The goal is to emphasize the importance of complexity in
enabling creativity, innovation, and learning (Geer-Frazier, 2014,
p. 113). But it is precisely this possibility that is important,
because causal relationships must remain unclear if the complex
theoretical figures are to be taken seriously. At the same time,
a description of how to deal with complexity can also be an
illusion of competence; the external presentation can be used
as a facade strategy (Kihl, 2020), which also offers insights
into the functioning of leadership. According to Baecker, this
requires self-presentation competencies in the transition from
heroic to post-heroic leadership (Baecker, 2005, 2015, 2018). For
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the individual, the use of social media and novel technologies
within organizations can result in the formation of novel cognitive
realities, which may be characterized as complex in accordance
with the conceptualization proposed by McLuhan (1994). For
the organization, too, the current changes are mainly based on
digitization and datafication trends. Nevertheless, organizations
themselves are also pivotal data generators within society (Wendt,
2020), and the emerging form of leadership must be capable of
reflecting this. Concurrently, in the context of digital modernity,
organizations are compelled to enhance their competitiveness. This
necessitates strategic action and structural changes. This is achieved
by monitoring what the actions of competitors and by adapting
to societal demands, including structural change (management)
and changes in the social form of the organization (leadership).
This entails, for instance, establishing role models in regard to the
responsible use of new technologies and providing a stimulus for
changing cognitive realities and perceptions.

In the description of digital leadership, the concept of
ambidextrous leadership (Buhse, 2012, 2014) and the term
“collective intelligence of the company” (Dorr et al., 2018, p.
41, o.t.) are invoked. In this sense, the new mental model of
leadership posits a shift in focus from a hierarchical approach to
one that is more oriented toward mediating positions. Emphasized
elements as a source of inspiration, emotional intelligence or
establishing a culture of failure represent a changing self-image of
leadership (Dorr et al., 2018, p. 57). A significant distinction can be
drawn between this approach and complexity theory (Lichtenstein
et al., 2006), with the former placing greater emphasis on the
systemic nature of leadership and organization. In their interaction
dynamics and collaborative movement, as well as in the description
of organizations and leadership as complex, leadership, or at
least its theory, becomes aware of the limitations of its control.
Such claims of control are therefore limited to the framework
conditions of evolutionary processes. Furthermore, leadership is
conceptualized as a mediating structure that bridges disparate
complexities, exemplified by the interplay between communicative
and technological inherent logics (Uhl-Bien et al, 2007). In
accordance with the tenets of complexity theory, leadership cannot
be regarded as a visionary in the sense of anticipating the future if it
is to be regarded as a viable concept in its capacity for openness.
Visionary power may pertain to the visualization of alternative
scenarios, but not to the prediction of actual situations. This implies
a method of addressing the mounting intricacy that appears to
accompany the advent of digitization. It entails the visualization of
prospective scenarios and the formulation of alternative, enhanced
future scenarios, which in turn inform the present. From a neo-
institutionalist perspective (Walgenbach, 2014), it can be argued
that the vocabulary of the digital leadership concept provides new
legitimacy formulas that enable organizations and leadership to
be prepared from the outside in in a manner that allows them to
withstand the demands of a changing society. But achieving this
would also constitute successful leadership.

Leadership can be a sustainable concept if it aligns the system
with an open future. This requires recognition of change as the only
constant and the cultivation of a productive approach to ignorance.
The enabling of the new is typically already accomplished
when the organization is seemingly constantly reinvented by
leadership in terms of current societal demands. In essence,
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this implies a reinvention of leadership (Schumacher, 2013), or
more specifically, the identification of a new socially acceptable
formulation. This link is developed and discussed in greater detail
below using an empirical case study from the welfare sector. The
case study describes such elements in meta-organizations (Ahrne
and Brunsson, 2005), which, due to their internal and external
complexity, are particularly suitable from a complexity-theoretical
perspective and can consequently be regarded as paradigmatic for
this purpose.

3 Digital (meta-)organizations. Digital
transformation in welfare
organizations

To this end, the underlying understanding of meta-
organizations is first developed (3.1). In a second step, the
empirical results of the case study are presented (3.2), which are
then discussed in the context of the previous theoretization of
digital leadership (3.3).

3.1 Welfare organizations as
meta-organizations

Meta-organizations can be distinguished from “individual-
based organizations” (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005, p. 429). Ahrne
and Brunsson use different groups of members as the primary
difference of these organizations, which determines all further
decisions and consequences for the different structure of the
organization types: While the members of individual-based or
membership organizations are natural persons, the members
of meta-organizations are exclusively organizations. In a more
recent definition, the contrast between human and organizational
members is no longer used as a guiding distinction but is latently
present. Accordingly, meta-organizations are understood as “(1)
decided social orders; (2) organizing organizations rather than
individuals; and (3) associative, in that they constitute a voluntary
association of members” (Berkowitz et al, 2022, p. 2). The
functions of meta-organizations are defined as co-management
and governance of member organizations, representation and
external advocacy, construction of collective identity through
boundary management, and provision of services to member
organizations (Berkowitz et al., 2022, p. 3-4; Spillman, 2018). From
a complexity perspective, meta-organizations not only adapt to
external conditions, they offer a high degree of internal complexity.
Based on their layered structure, member organizations play two
crucial roles for the meta-organization: They represent member
interests and are a relevant environment of the meta-structure.
What adds to the internal complexity is their relatively weak power
to enforce the implementation of decisions.

Therefore, sensemaking processes are particularly relevant
in meta-organizations. Due to the different sense constructions
of member and meta-organizations, the meta-organization is
particularly required to provide integration services in order to
bind the member organizations to a collective strategy (Eberl
et al., 2011), an aspect that is equally important for leadership
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issues. At the same time, meta-organizations, similar to school
organizations, are weak organizations (Drepper and Tacke, 2012).
They are limited in their decision-making autonomy when fulfilling
these functions. In contrast to member organizations, which recruit
their employees, meta-organizations do not recruit their members
on the basis of qualifications, career or competence, but rather
with regard to their specific organizational identity (Schiitz and
Bull, 2017, p. 6). In doing so, meta-organizations show a tendency
toward monopoly: For their legitimacy as the representation of
organizational interests of a certain category, it is crucial to
include all organizations of this spectrum. Therefore, members
cannot be replaced easily: Exclusion from the meta-organization is
the ultimate sanction and thus enforcing membership conditions
is weakened substantially. Accordingly, due to their lack of or
partial decision-making autonomy, meta-organizations function
primarily as regulators in the sense of international meta-
organizations such as the United Nations (Berkowitz et al,
2022, p. 4-5), which formulate rules and standards for their
member organizations without being able to enforce compliance
hierarchically. As a result, any conflicts are resolved through
negotiations and not through authoritarian top-down decisions
(Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005, p. 442). This aspect is of paramount
importance for an accurate comprehension of leadership in these
organizations that must demonstrate their capabilities in the
digital society.

As meta-organizations, welfare organizations strive to ensure
commonalities between member organizations in order to
maintain a collective identity and thus their functionality,
especially in the case of organizational change. This includes,
for example, common procedures, organizational structures and
jointly proclaimed mission statements (Ahrne and Brunsson,
2005, p. 440). While theory has so far mainly described
meta-organizations with homogeneous member organizations
(f.e., supranational organizations), as limited in their decision-
making autonomy, the question arises as to the governance
possibilities of heterogeneous meta-organizations, such as welfare
associations, with their legally and financially largely independent
member organizations, which differ greatly in their range
of services.

The functions of meta-organizations include co-management
and steering of member organizations, representation and
advocacy to the outside world, construction of a collective identity
through boundary management, and provision of services to
member organizations (Berkowitz et al., 2022, p. 3-4). However, as
noted above, this type of organization requires special governance
arrangements in order to perform these functions. Due to the
special structure of meta-organizations, the distinction between
organization and environment is less clear than in simple member
organizations. Therefore, according to Weick (1995), we do not
start from a supposedly objectively perceived environment, but
from an enacted environment. Accordingly, there are different
environmental constructions in meta-organizations (Weick, 1988,
p- 30-32.). The environment is shaped by interpretation and the
creation of meaning: The organization responds to this constructed
environment by organizing (creating order) and sensemaking
(creating contexts of meaning). Organizing and sensemaking are
interrelated as well as leadership as the “legitimation of doubt”
(Weick, 2001, p. 91) and sensemaking are intertwined. In the

Frontiersin Education

10.3389/feduc.2024.1465088

following, the design and the results of the empirical case study
are presented.

3.2 Design and results of the empirical
study

The empirical study design was developed in the context of
a broader research project on (doing) digitality in social work
organizations, with a particular focus on welfare associations, which
we conceptualize as meta-organizations.

3.2.1 Study design

As part of the case study, guided informational interviews
were conducted with representatives of two welfare associations
(one faith-based, one non-faith-based) at the federal, state, and
local levels (n = 10; federal level: n = 3, state level: n = 3,
local level: n = 4). The survey period was from November
2023 to February 2024. Additional interviewees were recruited
through recommendations of exemplary practices within their
own association by the interviewees. The evaluation of the data
was based on the methodological approach of qualitative content
analysis (Mayring, 2020, 2022) through consensual coding and the
inductive and deductive development of a category system (Hopf
and Schmidt, 1993). For the purposes of this article, we have
focused on the following codes: “conceptualization of digitization,”
“control,” “formal structures,” and “informal structures.” For
each of these codes, superordinate categories with associated
subcategories were formed. Each of these categories is briefly
described below, with only a few of the categories that are
particularly relevant for this topic being described in detail and
illustrated with examples.

3.2.2 Conceptualization of digitization in social
welfare organizations

The understanding of digitization in the surveyed organizations
refers primarily to the controlled introduction of digital tools into
the organization, with some organizations also integrating digital
tools into the actual provision of social services (Seelmeyer et al.,
2022; Seelmeyer and Ley, 2018). The gradual, subcutaneous use of
digital tools plays a rather subordinate role in the considerations of
these organizations. The concept of a digital organization seems to
be extremely underdeveloped.

The categories that have been formed to understand
digitization within the surveyed organizations are based on
a range of different aspects. The complexity of the process
(D1) of digitization, particularly when conceptualized as an
organizational transformation process, is a central anchor point
of (not) understanding. The perception of digitization as an
extensive and potentially limitless process, coupled with the
recognition that the topic is inherently more nuanced and
complex than what can be conveyed through simple linguistic
expressions, contributes to this phenomenon. Furthermore, the
assumption of a correlation between organizational learning and
readiness for digital transformation (D2) also plays a role in
this context:
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“Digitization is [...] about converting analog into digital,
so to speak, but it is not just about that, it is really about new
approaches, new ideas, new processes and so on. But I often
have the feeling that the word is already so big that (laughing),
I don’t know, it is often better to just call it digitization. (.) And
it has less of this change character in it. Because [...] perhaps
we also need to develop or cause resistance when it comes to,
okay, now we also have to change everything else.” (Interview,
01, regional level, Tnl, o.t.).

“We are big fans of milestone plans. And I think it is such
a long way from (.) the typewriter and the Stone Age, as my
colleague always says, to the paperless office.” (Interview, O2,

local level, Tn2, o.t.).

The issue of determining the best approach to integrating the
technology and new media into the future of the organization (D4:
top-down implementation as a challenge) represents a strategic and
classic decision problem. At the time of the decision, it is not clear
what challenges the technology and media will present in the future,
including how employees will deal with it. In this sense, top-down
implementation is described as an important current challenge.

“It’s not just, ‘We are going to implement a system’, but we
have to look at it, or we have to know for ourselves, what do we
want out of this system? How do we want to integrate it into
our organization? What does it look like at the organizational
level? And not ‘we will implement it now and then we will do
it this way’ and then a lot of problems and mistakes arise just
because a system was bought that we did not really look at in
the beginning. Is it even the system we need and want now?”
(Interview, O1, local level, Tn4, o.t.).

However, the unpredictability of the future is not a new
problem for organizations, as it is not feasible to anticipate the
future behavior of new hires. The digitization of processes requires
the development of new ways of dealing with uncertainty and
anticipating future problems and challenges, including those of a
societal nature. Accordingly, a more nuanced approach to potential
future scenarios is regarded as a crucial element of strategic
processes. In the context of anticipating the future (D5), there is
a particular need for informality in order to try new solutions and
forms of collaboration that will enable the effective transition to a
digital organization. This appears to be based on the observation
that the introduction of formal rules can discourage dealing with
them (D6). If formalization (i.e., the fixing of digitality as a given
state) is to provoke protests, people tend to rely on informal
implementation structures that are not fundamentally decided
upon. This is exemplified by the following quote from an interview
at the local level: “So everyone is glued to Instagram and Facebook
all day, and when we have our own Facebook-style tool, somehow
no one wants to participate in protest. If I have to, I won’t’
(Interview, O2, local level, Tn2, o.t.).

The operationalization of digitization in organizations is often
understood as a question of strategy (D3). A digitization strategy
formulates expectations in the context of membership. This can
refer to formal or informal structures, depending on which
reference point is chosen.

Frontiersin Education

10.3389/feduc.2024.1465088

“How much social does digital need? And how much
digital does social need? And that is a question that of course we
are addressing in our specific strategy, with the implementation
of an IT change and so on, that is something that does not find
a place there, but that is exactly what is happening at this level,
but the things are connected” (Interview, O1, regional level,
Tn3, o.t.).

“So, of course, we have/this is strategically defined for us,
i.e, it is a strategic field of the O1, just as care now has its
own strategic field or QM. So of course, there are a number
of goals that we want to achieve in the next 5 years. (...) And
we have (...) (sighs), I think, summarized it under the slogan,
we are positioning ourselves digitally in such a way that we
can implement the needs of the customers, but also of the
employees and the organization, so to speak, and also adapt to
the times” (Interview, O1, local level, Tn4, o.t.).

Based on these observations, the role of leadership in the
introduction of digital tools into the organization is of particular
importance. Furthermore, it is essential to decide whether formal
or informal structures are more conducive to the implementation
of digital tools. The fact that these are decision problems that must
be negotiated at the leadership or management level also indicates
that people’s uncertainties about technology and new media can
result in a shift in the boundaries of the organization (D7). The
introduction of new media and technologies happens on the side
of the formal structure by penetrating the organization’s decision-
making network. This process is accompanied by the observation of
the surrounding environment (best practice examples), which can,
however, also result in the postponement of decisions, if members
are not ready to use digital tools. It is therefore crucial to anticipate
the potential benefits of utilizing digital solutions (D8) within
the context of the organization’s conceptualization of digitization.
This entails integrating digital solutions in a work context that
allows people to experience these benefits, with the objective of
creating meaning and sense, in this case the sense of value added
by digital solutions, which makes the troubles of introducing digital
tools worthwhile:

“Just digitizing something to make it digital, (...) that’s no
good. I have to add value. And the added value has to be
recognizable, and it has to convince people to do it. Because if
I tell them that they have to scan in a piece of paper every day,
or type it in, or take a picture of it so that it is digital, or email it
to me every day, and they don’t get any added value from it, no
relief or nothing, then we have all gained nothing. Then it is just
a picture floating around in the world, it is no good” (Interview,
02, local level, Tn5, o.t.).

In a broad understanding, digital transformation signifies
a shift from an analog to a digital address, to a digital
organization. From this perspective, it also becomes evident
that digital transformation is linked to the preservation of
the organization’s appearance. Responding to new cognitive
realities can thus provide opportunities to modify certain
aspects of the organization’s environment and to implement
further operations:
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“How can we actually be reached? How can we be found?
Through digital communication. In other words, we don’t see
the analog and the digital as so separate, it’s just the new world
we live in. (...) There is also the digital space. So I think I
would see everything a little bit more holistically” (Interview
02, federal level, o.t.).

The process of digitization is perceived as a complex endeavor,
with one significant challenge being the layered structure of meta-
organizations, which makes it difficult to introduce digital tools
in a process that relies on top-down decisions and hierarchical
implementation. These layers can also result in an indirect and
delayed experience of the potential benefits of introducing digital
tools. In response to these perceived challenges, leaders are
developing strategies to overcome the perceived obstacles and
elucidate the prospective advantages of digitization.

3.2.3 Digital leadership as strategic use of
networks and organizational informality

In light of the preceding findings, it is essential that the
leadership in meta-organizations devise strategies to engage
those who are willing to embrace change in a goal-oriented
manner. In order to facilitate change in a context of internal
and external complexity, leaders employ a range of techniques,
including the use of images, exemplary practices, sense making
processes and informal networks. These techniques are sometimes
deployed in contravention of the established norms of meta-
organizational hierarchies. Due to the absence of hierarchical
authority to enforce decisions, leaders utilize sensemaking, which
involves combining certain aspects of external developments in
the organization’s environment with internal reference frames, to
facilitate digitization within the federal association (national level).
As one leader stated:

“We have to provide arguments as to why it is useful
and why it is good to proceed as we do, i.e., explain, explain,
explain. (...) Sometimes we also have to—this is a little difficult
to formulate—scare people a little. Well, we are the ones who
have to push, and I do that with a benefit argument, but also
with the topic, (.) if we don’t do it, we are sure that we will also
get problems, especially financial ones” (Interview, O2, federal
level, Tn 7, o.t.).

One key challenge is to reframe the necessity to use digital tools
and solutions, by developing cues about the external conditions,
so that it is accepted by a majority of members of the meta-
organization:

“It is about framing the issue. To present the political
implications. In other words, to verbalize the environmental
conditions rather than the actual vision. (.) At the moment I
am more inclined to say that we are going to use good examples,
which we can also promote, which can be part of a vision, but I
am not trying so hard to present the big vision. Because then
it quickly becomes so generic that everyone rallies behind it

and nobody stands behind it anymore. (.) So, as I said, I am
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more interested in concrete projects, in networks, (.) in things
like that than in this vision/we also have a strategy, a digital
strategy” (Interview, O2, federal level, Tn 7, o.t.).

Another strategy that is used to persuade members of the
advantages of digital tools is to use compelling examples or
tangible projects. As a leadership practice, one interview partner
asserted, that addressing resistance would be most effective by
communicating the benefits of digitization at all levels and
described as: “talk, talk, talk” (Interview, O2, federal level, Tn 7,
o.t.). Concurrently, leaders at the national level exercise caution to
avoid overwhelming or overburdening employees and to facilitate
change in incremental steps.

“Connection between skills shortage and digitization. (.)
And I play on this very strongly, I also play on this interface very
strongly in lectures, in impulses, throughout the association.
We are also doing this a little more systematically because we
say that one answer to the skills shortage can be investment in
digitization” (Interview, O2, federal level, Tn 7 o.t.).

It is evident that in the event of an unsuccessful or incomplete
formal introduction of digitality-that is a decision cannot or will not
be made -, the formation of coalitions of the willing is necessary in
order to respond to the observed need for digital transformation.

From a control perspective, it appears that an internal (softer)
form of leadership (C2), such as argumentative persuasion on the
part of the leaders, is necessary to restore the external pressure. In
the context of the organizational structure, the undecided decision
premises (Luhmann, 2000) appear to be of particular significance.
For instance, technical translation and communication skills (C3)
are considered necessary for this. Additionally, there is a prevailing
sense of skepticism about the introduction of digital solutions (C5)
among organization members and a perceived lack of immediacy of
experiences (C4) in dealing with technologies or new media due to
the organization’s meta-structure. Because of this mediated nature,
the effects of structural changes are experienced at a later point in
time than in conventional member organizations.

The perception of the complexity of the digitization
phenomenon (C7) requires the establishment of coordination
points that are integrated into the structure of the organization.
Furthermore, it appears that formal structure may be susceptible
to collapse when external constraints or normative pressures
are removed:

“During the pandemic, I think we had three hackathons.
That actually worked quite well. Across all the charities. But
since the pandemic kind of ended, nobody wants to hear about
hackathons or any other formats. (...) Then, well, sure, open
calls that worked once, but I think that is it” (Interview, O2,
state level, Tn6, o.t.).

The difficulties inherent in a multi-layered organization,

the complexity of digitality, and the lack of immediacy

in experiencing the benefits of digital tools frequently
persuade leadership to utilize informality, such as
informal communication channels and informal networks
across various hierarchical levels of the organization
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3.2.4 Digitization and digitality and its relation to
formal and informal structure

Biichner (2018a) argues that digital tools strengthen the formal
structure in organizations. The example of the introduction of
case software in social work shows that standardized processes and
unifying logics are increasingly influencing case processing. As a
result, the scope of action of professional social workers is redefined
or restricted. Although prevalent in the discourse on digitization in
social work (Gillingham, 2016), we find little evidence that this is
a primary concern in the investigated organizations. One attempt
to support digitization is to establish new formal structures by
negotiating responsibilities:

“I don’t even know if I would see it as a task for us. (...)
Because in the end, it is a bit [...] digitization has to come from
the associations themselves. And as the regional management,
we see ourselves a bit as (.) consultants, as service providers
for our district associations. (.) If they come to us with a need,
(.) then we can offer something” (Interview, O2, state level, Tn
6 0.t.).

As a result of such negotiations, new structures or positions
are established, such as the role of “digitization officers” and their
internal communication within the association. Nevertheless, the
creation of digitization-specific communication channels has the
unintended consequence of excluding some members, as not all
member associations have a digitization officer.

The introduction of digital tools and technologies, including
the introduction of support structures to enhance organizational
capacity to use digital tools, as well as new forms of cooperation and
integration of digital components into service delivery in the meta-
organizations studied, relies primarily on informal communication
channels. We assume that this is due to the “weak” organizational
structure of meta-organizations, which presents significant
challenges to implementation through hierarchical structures.
Consequently, the success of digitization efforts hinges on the
formation of “coalitions of the willing,” comprised of individuals
and groups willing to collaborate and to advance digitization.
These networks transverse across the associations, bridging the
gaps between the levels of the meta-organization. In light of these
observations, we identified a notable and unanticipated pattern of
digitization that gives rise to organizational informality.

The following quotes illustrate the use of informality in the
context of digitization. It is important to note that informal
structures must bridge and facilitate communication across federal,
state and local levels, a process that is not always entirely effective.
The underlying premise, as evidenced in both associations, is that
the introduction of digital tools (digitization) is primarily achieved
through the networking of member organizations via diverse
channels (at all levels, both formalized and informal). Through
these networks, good practices and knowledge are disseminated
vertically from one level to another or horizontally within levels.

In this that established
communication channels are no longer adequate to meet the needs

regard, it became evident
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of members who have undergone changes as a result of digitization
and that associations are looking for alternative platforms. The
multiplicity of communication channels (committee, working
group, forum, mailing list, face-to-face events, and virtual events)
exemplifies the central challenge, namely the legal autonomy
of the individual member organizations. Consequently, meta-
organizations are contingent upon the willingness of the member
organizations to engage in these communication initiatives.
Leaders on different levels of meta-organizations experience
digitization-related informal structures in conflict with existing
formal structures. One such example is the structural regulation
and restriction of communication channels: “For instance, I am
not permitted to communicate with local associations at state
association level. The district associations have to do that. (.) But
of course I can post something on my private profile” (Interview,
02, state level, Tn6, o.t.). The employees therefore often use their
private profile to disseminate information: “And I also use my
personal LinkedIn profile” (Interview, O2, federal level Tn7, o.t.).
Informal structures might even break up established structures:

“Then we founded [an innovation network], where all
[O2] employees, voluntary and full-time, can participate across
hierarchies, so to speak. We did this once via an online
platform, via MS teams, but there are also real meetings such as
barcamps, where best practice is shared” (Interview, O2, federal
level, Tn7, o.t.).

In addition, we discovered that informal participation in formal
structures was occurring surreptitiously. As one leader told us “I am
actually a bit wrong at the local level, but there is also a higher-
level team group from [O2], [...] which deals with the digital
agenda. (.) I am actually in there, yes, informally, so that I can
read up on anything new” (Interview, O2, local level, Tn8, o.t.). In
sum, these quotes show how digitization breaks down hierarchical
communication structures and enables exchange across all levels.

With regard to the formality, there appears to be an intention to
alter the existing structure (F1). Generating new cognitive realities
by employees is perceived as a challenge. Consequently, dealing
with new media is an inherently uncertain and unpredictable
process that cannot be readily controlled: “But the will to do
something was great, money was tight. (.) And there was no idea”
(Interview, O2, local level, Tn9, o.t.).

It is evident that digitization is permeating the organizational
structure as a pivotal decision-making premise (F3), yet the
decision-making network has not yet been expanded in this
regard. The process is fundamentally contingent upon the social
form of the organization, which is inextricably linked to human
uncertainty. An increase in information (F4) frequently results in
individuals, being unable to cope with this influx as it exceeds their
limited cognitive capacity.

“In the past, there was one rule of communication and
that was the letter. You wrote a letter to your superior, who
always needed his time, and in the form of digitization we
have enormous/a shortened time. Therefore, the information
that I send by mail today may not interest anyone anymore.

And waiting for meetings, which some people do, saying, ‘I

will bundle the information and then when I have a monthly

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1465088
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Freis and Schroer

meeting or a discussion, as it is sometimes so nicely put, I will
pass it on) is just too late for some information” (Interview, O2,
local level, Tn5, o.t.).

The expansion of communication channels (F5) thus seems to
open the door to unmanageable complexity for the social form of
organization. In response, fixation can be observed as a structure
that makes complexity manageable (F6). For example, efforts are
being made to regulate the use of new media in order to counteract
the chaotic nature of the organization.

“We have said, no, we need to look at what level we are
going to go to together. And that reduces stress, simplifies
the whole thing, and that is exactly the rules of the game
that we are making very simple. What we have developed, for
example, are communication guidelines for our employees that
we communicate to the outside world. How do we treat each
other, how do we communicate with each other?” (Interview,
02, local level, Tn5, o.t.).

While decisions regarding job creation are made on the
formal level, the process of digitization itself primarily occurs at
the informal level. The reflection on potential and meaningful
forms of communication and cooperation in the future crystallizes
as a strategic process. To this end, also informal rules of use
(F7) are established, which, as undecided decision premises,
offer a way of dealing with the dilemma of formalizability and
contribute to maintaining the organization’s flexibility, creativity,
and responsiveness.

3.2.5 Overall results

The data from our exploratory study of both cases appears to
present a paradoxical process. While studies on the introduction
of software solutions in social work (Biichner, 2018b) indicate that
their effect is often a stronger formal structuring of work (e.g., the
user interface of the case software determines how professional
social workers process and document cases), the process of
introducing digital solutions in meta-organizations is essentially
dependent on new, spontaneous or existing informal structures
(Luhmann, 2016). In the absence of a hierarchy and the lack of
opportunities to enforce decisions made, the associations rely on
informal communication channels, networks (Kappelhoff, 2000,
2002), and the so-called “coalition of the willing.” However, this
paradox is resolved when a distinction is made between digitization
as a process of change from analog to digital structures and
digitality as a fact. Digitality refers to the everyday culture, structure
and practices that have already been shaped by digital technology.
While digitization in meta-organizations is significantly influenced
by informal structures, it remains to be determined to what extent
the practice in organizations that are already shaped by digitality is
more strongly influenced by formal structures.

A tendency toward a strengthening of the organizational
structure in the meta-organizations is observed, accompanied
by a narrowing of the individual scope of action through the
use of new digital software. In contrast, it is noteworthy that
the introduction of digital technologies, forms of cooperation
and the integration of digital components into service provision

Frontiersin Education

10.3389/feduc.2024.1465088

in the meta-organizations under study relies primarily on
informal communication channels. This is simply due to the
“weak” organizational structure of the meta-organizations, which
hardly allows implementation through hierarchical structures.
Consequently, digitization efforts depend on coalitions of the
willing, on networks within the associations and between the
association levels. This enables decisions to be replaced with
calculations, and the use of AI, for example, also changes
professional action. The digital transformation therefore has an
impact on professionalism, while at the same time new logics of
action are emerging within the organization.

4 Discussion: dismissing leadership as
an obsolete concept in the face of
digitization?

The advent of the digital society has introduced a new set of
hurdles and challenges that require attention of a range of actors.
In particular, the focus currently appears to be shifting to future
issues from a temporal perspective, specifically those pertaining to
the future and the appropriate management of uncontrollability
and complexity (e.g., in relation to technology, Al etc.). On the
one hand, organizations are key drivers of digitization. However, in
their mutual interdependence, they are also compelled to address
a range of questions and challenges related to the transformation
into a “digital organization” (Btichner, 2018a). This gives rise to
new requirements for organizations to adapt to their environment,
including the cognitive realities and subjective sensitivities (e.g.,
skepticism toward new technologies, fear, uncertainty, etc.) of the
organization’s employees.

The question of how structures (management) and issues
(leadership) can be designed and shaped is of central importance
to the digital transformation of organizations. In order to remain
responsive to societal change, management and leadership must
be continuously evolving and must also facilitate the stabilization
of change as a constant. In the field of leadership theory, this is
reflected in the overcoming of the classical reduction of leadership
and in the expansion and relativization of these rather strong
approaches to communication- and system-oriented models. A
complexity-theoretical perspective on leadership offers particular
advantages for understanding these dynamics in bringing system
dynamics into view, which focus on dealing with complex adaptive
systems in order to create framework conditions that enable
emergence. Leadership uses the construct of an open future and, in
this sense, reveals and reflects the transformation of contingency
inherent in all decision-making processes. To this end, it seems
increasingly necessary to begin at the subjective level and to
rescue the social form of the organization from its proclaimed
superfluousness, thereby making it central. The question of whether
the success of informational structural automation leads to the
establishment of a subtle social service organization (Manhart
and Wendt, 2022) that renders the organization increasingly
superfluous as a stable social form can be answered with regard to
the meta-organizations under study. Here, the meta-organization
seems to be far removed from informational structural automation,
even though changes are introduced in the formal structure
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that accompany the digital transformation of the organization.
In contrast, our findings indicate that the growth of informal
structures has become a significant factor in these cases. While this
presents a considerable challenge for digital leadership, it ultimately
does not undermine the ability to maintain the social form of
the organization.

The meta-organizations that were the subject of our study
demonstrated a notable reliance on informal communication
channels for the introduction of digital technologies, forms of
cooperation, and the integration of digital components into service
provision. This was largely attributed to the “weak” organizational
structure of meta-organizations, which limited the enforcement
of digitization efforts via hierarchical structures. Consequently,
the success of digitization efforts within these meta-organizations
was contingent upon the formation of coalitions of the willing,
the establishment of networks within the associations, and the
creation of networks between the association levels. This points to
the importance of applying a non-linear logic to decision making.
Understanding the emergence of such new configurations and
dynamics also helps organizations to recognize new opportunities
in this sense (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003). Leadership maintains the
complexity of the organization at different levels as a point of
reference, and at the same time surfaces as an emergent order.
Despite the growing number of tasks (e.g., data collection and
analysis for decision making) that do not necessitate leadership,
the process of digitization in social welfare meta-organizations
still requires leaders capable of navigating internal and external
complexities, employing effective sensemaking processes, and
staying aware of emerging structures, processes, and practices that
align with the overarching goal of digitized meta-organizations.

Digital debates, which represent the “central mirrors”
(Stssenguth, 2015, p. 8, o.t.) of society’s self-problematization
and self-reflection, also shape the self-observation of modern
which
transformations in their own self-image. In the McLuhanian

organizations, are constantly challenged by social

sense (McLuhan, 1994), new media shape the cognitive
realities of actors and, in this sense, give rise to new models
of perception and communication that help to shape the
structures of organizations in the sense of structural coupling
(Luhmann, 2000). The organizations formality, informality and
its representation comprise three interrelated aspects (Kiihl, 2020)
that must be considered in conjunction with one another when
undergoing a digital transformation. If the requisite conditions for
transformation are not met in any of these levels, it will have an
impact on the other levels.

The present study, which must be considered in its limited
scope and which focuses only on a specific type of organization,
indicates that leadership is not superfluous in these organizations.
The empirical results demonstrate that the organization is highly
dependent upon its informal use of (intelligent) new technologies
and new media in its structures. A key aspect of this seems to be
the willingness of the people involved to transform contingency
in the decision-making process and to fix digitization-related
decisions as premises (Luhmann, 2000; Wendt and Manhart,
2020). This willingness is also dependent on subjective sensitivities
and is expressed in various ways in the organizations studied,
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primarily on an informal level. The transfer of this willingness
into the form of decided decision premises takes place only
very selectively.

The specific contribution to theory development to an
organization-sensitive digitization research is to show that in
contrast to understanding leadership as obsolete or as a
superfluous shell, our study demonstrates the potential for a
revised conceptualization of digital leadership, in the context
of social service provision within complex meta-organizations.
The diagnosis of the superfluousness of the social form of
organization bears a striking resemblance to Weber’s (1964)
concept of dehumanization as a defining feature of a fully
developed bureaucracy in the ideal type. However, informational
structural automation can also be conceptualized as an ideal
type, particularly when one considers the notion of the open
future—a future scenario that has not yet been determined—as
a point of departure. Contrary to this, our empirical material
of a self-organizing meta-organization reflects a real type that
presents itself differently. The concept of digital leadership is
concerned with the two fundamental tasks: firstly, supporting the
process of organizational digitization, and secondly, leading an
organization in a digitized state. It is unsurprising that the notion
of leadership in digitization bears similarities to conceptualizations
of leadership in organizational education, which highlight the
role of leadership in supporting organizational learning (Schroer,
2014, 2016, 2018). Based on our case studies we find that digital
leadership entails:

e an awareness for emerging digital structures, processes and
practices, as well as an awareness for the emergence and
formation of a coalition of “the willing;”

e a range of techniques and practices to make productive use
of and respond to internal and external complexities, such
as sensemaking;

e finding convincing arguments to legitimize decisions across a
wide variety of (internal) stakeholders, such as arguing that
digitization is a way to counter the shortage of skilled workers
in social service provision;

e contributing to a modified organizational identity, that is
based on the perception of what is emerging and the results
of sensemaking-processes.

The aforementioned tasks are characterized by the use of
informal structures and a greater focus on subjectivity than on
the formal structures of organizations. Consequently, the notion
of digital leadership does not signify the conclusion of traditional
leadership. Rather, it can be conceptualized as an advanced form of
unheroic leadership (Baecker, 2015) in the context of external and
internal complexity.
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Through the backdoor —
questioning the transformative
impact of Social Start-Ups within
the digitalization discourse of
social services

Luisa Peters* and Inga Truschkat

Arbeitsbereich Organisationspadagogik, Fachbereich Erziehungswissenschaften und Psychologie,
Freie Universitat Berlin, Berlin, Germany

The aim of this article is to take an analytical look at Social Start-Ups as organizational
discourse actors of a digitalization discourse in the field of social services. The digital
transformation is understood as an all-encompassing socio-cultural phenomenon
that gives rise to new discourse arenas in the field of social services, in which
Social Start-Ups occupy a special position. So far, however, little is known about
the actual role of Social Start-Ups in the digitization discourse of social service
work, although they differ from established social services and thus occupy a
special spokesperson position. Firstly, Social Start-Ups are characterized by a
hybrid organizational structure in that they want to realize social services as
commercial enterprises and thus reconcile economic and social goals. Secondly,
their entire organizational structure and service practice is a priori based on digital
tools and practices that established social services tend to negotiate critically
for themselves. Against this background, the article empirically discusses and
critically examines the discursive influence of Social Start-Ups on the digitization
discourse of social work. The article contributes to understanding how Social
Start-Ups influence the digitalization discourse in social services, offering new
insights into their unique role as hybrid organizations balancing economic and
social goals. By examining their use of digital tools, the research sheds light on
alternative models that challenge traditional service providers. This is crucial for
advancing research on the evolving role of digitalization in social services and its
practical implications for improving service delivery.

KEYWORDS

Social Start-Ups, digitalization of social work, organizational discourse actors,
legitimation practices, problematization techniques

1 Introduction

The increasing digitalization of processes and structures, the development of new
technologies and applications as well as the increasing spread of algorithms and artificial
intelligence are key developments of our time and permeate all areas of society. Digitalization
means much more than the transformation of analog into digital processes. Understood as a
socio-cultural phenomenon, the digital transformation is fundamentally changing the reality
oflife. Stalder (2016) attempts to capture this comprehensiveness with the concept of digitality.
The process of digitalization is nothing less than an erosion of “old cultural forms, institutions
and certainties” (ibid. p. 9) triggered by technological innovations, which are being replaced
by digitality. Digitality should therefore be understood as a dynamic process of debate and
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negotiation in which social meanings are discursively negotiated
and consolidated.

The assessment of what the digital transformation can achieve, what
consequences it has and how it should be dealt with varies greatly
depending on the point of view. In business and some policy areas, for
example, there are high hopes that increasing digitalization will benefit
economic interests and the needs of civil society (cf. BMAS, 2016).
Digitalization brings about new forms of work, innovative procedures
and optimized processes and is thus associated with a strong belief in
progress (cf. Lankau, 2017). In contrast to this rather affirmative
digitalization discourse, the digitalization of social services and social
services is discussed rather critically, especially in social work, as
digitalization would run counter to the personal nature and
professional understanding of social work, among other things. In the
discourse on digitalization, it is therefore possible to identify
sub-discourses that are both sympathetic and critical, which in reality
are not so clearly defined, but do represent the poles of the
digitalization discourse.

Social Start-Ups now play a special role in this, as they offer
social services as commercial enterprises, which in many cases are
based on digital tools and practices. Social Start-Ups thus combine
economic and social objectives on the one hand and social services
with the digital on the other. Social Start-Ups thus provide
alternative interpretations of the role of the digital in social work
and represent a new, hybrid type of organization. The emphasis on
social issues combined with economic viability and the promise to
deliver innovative solutions make Social Start-Ups an exciting
subject of research. So far, reseach interest has therefore been
mainly focused on the ‘social’ parts of Startups. For example, the
research from Kreutzer (2022) analyzes how social entrepreneurs
balance social and business discourse during pitch events in
Germany and Switzerland and highlights the tension between
staying true to social goals and appealing to business expectations.
The paper from Kimmitt and Munoz (2018) examines how social
entrepreneurs interpret and address social issues because Social
Start-Ups are seen as a hopeful solution for the future, because its
‘social’ aspect is underexplored. The digital aspect, which is also a
typical characteristic of Social Start-Ups, has not yet been taken
into account. The distinctly digital working methods of Social
Start-Ups have not yet been considered in research from a discourse
theory perspective.

However, research into this is essential, as the digitalization of
social services has been the subject of considerable criticism to date.
Social Start-Ups represent an alternative in the field of social services
that differ from other social services both in terms of their
organizational structure and their digital way of working. Due to this
difference, it can be assumed that Social Start-Ups, as “new players”
in the field of social services, feed alternative interpretations of digital
social service work into the discourse. Little is known about how
Social Start-Ups negotiate their interpretations in the field of social
services and how they shape the digitalization discourse. With a
discourse-theoretical perspective, the article asks (a) about the
alternative discursive ways of problematisation that Social Start-Ups
introduce into the digitalisation discourse in the context of social
services and (b) how they thereby legitimize themselves in the field
of social services. To this end, the article discuss empirical findings
from an exploratory study and highlights the need for
further research.
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In the first section we will first describe Social Start-Ups as a type
of organization in more detail and outline their position in the critical
digitalization discourse of social work (2). In the next section, Social
Start-Ups will be understood from a discourse-theoretical perspective
as organizational discourse actors that assume a speaker position in
the discourse arena on the digitalization of social services, providing
new forms of problematisation in the field (3). How exactly these
forms of problematisation are shown and to which forms of
legitimisation this leads take place is the subject of the empirical
section of this article, which provides insight into qualitative expert
interviews with founders of Social Start-Ups (4). In the final
conclusion, the empirical results are critically discussed and the
transformative influence of Social Start-Ups on the field is
explored (5).

2 The digitization discourse in the field
of social services

The discourse on digitalization, including its consequences,
potential and risks, is as old as it is current. At the latest when digital
information and communication technologies gradually found their
way into households in the form of televisions at the end of the 1960s,
the discourse on digitalization began (cf. Jdggi, 2023). Since then, new
media, digital tools and practices have been constantly being
produced, raising new questions about the opportunities and risks,
and the discourse is constantly being (re)updated and expanded and
new sub-discourses, speaker positions and interpretations are
being produced.

At a higher level, the discourse is initially characterized by a
certain hegemony that constitutes digitalization as an automatism, a
force of nature that cannot be resisted (cf. Wunder, 2021b, p. 10).
Only the assessment of this development differs depending on the
location. On the one hand, digitalization is supported by an uncritical
belief in progress and new digital developments are affirmatively
anticipated. On the other hand, digital developments are perceived
as a challenge, even a provocation, which collide with old rationalities
and call into question professional self-images, organizational
structures and proven practices. In the field of social work, this rather
critical digitalization discourse can be observed as if under a
magnifying glass.

Occasionally, there are statements that construe digitalization as
a threat to social work because the “disruptive dynamics of
digitalization” would threaten the tradition-related “reliability and
continuity” of social work (Kopf and Schmolze-Krahn, 2018, p. 81).
Beyond these extreme positions, however, it is clear that the discourse
is far more differentiated. Social work does not reject digitalization
processes per se. However, a long-standing, critical and scrutinizing
discourse can be found in the field of social work, which is more
advanced in the field of social work than in other fields (cf. Seelmeyer
and Kutscher, 2021; Ley and Seelmeyer, 2018; Friese, 2019; Wunder,
2021a). The main focus is on the consequences, hurdles and need for
action associated with the increasing digitalization of social services. In
addition to a rejection of optimization efforts and other economic
interests, the criticism is primarily based on the perceived
incompatibility of digitalization and the personal nature of social
services. Accordingly, the discourse revolves primarily around the
human factor and takes both the specialist staff and the recipients of
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social work as its starting point. On the part of the professionals, it is
argued that increasing digitalization may well be accompanied by the
risk of an increasing rationalization of work content and jobs (cf. Hoose
etal, 2021). In addition to these fears of economization, however, there
are fears of deprofessionalization if essential processes of the service
process are automated and standardized, which would mean that the
core of the work would no longer lie with the specialist staff (cf.
Jungtiubl, 2021; Roeske, 2018; Kutscher, 2019). From the perspective of
the recipients of social work, similar arguments are fed into the
discourse when the risk of a “dehumanization of people” (Wunder,
2021b, p. 10) as soon as personal relationships are dissolved and
replaced by digital tools and practices. The discourse is therefore no
longer “only about processes of ‘making digital’ previously analog
processes and forms of provision, but also about the establishment of
socio-technical arrangements and their consequences for individual
actors, forms, occasions and framework conditions of social services”
(Kutscher et al., 2020, p. 10). In comparison to an affirmative
digitalization discourse, in which digitalization is positively linked to the
promise of optimization and innovation, a discourse can be seen in
social work that interprets digitalization more as a challenge and in
which the significance and forms of use of digital tools and practices
must be continuously discussed.

If the discourse in the field of social work is broken down even
further, it becomes clear that the consequences of digitalization are
assessed differently depending on the area of social work. Despite all
the skepticism, there are hardly any areas of social work in which
digitalization is rejected across the board. In almost all areas of social
work, it can be seen that at least large parts of administrative processes
have been digitized because no negative consequences are associated
with it (cf. Hoose et al., 2021). Furthermore, the degree of skepticism
toward digitalization varies depending on the field of social work: for
example, digitalization is discussed more critically in care or daycare
than in counseling or youth work (cf. Friedrichs-Liesenkétter, 20205
Bollig, 2020). The “inherent logics of the respective fields with their
specific mandates, requirements, resource conditions, institutional
structures and actors” (Kutscher and Siller, 2020, p. 441) must
therefore be taken into account if the discourse on digitalization in
social work is to be broken down more precisely and better understood.

In this article, we want to not only point out the plurality of the
areas of responsibility of social services, but also raise awareness of the
fact that the organizations in the field are important actors in the
discourse, whereby this field is characterized by very different types of
organization across the areas of responsibility. In addition to
non-profit and state organizations, private organizations also act as
social services (cf. Peters, 2023). Social Start-Ups can be categorized
here. It can be assumed that the type of organization also influences
how digitalization is negotiated discursively and which forms of
discursive problematisation go along with it. The following chapter
will therefore use discourse theory to define organizations as discourse
actors that are affected by discourses on the one hand, but also help to
shape them on the other.

3 Social Start-U
organizational

S as new
iscourse actors

Organizations can be perceived as important players in the
discourse. According to Weber and Wieners (2018) organizations are
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crossroads of discourses, making them central discourse agents that
are able to offer interpretations of the role of digitalization. They are
places where “what is possible and permitted, what is considered
appropriate, effective and legitimate is determined and controlled”
(Bruch and Tiirk, 2005, p. 90). The role of organizations in discourses
is thus significant. The organizational actors assume specific
spokesperson positions. Their actions in the field, their ways of
operating, their legitimation practices, their handling of the digital
are all speech acts in a specific discourse formation in which
discourses, actors, practices and diapositives constitute the
digitization discourse in the field of social work. The highly diverse
organizational field of social services thus represents a discourse
arena in which discursive meanings are (re)produced and negotiated
(cf. Keller, 2011a, p. 59).

With regard to the discourse arena of the digitalization discourse
in the field of social work, Social Start-Ups are of particular interest
as organizational discourse actors because they have a special status
in the organizational field. In terms of discourse history, Social
Start-Ups are seen as “new players” (Heinze et al., 2011, p. 86) in
contrast to established welfare state institutions. Although Social
Start-Ups operate in the same areas of social work as other social
services, they are quite different in terms of their organizational
structure and culture (cf. Unterberg et al., 2015; Délle, 2011). The
greatest differences are evident between long-standing, large
independent welfare organizations and newly founded social services,
which include Social Start-Ups. The two types of organization are
diametrically opposed: Social Start-Ups stand as new contemporary
organizations opposite the old historical organizations of free welfare
(cf. Abu-Saifan, 2012). Social Start-Ups are usually smaller and are
therefore considered to be more agile and innovative than avoidably
conservative, sluggish, large organizations that have been offering
social services for many decades. In addition, Social Start-Ups, as
commercial enterprises, proclaim to reconcile economic and social
objectives and project potential for social innovation into this
connection, while in non-profit social services, economic interests,
embedded in a strong discourse of economization, are problematized
and reference is made to non-profit status, which is a guarantee for
good service work (cf. Dees, 2012). The “historical validities that are
presented as alleged truths” (cf. Jiger, 1999, p. 54) for established
social services are thus up for grabs.

Even if the differences are exaggerated here, it is clear that the
organizational structure can certainly have an influence on how
digitalization is evaluated and discussed. While established social
services were already providing services before increasing
digitalization and therefore developed analog organizational
structures and procedures, Social Start-Ups have usually only existed
for a short time and are very often founded on the basis of digital
developments because they see the potential for innovative social
services and ultimately “digital-social value creation” in the use of
digital tools and practices (cf. Yanez-Valdés et al, 2023). For
established social services, digital developments create the need to
negotiate whether analog structures and procedures should
be retained or transformed and which practices should be digitized
and how. This creates a pressure to deal with digitalization in social
services that have been operating for many years, to which Social
Start-Ups are not exposed. Rather, it should be noted that Social
Start-Ups are partly responsible for other social services having to
deal with digitalization. On the one hand, they are to a certain extent
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to be seen as competitors who offer their services in the same areas.
On the other hand, they play a special role because their offerings
are often also aimed at other social services, i.e., they act as service
providers for service providers and help shape the service provision
of the addressed services through their offerings.

Structurally, Social Start-Ups certainly have heterotopic potential
(cf. Foucault, 1999) through which they (can) take on a new
spokesperson position in the field of social services. With Foucault
(1981), it should be noted that discourses first discursively constitute
the objects they speak about. This often takes place via certain forms
of problematisation (cf. Foucault, 1996). By discursively interpreting
something as a problem, it forms truths and realities in a certain way
and legitimizes associated practices. So far, however, the role of Social
Start-Ups in the critically controversial digitization discourse of
social work described above has not been analyzed. On the basis of
an empirical explorative study, the following section therefore
examines the alternative discursive ways in which Social Start-Ups
contribute to the digitalisation discourse in the context of social
services and how they thereby legitimize themselves in the field of
social services.

4 Empirical insights

The empirical basis of this explorative study consists of guided
expert interviews conducted with founders of Social Start-Ups in the
health and care sector.! The focus was on the individual start-up
stories of the companies, the complex work and organizational
processes as well as the various challenges and opportunities
associated with the use of digital tools and practices to provide social
services. The founders were asked about their motivation, the decisive
moments during the start-up process and their service format. A
special focus was placed on the role of digital technologies and
practices for the organization and the services offered.

The interview data are the beginning of an explorative study on
social Start-Ups. Accordingly, no strict sampling criteria were defined
at this stage. The search for interviewees was initially based on
opportunity structures in order to gain access to the field. As a first
step, contact was therefore made with an official network of Social
Start-Ups in the healthcare sector, as this network united some Social
Start-Ups and thus simplified the process of making contact. The
decision to interview the founders was based on research on social
entrepreneurs, which repeatedly emphasizes the special role of
founders (Banks, 2016; Federwisch, 2019). We also assumed that the
founders can talk most extensively about their founding history. In
the further course of the study the theoretical sampling will be fine-
tuned and the interviews will be supplemented by interviews with
Social Start-Ups from other sectors in order to examine whether
legitimation practices are changing. In addition, in individual
organizations, the interviews with the founders are supplemented by

1 The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by
the Ethics Committee of Freie Universitat Berlin, Department of Education and
Psychology. Written informed consent to participate in this study was provided

by the participants.
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interviews with the employees in order to check whether other
arguments can be found here as well.

At the beginning of our exploratory study, guided interviews
were conducted with founders of social Start-Ups. This form of
interview made it possible to set a focus in terms of content and still
ask open questions that gave the interviewees space to present their
views and experiences in their own words. The interviews were
recorded using a recording device and then transcribed. The analysis
began with open coding of the transcripts. This involved breaking
down the data into smaller units and developing codes that
summarized the main concepts and ideas in the data. The researchers
remained open to different interpretations and tried not to jump to
conclusions. Once the basic concepts had been identified, axial
coding followed. This involved establishing relationships between the
codes to develop larger categories and concepts. This helped to
identify patterns and connections in the data. Selective coding was
carried out at the end of the coding process. This focused on the core
themes and attempted to develop a central theory that connected the
different categories and explained the data coherently (Strauss and
Corbin, 1996).

The following analysis focuses in particular on interview passages
in which the founders attempt to explain and justify their practice
and their point of view in order to gain an insight into the forms of
problematisation and legitimizing discourse practices of Social
Start-Ups. For this purpose, the theoretical framework of van
Leeuwen (2007) which is useful for systematizing the discursive
legitimation practices of Social Start-Ups. The theoretical framework
of van Leeuwen (2007) on legitimation in discourse and
communication identifies four central strategies that actors use to
legitimize their actions and decisions. Firstly, there is legitimation by
authority, in which reference is made to authorities, institutions or
experts in order to justify a decision. Secondly, there is moral
evaluation, in which actions are legitimized by moral arguments or
social values. Thirdly, rationalization provides a logical or purpose-
oriented justification for actions, with utility or function being the
primary consideration. Finally, there are mythic narratives, where
traditions, historical events or stories are used to create new forms of
problematisation. These strategies help to present actions and
decisions in discourse as understandable and acceptable. The
theoretical framework is suitable for systematizing legitimation
practices because van Leeuwen’s theoretical concepts have a good
“flying altitude” for processing empirical material. Other approaches,
such as critical discourse analysis, as justified by Fairclough (2010,
2018), are also suitable, even if the approaches address similar issues.

4.1 The social as moral legitimization of the
digital

The first approach shows that the Social Start-Ups justify their
own position in the discourse by using the digital solution to
compensate for social problems. For example, one social start-up that
offers an online shopping service for residents of care facilities states
the following:

What we do is actually, to put it bluntly, we have a kind of digital

civilian service. We also came up with the basic idea at the time
when compulsory military service was abolished. The basic idea
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and the first conversation with a care facility came about by
chance in 2011. They somehow explained that they were now
doing a lot of shopping for people in need of care in the care
facility because there were fewer and fewer relatives on site. And
because before that, people doing community service did these
jobs, but they were no longer there overnight when compulsory
military service was abolished. (SS01, lines 10-17)

With this statement, the interviewee identifies gaps in
responsibility and service provision and fills them with her business
idea. The digital solution fits in here as a matter of course as the only
possible answer to the social problem, thereby rationalizing and
normalizing the digitalization of social services. Digital is endowed
with a basic social intention and further charged by presenting it as
an added value for residents and employees in care facilities by
adequately compensating for a deficit. To emphasize the adequacy,
the digital tool is constructed as human by referring to it as a ‘digital
community service worker’ Similarly, this can also be seen in other
cases when another social start-up describes its product as a digital
care advisor:

The end result of our work, our digital care advisor, is the
digitalization of care advice. Ideally, of course, it should be analog.
But it can't, because there simply aren't enough of them. That's
why our approach here is also just the digital development of an
analog approach. (SS03, lines 320-323)

The social start-up uses the same basic argumentation for a
completely different area of care, in which digitalization is constructed
as a must-have solution and unavoidable measure and a personalizing
equation is also made. In this case, too, a previously analog social
service is translated into a digital variant, giving the digital a social
component. The use of the ‘digital care advisor’ is morally justified by
its supposed inevitability. This is because without the digital solution,
care is offered. This generates legitimacy through problematization
(cf. Banihaschemi, 2018, 105ff.). At the same time, the compensation
of human and analog services through digital solutions is not further
problematized. The digital service offerings are equated with analog
services that are able to compensate for gaps in the service offering
without this leading to problems or disadvantages.

While the digital solution of the digital care advisor and
community service provider are presented as necessary and adequate
alternatives that are intended to compensate for a deficit in analog
working methods, another Social Start-Up sees added value in its
digital solution in that the digitalization of communication with
relatives would bring about a significant improvement.

Well, the relatives only see this small window that opens up to
them when they're in the facility and sometimes that's only on
Sundays between 2 and 3 p.m., and everything else that happens
doesn't happen. And, um, there was a certain resignation to this
situation, that it was simply taken for granted and now we live in
an age where it feels like you always know everything about
everyone. I know what some footballer ate for breakfast if I have
to read it in the Bild newspaper or on Instagram in the best case
scenario. And at the same time, I have no insight into how
someone very close to me is doing in such a very, very vulnerable
state in an institution. And I thought that was wrong and
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somehow had a great urge to become part of the solution.” (§502,
lines 61-71)

Here, too, a social problem is defined that is to be addressed by a
digital solution. In this example, the integration of the digital is
argued by the omnipresence of social media in people’s everyday
lives. In this sense, the digital is also interpreted as inevitable here.
The starting point for Social Start-Ups is therefore that they use a
social problem or a social service as a legitimizing foil for the digital
and thus discursively undertake a moral legitimation of the digital by
referring to a specific value system (cf. van Leeuwen, 2007). By
linking the digitization of services with added social value, the digital
is not only presented as a means of compensation, but also legitimizes
digitization with an increase in quality and to a certain extent
immunizes it against criticism.

4.2 Legitimization of the digital through
authorization

In the organizational field, however, this discursive legitimization
via moralization does not seem to work out without further ado. In
the field of social services in particular, digitalization is viewed
skeptically and perceived as contradictory to the personal nature of
everyday work in this field (cf. Roeske, 2018). Against this backdrop,
a purely affirmative figure of legitimacy does not appear to
be sufficiently compatible with the discursive rules of the critical and
scrutinizing discourse on digitalization in social work. Social
Start-Ups are therefore simultaneously positioning themselves
discursively as experts on the digital in the field of social services and,
as spokespersons in the discourse arena, are offering a new
interpretation of the significance of the digital.

If you show them what's possible, they come up with the best
ideas themselves, you just have to take away their fear of this
specter of digitalization, (SS02, lines 392-394).

The skepticism about digitalization in the field of social services
addressed here is emotionally charged by talking about the fear of a
specter. The social start-up constructs itself as a knowledgeable and
rational counterpart that can allay the irrational fears of social
services. In other cases, we see that other constructions also function
in this logic.

Yes, I think those are the reasons for rejecting digitalization, for
us it's more about breaking up structures, I would say. So it's not
necessarily to do with digital, but simply with change in whatever
form. (SS02, lines 448-451)

In this social start-up, skepticism about digitalization is linked to
an unwillingness to change social services and construed as a
structural hurdle. This pattern can also be found in other examples:

Yes, and otherwise we are in the healthcare sector, which in
Germany is an entrenched, regulated construct that can hardly
be surpassed in terms of complexity. And that's also why it's
almost incapable of innovation in my opinion. (SS02, lines
342-345)
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In addition to the structural element, however, the lack of
expertise is also problematized.

We were really allowed to sit at the table with the CEO and CFO
and they realized that we simply recognized a problem that they
are aware of, yes, which they also perceive as omnipresent and also
as getting stronger and stronger/but they themselves cannot find
a solution for it because it is simply not within their expertise
(8502, lines 76-79).

A further hurdle is created by attributing ignorance. In contrast,
the social start-up is positioned as knowledgeable, whereby the digital
is transported into the organization as the only possible solution. The
quote makes it clear that access to social services is a negotiation
process that - as can be seen here - is shaped by very analog contacts.

The constructions of hurdles set by the Social Start-Ups in the
course of digitalization are thus set in very different ways in order to
create a contrasting foil to a knowledgeable and innovation-friendly
attitude. Through this specific form of problematising a hostility
toward technology, they constitute themselves as a symbol of this
innovative attitude. Interestingly, however, these hurdles are not seen
as a rationally comprehensible skepticism toward the capitalization,
optimization and standardization tendencies of digitalization on the
part of social services, but rather as an irrational resistance to
modernization. The legitimization of the digital through a moral
charge is thus coupled here with a legitimization through authorization
(cf. van Leeuwen, 2007). Social Start-Ups use this form of
problematisation to create a legitimizing foil for themselves by
countering the fields skepticism with their expertise, which
discursively creates a power imbalance in knowledge about digital
social services that secures them a meaningful spokesperson position
in the discourse arena.

4.3 Rationalization as legitimization of the
digital

Through this discursive construction of legitimacy, the Social
Start-Ups act as door openers for the digital in the field of social
services by ultimately making it compatible with organizational
concerns. One Social Start-Up reports, for example, that the use of
digital tools should benefit care staff and reduce their workload, which
is why communication and persuasion are necessary.

That means saying, hey, we want this service component, we want
to stand up for it as a provider and make shopping possible for our
people in need of care who live with us. We have this shopping
service, we take care of it. We consciously promote the topic of
participation and, um, offer this and actively use it in our
communication. And in doing so, we also support our employees
to lead the way a little. That you are an attractive employer for
your employees, so to speak, because you think along with them
and use digital tools that take the pressure off care. (SS01, lines
418-425)

The digital is ascribed a role as an abstract momentum, in which
its very existence promises the social service an innovative and
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attractive image. The digital is thus stylized as a driver of change in
organizational self and external references, which is charged with a
social value orientation and thus linked to the hope of improving the
social impact of the organization. Another discursive construction is
that of the new power to act.

So it's like this/We just started, as I said, with this communication
with relatives and then it just came about when they realized:
"Man, digital communication works, and it's actually easier than
maybe/" Especially because we give a lot of control to the facility
all at once, before that they always communicated very reactively:
(SS02, lines 314-318).

The Social Start-Up, which has entered the market with the aim
of digitizing communication with relatives, shows that it is not only
the haptic realization of facilitating processes that leads to overcoming
the hurdles, but that the digital tool would be able to expand the
organization’s options for action. The digital is thus used productively
for organizational rationality. Discursively, this legitimizes the digital
through rationalization (cf. van Leeuwen, 2007). To the extent that the
digital is attested a measurable, perceptible effectiveness, it
simultaneously becomes rationally supposedly unquestionable.

4.4 The discursive effect of the
legitimization discourse of Social Start-Ups

In order to further investigate the discursive effect of Social
Start-Ups in relation to the digitalization of social services, we will also
look at how these discursive problematisation and legitimation
elements are translated into discourse formation, i.e., how they can
also be connected to organizational practices in social services. This
shows that the digital solution is reshaped according to
organizational requirements:

We have this ourselves in the care context, for example, with the
care documentation software. We say that we can realize the actual
added value even more if we are integrated into this care
documentation software, because then, to put it bluntly, they no
longer have to maintain any master data in our application.
Instead, it will simply be updated automatically and kept up to
date, right? We can import the invoices directly into their
accounting system so that all they have to do is click a button.
Then they don't have to transfer anything manually and so on.
And these are all points where a lot of individual solutions are
being used right now, but I think the whole, I'm almost saying
magic, that digitalization can have only starts when you work
sensibly with interfaces. Because then you can simply make sure
that it really supports the people 100% and that they don't have to
do anything twice, don't have to maintain anything, but can really

work in their environment. (SS01, lines 359-372)

The social start-up integrates the digital product into existing
organizational processes so that they can run more smoothly and
efficiently. The former social idea behind the digital product, namely
to offer a shopping service for residents, is interpreted in terms of an
economizing process optimization. By translating discursivly the
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digital into organizational processes, the discursive effect is
particularly evident in terms of rationalizing legitimation. This means
that the employees of the care facility now take care of these things
structurally and systematically and the associated work process is
made visible and formalized through integration into the software.
This can also be seen in other cases:

They can communicate with their external laundry service
manager via our app, yes, there's a complaint about an item of
clothing that has been lost, broken, whatever. Before that, they
really had to fill out an A4 sheet and send it to them by fax
and the absurd thing is that it's a really stupid process in the
facility, but the service provider then sat down, took this fax
and somehow digitized it, because of course they then had to
process it (...). That means um now they can do it with a click
and a photo and uh a few quasi checkmarks set uh very very
easy (...). You can chat with the pharmacy, so we have 9000
pharmacies connected, where you can just upload a
prescription with the pharmacist and then he tells you it's
there and I can send it to then and then, before that it had to
be done by fax or phone call and several phone calls and so
also super intransparent. And last but not least (...) you can
now do all the planning and ordering of the food (SS02, lines
359-278)

Here, too, it can be seen that the rationalization of
organizational processes means that the initial social idea of
communicating with relatives is hardly taken into account any
more, but instead refers to completely different communication
channels within the organization. The digital is thus constructed
as incorporated by the organization in a certain way and as used
primarily for standardization, optimization and rationalization
developments. This discursive translation gives Social Start-Ups
a specific discursive position, which will be discussed critically
in the following conclusion.

5 Conclusion: the normalizing effect
of Social Start-Ups

It can be seen that Social Start-Ups generate discursive practices
in a specific way and thus occupy a special spokesperson position in
the critical digitization discourse. The ability to connect to this
discourse is achieved through the interweaving of various discursive
problematisation and legitimation mechanisms. By discursively
interweaving moralizing, authorizing and rationalizing elements of
problematisation and legitimation, critical and affirmative discourse
positions are served simultaneously and one’s own discourse position
is strengthened by the authorizing legitimation.

Start-Ups
normalization: On the one hand, they constitute themselves as

Social oscillate between deviation and
a heterotopia, as an organization in which social services are
intentionally offered and implemented differently (cf. Wieners,
2023; Foucault, 1999). In this way, Social Start-Ups create a new
truth space in the digitalization discourse, in which the critical

and scrutinizing argumentations are marginalized and their own
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interpretations of problematisation are fed into the discourse
through the corresponding legitimation practices. However, by
doing this through a discursive interweaving of different
elements of legitimization, they simultaneously create a
softening of controversial discourse positions. By equating the
digitalization of social services with an increase in social justice,
it can no longer be morally questioned. By equating it with
added value at an organizational level, it can no longer
be questioned rationally. And by discursively authorizing
themselves as legitimate spokespersons, they themselves can no
longer be questioned.

The analyses also indicate that the Social Start-Ups have
dispositive effects. In the organizational translation, i.e., at the
moment when the digital services are ‘deployed’ in the field, the
organizations enter into negotiation processes with other social
services. The legitimation practices previously founded on
morals, ethics and authorization lead to legitimation practices
of rationalization in the discursive construction of the further
course of practice and are secured through certified effectiveness
in the field. In this sense, Social Start-Ups act as door openers
for a rather uncritical digitalization discourse because they
discursively interlink the opposing problematisation and
legitimation foils of a critical debate. This - according to one
assumption - increases their dispositive effect in the field of
social work, as they make the digital discursively connectable to
this field and the digital is normalized in the context of a critical
digitalization discourse.

Overall, these empirical insights can only remain as
exploratory as the study itself. The extent to which Social
Start-Ups actually succeed in becoming places of legitimate
speech and have a “chance of being heard” (Keller, 2011b, p. 235)
that enables them to “question or even counteract normalities -
in social and institutional terms” (Maschke, 2023, p. 247) is a
question that could only be touched on using the data material
presented here. However, the empirical insights point to the fact
that it makes sense to further empirically investigate
developments in the discursive and organizational field of social
services in order to take an analytical, but also critical-reflexive
look at shifts and normalizations in the course of the
digitalization of social services.

The significance of the available empirical data is therefore
limited. However, the data does provide exciting indications of
the special role of social start-ups, which need to be analyzed in
more extensive studies. This requires not only an expansion of
the sample to other fields of social work in which Social
Start-Ups are also active. A dispositive-analytical perspective is
also needed in order to analytically examine the impact of Social
Start-Ups as discourse actors in the field of social services in the
context of digitalisation and its social consequences. This
explorative study provides indications that Social Start-Ups are
feeding new problematisation and legitimisation foils of the
digital into the discourse. Expanding the view from a
dispositive-analytical perspective opens up the possibility of
critically and analytically illuminating potential risks or dark
sides of this discursive normalization. The dynamics of the field
thus call for the associated developments and changes in the
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context of digitalisation to be accompanied by reflective and
critical research in the future.
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This paper uses the concept of transpoiesis to describe the mechanisms that sustain
social movements. Emerging from ethnographic research on the World Social
Forum (WSF) and inspired by systems theory, transpoiesis emphasizes the dynamic
balance within social movements between decentralized organization and strategic
coherence. This differentiates it from autopoiesis, which focuses on self-sustaining
systems that maintain and reproduce their structure autonomously through internal
processes, rather than emphasizing the dynamic balance between decentralized
organization and strategic coherence. Transpoiesis offers a particularly instructive
model in the digital age, when classical explanations often fail to account for the
rapid pace of change, innovation, flexibility and decentralized collaboration that
characterize modern organizations. The concept aids in understanding how social
movements build collective identities, navigate organizational dynamics, structure
collective learning, and contribute to social change. Moreover, it reflects the
broader shift toward network-based arrangements in contemporary organizations,
an adaptation to the complexities of the digital environment.

KEYWORDS
social movement theories, social movements, collective learning, temporary
organization, partial organization, systems theory, organizational learning,
organizational education

1 Introduction: collective learning in the dynamics
of social movements

We see growth, excitement and dynamism of the World Social Forum process in the
proliferation of social forums. Over 40 national, regional and thematic forums are taking place
in 2010 alone. These forums are creating innovations to the social forum process and
responding to local contexts and needs of progressive social movements. The International
Council was originally established to provide overall coordination of the annual WSF events.
When the event shifted to being bi-annual, the IC’s focus also changed to management of the
overall process. Now the WSF has further evolved with the emergence of the numerous
national, regional and thematic forums (Protocol of the International Council, 2010).

The above statement is taken from the meeting protocol of the International Council (IC)
of the World Social Forum (WSF) that took place in 2010 in Mexico City. It illustrates how the
idea of organizing a social forum has expanded across borders since the first WSF in 2001 and
has materialized by “responding to local contexts and the needs of progressive social
movements.” All emerging national, regional and thematic social forums are taken as a sign of
“growth, excitement and dynamism,” and yet also create a demand for coordination and
“management of the overall process.” It is precisely at this juncture that the question of what
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constitutes a movement arises. The core objective of this paper is to
explore how best to conceptualize a social movement, moving beyond
the reductionist view either that it is a loosely connected series of
protest events, or a centrally coordinated network. Instead, it aims to
capture the complex and elusive nature of social movements.

Social movements are currently a focus of educational research
(Novelli et al, 2021; Niesz, 2022). Beyond historically, social
movements are also understood in their present as sites of educational
processes, and both collective and individual learning (Miethe and
Roth, 2016; Schroder, 2017a). Additionally, social movements are
increasingly discussed in the context of social work. Social work
originated in the wider context of social movements (Schroder,
2022b). The relationship between the two has been redefined in
contemporary discourse (Kleibl et al., 2024). Social movements are
often theorized as the “communication systems” (Ahlemeyer, 1989) or
even “immune systems” (Luhmann, 1996) of society, with the function
not only of observing society but also of contributing to social
transformation (Berberoglu, 2019).

In the early stages of movement research at the beginning of the
20th century (Hellmann and Koopmans, 1998), social movements
were conceptualized as counterforces to prevailing politics. Since the
1970s, they have increasingly been regarded as normal actors in
democratic societies, except within the framework of “contentious
politics” (McAdam et al., 2008). However, current social movements
are increasingly characterising themselves once again as counterforces
to prevailing politics. This is partly due to disillusionment with
representative democracy and a sense of being bypassed in
government decision-making (Nohl, 2022). This is particularly
evident in phenomena of societal self-empowerment, observable in
increased violations of laws and regulations on idealistic, political, or
ethical grounds (Kirsch et al., 2023). Consequently, the protest scene
has become more diverse and at the same time more contradictory
(Roth and Rucht, 2019).

In light of these developments, a tactical shift in the orientation of
the WSF has been discussed to make it a more effective force for
change in society (Schroder, 2022a). Before the 20th anniversary of
the WSF in 2021, a number of actors came together to initiate a reform
process within the main body of the WSE, the International Council
(Group for the Renewal of the World Social Forum, 2022). Three
reasons are cited for initiating reform in the WSE. Firstly, the number
of participants and the media attention the WSF receives have declined
so sharply that the group risks becoming insignificant. Secondly, the
WSEF has adhered so steadfastly to the Charter of Principles, a set of
guidelines created after the first Forum in Porto Alegre in 2001 to
consolidate the decisions made there and direct future gatherings, that
it has failed to adapt to the changing global political landscape.
Consequently, it has lost connection with current social movements.
Thirdly, the decision-making processes within the existing
organizational structures, particularly the International Council, are
opaque, undemocratic, and no longer represent the most important
social movements and intellectual voices of today.

These reasons for WSF reform are shared by some who argue that
the WSF should remain as it is: an open space. However, the goal of
the “International Renewal Group” to transform the WSF from an
open exchange space into a global political subject is highly contested.
This group consists of people who have been members of the
International Council since its inception. Contributions from their
authors demonstrate the desire to counter neoliberal and right-wing
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forces with a renewed WSF in the future. Savio (2019) — a member of
the International Renewal Group - points out, for example, that the
WSEF has been paralyzed from the beginning, and unable to effect real
change on the international stage. Clearly then, some members of the
group are not only aiming for reforms in the WSF process but are
seeking the fundamental renewal of the WSF as a “political subject””
The Charter of Mexico mentions the establishment of an “International
of Civil Society” (Group for the Renewal of the World Social
Forum, 2022).

However, both single-loop learning, which involves making
strategic adjustments to action to better achieve existing goals without
questioning underlying assumptions, and double-loop learning, which
involves challenging and revising those fundamental assumptions and
values that guide the movement, for the sake of deep transformative
change, are at least as challenging in social movements as they are in
organizations (Argyris and Schon, 1978). Unlike other comparable
learning contexts such as political parties, youth organizations, churches,
or self-help groups, social movements lack a formal membership
structure that ensures continuous personnel engagement and the direct
transmission of knowledge. They also lack a secured organizational
framework for knowledge production and archiving (Schroder, 2015).
Therefore, a consistently rational and strategically-oriented learning
process among collective actors is not to be expected. Instead, social
movements consist of informal networks and loose coalitions, where
negotiations over common strategies are constructed in a fluid process
of self-organization and internal debate. To date, the WSF have never
integrated double-loop learning that would have changed their core
values. Despite various discussions and proposals, the fundamental
principles and open nature of the WSF have remained intact.

On a smaller scale, however, many ideas within the WSF process
have involved the successful implementation of single-loop learning.
The WSF has evolved into a dynamic platform that brings together
global activists, organizations, and individuals to address pressing
social and political issues. It serves as a forum where political and
social activists, as well as intellectuals, can meet and learn from each
other to overcome their current weaknesses. Through numerous
national, regional, and thematic forums, the WSF has fostered
innovative approaches to social justice, human rights, economic
equality, and environmental sustainability. Youth participation, in
particular, has become pivotal in recent years. The WSF has provided
a space for young people to bring together new perspectives and
creative solutions to global problems. Their engagement has led to
notable advancements, such as the use of digital tools and social media
to broaden the forum’s impact and reach, enriching discussions with
diverse viewpoints, and bridging generational gaps to foster
intergenerational learning and solidarity. A key issue here is the
politicization of technology (Schrdder, 2017b). This means that the
social and political implications of technologies need to be deliberately
integrated into discussions and decision-making processes. It involves
critically examining how technology affects power dynamics, social
justice, and democratic processes. Neglecting this aspect could result
in missed opportunities to harness the potential of technology and
address the complexities of modern social issues effectively (Wallgren
etal., 2022).

In the digital age, where organizational structures are increasingly
networked and fluid, the theory of doing organization within social
movements offers valuable insights into organizational learning amid
digital transformation. Social movements, with their decentralized
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coordination and adaptive learning processes, provide a model for
how organizations can utilize digital tools and platforms for rapid
knowledge dissemination and flexible adaptation. This aligns with Du
Gay’s (2020) critique of contemporary organizational analysis, which
often reduces ‘formal organization’ to a mere social container rather
than engaging with its dynamic and practical aspects. Du Gay argues
that many current organizational analyses, influenced by sociological
and explanatory tropes, fail to capture the essence of ‘organization’ and
instead view it superficially. By contrasting these views with the
principles of organizing at work in social movements, we can gain a
deeper understanding of how digital transformation reshapes
organizational learning. This perspective emphasizes the need to
revisit classic organizational theories and apply their insights to
modern challenges, revealing how digital contexts transform both the
mechanisms and effectiveness of collective learning and knowledge
Thus,
movements adaptive strategies offers a framework for navigating the

management within organizations. examining social
complexities of digital transformation, highlighting how classical and

contemporary theories can converge to address pressing

organizational issues.

2 The world social forum: exploring
the continuity of social movements
over time

Theoretical approaches to social movements often struggle to
adequately capture their unity and distinctiveness. For over twenty
years, scholars have emphasized the need to explain, rather than
simply assume, the nature of social movements (Rupp and Taylor,
1987; Eyerman and Jamison, 2007; Gongaware, 2010): are they
temporary, with clear beginnings and endings, or are they better
understood in their ebb and flow?

Explanations of how social movements evolve and persist generally
fall into two major frameworks (Fillieule and Blanchard, 2013). On the
one hand, macrostructural approaches examine how movements adapt
to changes in resources or external conditions. This perspective
includes organizational approaches, which emphasize the role of an
organizations structure, ideology, and culture in enabling Social
Movement Organizations (SMOs) to secure resources and maintain
member engagement, even in hostile environments or periods of
inactivity. On the other hand, political process approaches explore how
shifts in political opportunities influence the patterns and strategies of
movement mobilization. They also consider how movements develop,
give rise to other movements, work in coalition with each other, and
affect the broader cultural and political landscape (Meyer and Whittier,
1994). On the other hand, microstructural approaches delve into the
internal dynamics of movements, such as recruitment processes,
internal conflicts, and the development of collective identity. These
approaches have, however, been less developed, and the overarching
question remains whether social movements should be perceived in
terms of their life cycle or continuity.

The WSF is an intriguing case because its existence for over a
decade and a half challenges the common belief in movement
literature that social movements rarely endure for extended periods.
Generally, movements either vanish relatively quickly or transform
into an NGO or political party. The thesis proposed by Michels (1968)
since the early 20th century asserts that when movements evolve into
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formal organizations, they often replace their substantive, idealistic
goals with operational objectives. In this process, the leaders of the
newly formalized movement use the original ideology as a tool to
ensure the survival of the organization, rendering the ideals into mere
empty slogans. This phenomenon is considered a ‘typical development
of social movements’ (Mayreder, 1917).

A social movement organizes around core themes that become
publicly visible, particularly through actions such as demonstrations
or civil disobedience. Through their direct involvement in actions and
protests, participants in social movements acquire knowledge about
political issues and how to organize effectively to achieve shared goals.
While social movements require structures to operate efficiently—
structures of decision-making and for interpreting social issues—their
ongoing development and maintenance are crucial. Without these
structures, connections between participants can weaken, leading to
the movement’s swift dissolution. The structures within movements
are often fragile, and their decline can result from various factors, such
as waning interest in the cause, concessions from opponents, or
intensified state repression. Additionally, a movement risks fading due
to its structural weaknesses or, paradoxically, through formalization.
Although formal structures can enhance organizational efficiency,
they may also compromise the movement’s ideals by shifting the focus
to the maintenance of structure, leadership roles, and procedural
concerns. This shift can lead to an instrumental approach, similar to
that found in conventional political parties and for-profit businesses,
prioritizing means and ends over the original (idealistic) goals of the
movement (Schroder, 2015).

In this sense, social movements are considered the epitome of self-
organization. The idea of self-organization is not only part of the self-
image of the so-called ‘new social movements, but is also the
ideological basis of their political program. Decentralisation and
participation in decision making are both political goals and ideal-
typical forms of organization (Maeckelbergh, 2009). However, in the
event that a decentralized network centralises around an inner circle,
informal (power) structures can emerge within the network (Freeman,
1972). Responsibilities for tasks and formal roles typically become
more institutionalized over time, similar to the structured roles seen
in organizations. Within this dynamic, even a group of activists faces
the risk of reproducing antiquated patriarchal patterns such as gender
roles, or even (re-)creating hierarchical structures (Kleibl et al., 2024).
Hierarchies, however, do not always emerge by design. A lack of clear
hierarchy can hinder decision-making, leading to inefficiencies and
difficulties in mobilizing action. Moreover, a movement organized in
a radically horizontal way may struggle to have a political impact on
society (Wallerstein, 2004).

Against this backdrop, social movements can be considered
prototypes of alternative organizations and forms of social (dis)order
that challenge hegemonies. But in their organizational forms, social
movements also negotiate a balance between planned and emergent
order (den Hond et al.,, 2015) as tendencies on the trajectory between
the decentralisation of networks and the formality of organizations
(Sutherland et al., 2014). For researchers, this raises questions on
“what balances to strike between openness and closure, dispersion
and unity, strategic action and process” (Nunes, 2014) and on how
we can theoretically conceptualize the ways of organizing an
organizationless organization?

Existing concepts have yet to provide a satisfactory answer in this
regard. Luhmann (1996) and others have described social movements
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as (special) social systems, but faced the dilemma of classifying social
movements within systems theory (Luhmann, 1982). In his
conception, Luhmann postulated three levels in the structure of social
systems: interaction, organization, and society. These are all
introduced as products of a social-cultural evolution toward increased
complexity. The threefold scheme has raised the question where to
place social systems like movements. According to Luhmann’s systems
theory, the phenomenon of a social system occurs when the actions of
persons are meaningfully related to each other and thereby draw a
distinction to an external environment. Social movements challenge
central concepts of systems theory, as they encompass more than just
a collection of direct interactions. They are characterized by informal
communication and a lack of decision-making capacity compared to
formal organizations, and their relationship with societal functional
systems is highly ambivalent (Kusche, 2016).

Still, for organization theory, systems theory has provided a
promising attempt to theoretically conceptualize the art of doing
organization without becoming one. To understand the role, in
transformation processes, of other social entities at the meso-level,
such as networks or social movements, it is essential to elaborate on
the specificity of these constructs and examine the extent to which
they complement, extend, or even replace the distinctiveness of
organizations, particularly their decision-making capacities (Besio
and Tacke, 2023). Ahlemeyer (1995) tackles this issue by suggesting
that the hypothesis of describing social movements as autopoietic
social systems holds only if they are understood as operationally
closed, self-referential social systems. His approach views
mobilization-oriented communication as a recursively generated
fundamental element of social movements that must be continuously
renewed within the system. Describing social movements as systems
with temporarily complex structures highlights how they must
constantly replace their mobilization elements, select their states
moment by moment, and can only be influenced through this process.
Their stability depends on their ability to relate to the unstable
fundamental elements out of which they are made.

A social system has to be able to create self-descriptions that
differentiate it from its environment. In doing so, social systems are
self-referential. Recursive behavior makes social systems operatively
closed. Again, this operative closure cognitively opens up the system
to certain structural couplings with its environment(s). This circular
process taking place within a system is the essence of the concept of
autopoiesis. Autopoiesis, as introduced by Maturana and Varela
(1980), refers to a system’s ability to produce and maintain itself
through its own processes. The most striking feature of an autopoietic
system is that it “pulls itself up by its own bootstraps,” meaning it
continuously regenerates and sustains its identity through internal
dynamics. While it remains distinct from its environment, this
distinction is not rigid, as the system’s self-maintenance is inseparable
from its interactions with the environment. Essentially, autopoiesis
describes a self-sustaining loop where the system defines and
maintains itself, even as it remains open to influences from outside'.

1 The concept of autopoiesis, originally developed by Maturana and Varela
to describe the self-maintenance of living systems, has been transferred by
Luhmann and others to the field of sociology to define the self-production of

social systems.
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If we agree to the fact that a social movement is not just an ad-hoc
group of people but, at least, creates a temporary form of social order
(see, e.g., the definition by Diani, 2009 or Snow et al., 2004), then
clearly, we can assume that social movements draw a distinction
between themselves and their environments (at least for a short period
of time)?, and from this viewpoint that they must be understood as
social systems. Yet systems theorists — including Luhmann - have
constantly underlined the fact that not all social systems fit well into
the scheme of systems theory (Heintz and Tyrell, 2015), which also
applies to social movements that can be considered neither as
interactions nor as organizations.

By contrast with interactions, a sense of togetherness is created
outside of the actual gathering of a movement.’ Unlike an organization,
a movement is not structured hierarchically and does not base its
membership (inclusion and exclusion) on decision making. Rather, it
is open to an unlimited number of ‘personnel’ that are mobilized by
commitment. What instead characterises a movement are diffused
role models and a dispersed network with a relatively short-
term existence.

Against this backdrop, Kithl (2014) questions why there has not
yet been a modification of the threefold scheme of interaction,
organization and society. He identifies three argumentation strategies
to preserve the purity of the scheme that can be found in current
debates. The first strategy is to say that other social systems such as
groups, families or movements can somehow be subordinated to one
of the three types of social system. The second way to rescue the
scheme is simply to deny that other forms can be counted as social
systems. The last line of the argument defends the threefold scheme
by pointing out that, in theoretical aesthetics, it would be superior to
an alternative scheme, for example fourfold or hierarchical.
Nevertheless, Kiihl (2014) advocates exploring the benefit derived
from an enhancement of the scheme. The challenge is then to prove
that groups, families or movements are independent types of social
system with their own styles of communication, mechanisms of
border demarcation, and types of structural formation. Along these
lines, I suggest that theorists further explore how a social movement
represents an independent type of social system, from both an
empirical and theoretical perspective.

3 The art of doing organization
without becoming an organization:
the concept of transpoiesis

Based on the ideas of Michels (1968) and Mayreder (1917), it is
generally agreed that a movement cannot sustain itself indefinitely
without either disappearing or evolving into an organization. Put
simply, the key distinction between a movement and an organization
is that, while a movement strives to maintain its ideals without

2 A social system that would stop the process of differentiating between
identity and difference would simply cease to exist.

3 So-called new social movements do not provide ideological orientation
like the socialist movement of the 19th century but they still define a unity of
the system with vague ideas that mobilize different groups like the protest

theme of the WSF: neoliberalism.
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compromise, an organization prioritizes its own survival, often at the
expense of its original ideals. From studying the organizational
structures of the WSE, we can derive a central insight: movements
navigate a delicate balance between fragmentation and formal
organization. Three dimensions have to be managed: identity,
momentum and resources.

The relationship between identity, momentum, and resource
management reveals two possible outcomes for a movement. On one
hand, if a movement has a very strong identity, low momentum, and
low resource management, and is focused solely on ensuring its future
existence, it will likely transform into an organization (Michels, 1968).
This transformation occurs when the movement solidifies its structure
and adopts organizational features such as hierarchy and formal rules
to sustain itself. On the other hand, if a movement has a weak identity
but exhibits strong momentum and uncompromising ideals, it risks
fragmentation (Mayreder, 1917). The combination of a weak identity
and high energy may lead to the emergence of competing factions or
initiatives, potentially splitting the movement into various parts
(Figure 1).

Against the backdrop of my empirical analysis, I will argue that a
movement is not only distinctive with respect to the types of
organization and interaction it can realize, but also that it involves a
form of reproduction distinct from autopoiesis. To illustrate this,
I propose the term transpoiesis. The concept of transpoiesis captures
the dynamic balance of decentralized organization and strategic
coherence within social movements. Transpoiesis is a term that is
composed of the prefix trans and the noun poiesis. The Greek term
poiesis means ‘to make’ For Aristotle, poiesis is connected to a specific
and antecedent purpose or end, and is therefore different from making
something as an end in itself. As a principle of organizing, the term
poiesis is a modus operandi that continually gives birth to a social
movement in the dissension between decay and institutionalisation.
The Latin prefix trans means ‘through, ‘throughout or ‘over.
Occasionally, it also describes a condition or process of inbetweenness,
e.g., trans-migration, trans-sexuality or trans-nationality. Through this
inbetweenness, terms beginning with the prefix trans often try to
disturb the idea that a dominant binary is natural or normal. Without
being attributable to either pole of an axis, a ‘third’ stage or coordinate
develops. Trans, in this sense, tries to overcome a neutralization of
certain social phenomena. ‘Organization’ is one example of the social
phenomena in question. Organization lays claim to naturalness in
scientific disciplines as much as in dominant social praxis.

Ressource (7= (0}
management . .
| [romspess |

| Organisation |

| Fragmentation |

FIGURE 1
Between identity and alterity.
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Applied to social organization, transpoiesis describes the art of
doing organization by transcending the naturalized pattern of formal
organization. This is done by poiesis, understood as a permanent
reinvention of the way the movement is organized at a local level (e.g.,
the way a WSF event is organized). However, the poiesis of a single
event always transfers some core elements that makes it part of one
opaque but commonly shared idea of the WSE. On the basis of three
mechanisms derived from my case study of the WSF (Schroder, 2015),
I will reconstruct a particular movements way of organizing that
strikes the balance between the fragmentation of a movement on the
one hand, and the need for a strong identity that creates togetherness,
centralized decision making and reliable resource management on the
other hand. This inbetweenness represents a point of distinction from
the concept of autopoiesis. I therefore see a need for new terminology
that would better capture the art of doing organization without
becoming one: the principle of transpoiesis based on three
mechanisms, and resulting from an empirical analysis of the
organizational structures of the transnational social movement WSE

Transpoiesis offers a nuanced lens for understanding organizations
in the digital age, where traditional explanations often fall short. This
concept, rooted in the framework of interaction, organization, and
society outlined by Luhmann (1982), distinguishes social movements
as unique social systems that sustain themselves through transpoiesis.
In the contemporary context, organizations have increasingly shifted
toward network-based structures to navigate the complexities of a
digital environment. In recent decades especially, companies have
increasingly embraced network-shaped forms like compound
networks and virtual organizations, to adapt to a protean digital
landscape (Littmann and Jansen, 2000). These structures are often
temporary, emerging to fulfill specific tasks before dissolving or
reforming for new projects (Modig, 2007). This shift aligns with
Ahrne and Brunsson’s (2011) notion of “partial organization,” which
departs from traditional organizational attributes like hierarchy, rigid
rules, and formal monitoring.

The WSF represents a paradox. While it lacks traditional
organizational features, its absence of structure paradoxically
facilitates its organization. The difference between partial organization
and a movement lies in perspective. From an organizational
standpoint, the challenge is how to do central planning under
uncertainty. For the WSE, the challenge is to make the unpredictable
manageable without compromising the movements dynamism.
Luhmann (1996) argues that social movements can only be considered
autopoietic systems if mobilization rationally aims at certain goals.
While the WSF exhibits autopoietic elements, such as the inner circle
of the International Council (IC) or the organizing committee,
centralization is countered by contra-structural movements that
unintentionally contribute to the movement’s self-correction
and evolution.

4 Methodology: researching the world
social forum

The study is based on ethnographical research, which was carried
out throughout the period of 2011-2014 (Schroder, 2015). In the
beginning of my research I initiated the investigation with an internet
search on local social forums and conversations with social forum
activists in Germany. This led to an initial hypothesis: if a loosely
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organized movement originating in Porto Alegre in 2001 can become
the WSF of today, it must have been animated by an effective self-
preservation mechanism (Schroder, 2011). However, capturing a field
characterized by a decentralized, network-like structure, spanning
from local to national and supranational levels, culminating in WSF
summits across various countries, proved to be extremely challenging.
The concept of a “field” here refers to the idea that the social space
being studied is not a pre-existing, objective reality, but rather
something constructed through the ethnographic process. As Amit
(2000) suggests, in a world of infinite interconnections and
overlapping contexts, the ethnographic field must be laboriously
constructed by the researcher, pried apart from other possible contexts
and relationships it could be connected to. This reflects an
epistemological assumption in interpretive social research, where the
field is seen as an active creation, not an objective entity awaiting
discovery. On the local level, forums frequently emerge and sometimes
disappear without any widespread recognition or documentation of
their existence. Overall, the research involved continuous reflection,
adapting methods, and managing the researcher’s impact on the field.
Becker (1998) suggests making the research process transparent. This
approach ensures the clear reasoning of the researcher, and that their
interpretative conclusions are credible and intelligible to readers
(Marcus and Cushman, 1982).

The ethnographic research process was divided into three major
data collection phases, each followed by an analysis phase. The first
phase involved gathering data from several meetings of the
International Council, the primary governing body of the WSE which
comprises over 160 movements, NGOs, and trade unions from around
the world that provide support. This was followed by a more than
two-month data collection period at the WSF office in Sao Paulo,
Brazil, and various meetings of Brazilian social forum activists. The
final phase involved over two months of collaboration with the local
organizing committee in Tunis, Tunisia, where the WSF took place in
2013. Throughout these phases, supervision sessions with supervisors
were conducted via videoconferences and email.

Participant observation was most central to the empirical work.
The approach of participant observation emphasizes openness to the
research subject, focusing on routine actions and disruptions that
reveal underlying social orders. Initially, observations were recorded
in field notebooks. Detailed notes included descriptions of the
environment, spatial arrangements, and situational processes.
Transforming my field notes into an observation protocol imposed a
tacit structure of meaning, a process described by Emerson et al.
(1995) as
unattainable, as the researcher is a co-constructive element in the field.

analysis-in-description. Objectivity is inherently
Therefore, it was crucial to remain as descriptive and representational
as possible when drafting observation protocols, separating analysis
from description. Interpretations and ideas were recorded as memos
alongside relevant text. Besides participant observation, I analyzed
various materials such as meeting minutes, Skype chat logs, financial
reports, logos, and website appearances. The creation and archiving
processes of these artefacts were also significant, as documents
represent a distinct data level and should be analyzed as
communicative acts (Wolff, 2007). This means that documents not
only serve as a record of information but also convey meaning through
their creation, structure, and dissemination, reflecting the intentions
and context of their authors. Analyzing meeting minutes from 2000
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onwards revealed changes in documentation and how organizational
structures evolved. To measure global attention to the WSF summit,
I analyzed the frequency of searches for the term “World Social
Forum” in various languages on Google and Twitter over time. Expert
interviews were conducted with individuals involved in the WSF since
its inception, as well as those who worked in different structural units.
These interviews mapped the process of structural formation and were
recorded and transcribed.

Throughout the research process, I organized conversations,
internet searches, and observation notes to systematically analyze key
themes. To gain an overview of relevant events, I created timelines
documenting what occurred at specific times. Concurrently,
I developed preliminary codes to summarize key passages, utilizing
MAXQDA software for qualitative data analysis, primarily as a
database (Kuckartz, 2010; Kuckartz, 2014). This tool facilitated the
comparison of different encodings, the retrieval of thematically linked
content, and navigation across materials. To visualize connections
between themes and identify recurring patterns, I created timelines
and developed preliminary codes. These codes were visualized using
a mind map (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003).

Based on that, I selected sequences that reflected field-specific
characteristics and analyzed them in collaborative data sessions. These
sessions enhanced the validity of interpretations, as collective
discussions often introduced fresh perspectives (Reichertz, 2013). A
deliberate focus was placed on context-free interpretation, adhering
to the principles of objective hermeneutics. Wernet (2014) emphasizes
that contextualization should follow initial context-free interpretation
to avoid overreliance on contextual elements.

The depth of interpretation varied with the size of analyzed
sequences. Shorter excerpts allowed for more detailed analysis, while
larger segments offered insight into situational dynamics. To
document the analyses, I recorded interpretation sessions and
summarized them in memos, where I formulated hypotheses and
further questions. This reflective process facilitated the emergence of
new perspectives and surprising insights—so-called abductive
conclusions—as conceptualized by Reichertz (2013), in line with
Peirce’s notion of abduction. These abductive conclusions were
iteratively tested, with some hypotheses proving robust and others
discarded as dead ends. The iterative nature of the research process
highlighted the importance of revision opportunities (Breuer, 2010).

Beyond participant observation, the analysis incorporated
documents such as meeting minutes, chat logs, and organizational
materials. Documents represent distinct data layers that require
systematic analysis (Wolff, 2007). For instance, meeting minutes from
the International Council dating back to 2000 revealed formal and
substantive changes that provided insights into the evolution of
organizational structures. These findings were supplemented by expert
interviews, where participants were asked to map structural
development processes on timelines. This approach combined
individual perspectives with documented evidence.

This iterative process involved repeated cycles of data collection
and analysis, refining research questions and methods based on
emerging data. The result is a grounded theory that is continuously
shaped and validated through this dynamic, data-driven approach.
This method ultimately leads to well-supported hypotheses and a
conceptual framework of transpoiesis, developed with a thorough and
iterative research process.
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4.1 Mechanism 1: constructing a common
identity—between constant reinvention
and corporate identity

As a counter-summit to the World Economic Forum (WEF), the
WSF movement was initiated in the year 2001 in Porto Alegre (Brazil),
under the slogan “another world is possible” Most WSF events have taken
place on the same dates as the WEE to offer an alternative to meetings of
the most powerful and wealthy: a forum of and for a global civil society.
The WSF mobilises around the topic of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism
provides a common ground between social movements, labor unions,
NGOs and a wide range of topics such as the exploitation of natural
resources, income distribution, racism, sexism, or media monopolies.
Consequently, there is not one single topic for political action presented
at the WSF but a variety of different themes that call for political
engagement. In order to remain broad, the WSF refuses to publish any
political statement in its own name (Sousa Santos, 2008). Taking
neoliberalism as the lowest common denominator has the advantage that
very different groups (e.g., women, youth, environmental or labor
movements) can come together and create new connections. This uniting
idea of the WSF - called ‘open space’ — was original at the time of the first
WSE in 2001. Since then, countless diverse regional groups have
independently organized national and even city-based social forums. As
a consequence, the WSF is not only a main event that takes place almost
every year, but first and foremost an umbrella — a uniting idea - for
thousands of individual social forum events across the world (Glasius and
Timms, 2005).

Faced with such a dispersed network of independent social
forums, the challenge was to find the mechanism that allows
organizers of these forums to take ownership of single events without
losing the interconnectedness between WSF events at large
(Czarniawska, 2008). Principally, my empirical analysis shows that the
common identity of the WSF varies within a spectrum between two
extremes. One extreme is the constant reinvention of each social
forum event without reference to its predecessors. The other extreme
is an indistinguishable corporate identity across all social forums in
their self-depictions. The characteristics of both extremes only
partially describe the mechanism that holds the WSF together: a
fragile but relatively stable compromise between identity and alterity
(Figure 2).

Reinvention
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FIGURE 2
Between structurelessness and hierarchy.
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Fundamentally, two aspects of the data support the argument for
a permanent reinvention of social forum events. First, nearly all of the
websites associated with these events are deleted after they conclude.
Google search data from 2004 to 2013 shows a significant increase in
search queries during the event period, but this surge stops abruptly
once the event is over. It appears that social forum events emerge only
for the duration of the event itself and leave few traces behind.
Additionally, there seems to be little interest in following up on the
protest once the event has ended.

Second, content analysis of the social forums’ websites reveals that
the context of the region where a forum is held becomes the focus of
its announcement. This highlights the unique nature of each event.
Additionally, most requests come from users in the region where the
event takes place, demonstrating the local character of each event, as
well as its temporary nature.

However, in tension with the chaos of singular events, there exists
a complex meta-narrative that supports the other extreme: corporate
identity. Primarily (but not exclusively), the initiators of the WSE,
whose biographies are closely linked to the movement, act as
custodians of knowledge, passing down the WSF story. My analysis of
different activists’ narrations of the WSF story identifies four central
reference points: the alter-globalization movements, the city of Porto
Alegre and Brazilian history, the World Economic Forum, and the
biographies of its founders.

The WSF story is rooted in the history of alter-globalization
movements that emerged at the turn of the millennium, setting the
stage for the creation of the WSE During that time, activists built
transnational relationships and united against global institutions such
as the G8 (a group of eight influential industrial countries) and the
World Trade Organization (WTO). Despite this global solidarity, most
protest events occurred in the so-called ‘northern hemisphere, even
though activists supported the ‘global south’ Choosing the Brazilian
city of Porto Alegre, a city of the southern hemisphere, was therefore
unique. Porto Alegre was selected not only for its location, but also for
its reputation as a laboratory for new ideas of democratic participation,
such as “participatory budgeting” Additionally, at the time of the first
WSE, the Brazilian Workers” Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores, PT)
governed the country and was supported by a sizeable coalition. The
PT, led by Lula da Silva, won the 2002 elections shortly after the
second WSF in Porto Alegre. The WSF thus indirectly became part of
Brazilian history, some WSF initiators from Brazil even becoming
iconic figures for activists worldwide. The WSF also positions itself as
a counterpoint to the World Economic Forum, seen as a symbol of
neoliberal control. The interweaving of these five reference points—
alter-globalization movements, Porto Alegre, Brazilian history, the
World Economic Forum, and the founders’ biographies—contributes
a profound and triumphant significance to the WSF’s narrative that
extends beyond individual events. Through varying emphases on
these reference points, the WSF story can be told in multiple ways,
although these different approaches also combine in a collage that
creates a vibrant and collective narrative. This ‘narrative web, marked
by five central reference points, allows for alterity within a shared
identity framework.

Such a common framework also manifests in the forms of
depiction within the dispersed network of social forums. The WSF
bureau website remains continuously online and serves as a prototype
for social forum websites. Often, social forum websites include
hyperlinks directing visitors to the bureau’s site, which has become a

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1473763
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Schroder

central online connection point for the network. Although it is not
obligatory for social forum organizers to embed links to the ‘original’
WSF website, doing so makes a single event visible as part of a much
larger transnational social movement. This hyperlinking also enhances
the importance and legitimacy of individual regional, national, or
local social forum events.

Moreover, most websites refer to or even include the WSF charter
on their pages. The WSF charter acts as a rulebook for organizing a
forum. However, since in a decentralised movement there are no
sanctions for breaking the rules, some emerging social forums exceed
the charter’s guidelines, for instance by making political demands,
focusing on specific protest topics beyond neoliberalism, or inviting
politicians to forum events.

Despite the lack of sanctions for diverging from the original focus
of the WSE the WSF charter remains a mechanism—albeit a weak
one—to distinguish between events that are genuinely part of the
movement and those that are not. The WSF’s literature suggests that a
movement does not construct a common identity by radically
distinguishing itself from its environment, but by pursuing inclusion.

In fact, in the case of the WSE, the aim appears to be a blurring of
the boundary between itself (the system) and its environment. The
primary goal of the WSF is not exactly to dissolve its bounds entirely,
but rather to expand and integrate its environment, such that a
distinction between that environment and it, becomes less
pronounced. I base this framing primarily on a content analysis of
self-descriptions on event websites. My empirical thesis is that social
forums view themselves as ‘islands of utopia’ where one can retreat
and observe the world from a different perspective. More importantly,
these events allow participants to experience a better world. The only
common assumption among all participants is the belief that the
current world is flawed and needs change. This explains why there is
no specific political claim in the self-descriptions, but instead a vague
goal of achieving a better world on a small scale, at an (ideal) WSF
event. The goal of the WSF is not to create a better place at a single
event but to spread this improved vision globally. In theory, then, the
movement only achieves its end stage once these ‘islands of utopia’
have maximally expanded, and the entire world has become a
social forum.

In conclusion, I argue that the concept of autopoiesis only partially
captures the construction of a common identity within a social
movement. Autopoiesis, originally developed by biologists Maturana
and Varela (1980), refers to the self-sustaining and self-replicating
nature of systems that maintain their structure and function
independently. In the context of social movements, it suggests that
movements can sustain themselves through internal processes.
However, this concept does not fully account for the dynamic and
evolving nature of collective identity, which often involves external
influences, interactions, and ongoing adaptations that go beyond mere
self-replication. Not only are the boundaries between the movement
and its environment blurred, but the movement also seeks to expand
until it becomes the new world society it envisions. This process is not
comparable to a model of expansion from a single central point to the
outer world. Rather, it is a decentralized process, with social forum
events continually emerging and disappearing globally. Each social
forum recreates its own identity in conjunction with a broader vision
of what the essence of a WSF is. This can best be analytically
understood as transpoiesis: a process of predetermined rupture and
simultaneous sealing; a process of poiesis characterized by
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deconstruction and reinvention of identity. It is also a process that
reproduces the unmistakable identity of the movement.

In summary, constructing the movements identity involves
maintaining the tension between constant reinvention and corporate
identity until it either fades into obscurity or results in another (social
forum) world. Transpoiesis is the theoretical model that captures this
ongoing recreation (poiesis) while preserving the movement’s roots
and overall identity.

4.2 Mechanism 2: holding together the
different parts of a movement—between
horizontal and hierarchical organization

In developing the argument based on my ethnographical data of
the WSE I will show in this section that the movement’s organizational
structures are characterized by rupture and restart, similar to its
identity construction. Since the concept of autopoiesis does not fully
capture the discontinuous nature of the WSF’s structural work,
I propose using the concept of transpoiesis to describe the unique
mechanism of organizing without becoming a formal organization.

The WSF perceives itself as a horizontal social movement, and its
charter formally prohibits leadership. Consequently, it is crucial for
members of the movement to prevent tendencies toward formal
leadership. However, as discussed at the beginning of the paper, a
movement relies on at least minimal structures of organization. For
the WSE, there is a group of individuals (primarily at the local level)
who organize social forum events and an International Council (IC).
The IC, with approximately 160 members as of 2011, is the main body
of the WSE, consisting of representatives from movement networks,
NGOs, and labor parties worldwide.

IC members primarily identify themselves by factors such as
origin, age, or gender, rather than the networks they represent. This
results in a structural imbalance in representation that could only
be rectified if every group and nationality were represented in the
IC. This imbalance ensures the IC’s legitimacy in continuing to
expand, and in reaching the goal of a politically correct representation
of the outer world within the system (until the system itself becomes
the world). Consequently, the IC is not primarily a decision-making
body but rather a connector of various social forum organizers
globally. As a binding element between events, the IC helps reproduce
the WSF as a transnational movement. However, there is a risk that
such a body could centralize and eventually become a formal decision-
making structure, transforming the WSF into a formal organization.
I have identified two principal processes within the IC that act as a
check against this trajectory. The first prevents the emergence of
leadership positions, and the second maintains the IC’s role as a
non-centralized body within the WSF movement.

4.2.1 Alternating between informal and formal
(re-)structuration

The first process reflects a general aversion to formal structures, a
common theme in social movements (Paslack, 1990). Within the WSE
informal structures often develop that concentrate power in strategic
decision-making, such as deciding where the next WSF will be held.
I refer to this as an ‘inner circle, following Freeman (1972). This inner
circle, which emerged from the beginning, has wielded significant
influence within the IC. Some new IC members proposed a
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counter-reaction to the informal, powerful inner circle by suggesting the
implementation of formal structures, such as a liaison group, to replace
informal authorities with rotating, elected representatives. This attempt to
introduce formal structures aimed to prevent the WSF from descending
into a “tyranny of structurelessness” (Freeman, 1972).

However, the introduction of official structures was viewed by IC
members as a step toward a formal organization. Consequently, members
resisted the proposed structure by putting together an informal coalition.
The liaison group was proposed at the 2007 IR meeting in Nairobi to
improve communication between groups and members of the International
Council (IR) of the World Social Forum (WSF). It was intended to facilitate
coordination and support between the various organizations involved.
However, despite some members being nominated to this group, they were
largely from the informal coalition opposing formalized structures. As a
result, those nominated were not inclined to perform the liaison group's
intended functions, limiting its effectiveness. This counter-reaction against
formal structures blocked their ability to execute tasks. This pattern of
alternating between the creation of formal structures and their subsequent
subversion has occurred multiple times within the IC. Formal structures
like liaison groups, commissions, or criteria for WSF hosts have often been
ignored or questioned by participants.

In summary, the WSF experiences an alternation between the
implementation of formal structures, which reveals informal power
dynamics, and the emergence of informal processes that subvert
This
organizationless organization is best described by the concept of

these formal structures. process of organizing an
loose coupling, which explains the simultaneous existence of
connectedness and autonomy (Das, 1984). Loose coupling examines
the interplay between tightly coupled and decoupled structural
elements within a system (Orton and Weick, 1990). The main
question is: what are the organizational mechanisms behind the
couplings and decouplings within the architecture of a movement?
Within the IC, relationships between people become tightly coupled
into structural elements such as the inner circle. However, these
elements often need to partially decouple and reorganize in different
configurations. In this interplay of informal subversion and formal
structuration, the WSF oscillates between the extremes of

structurelessness and formal organization.

4.2.2 The dynamics of initiatives between
autonomy and connectedness to the WSF

The second process preventing the development of leadership
involves the dynamics of initiatives within the WSF framework. At IC
meetings and beyond, actors cluster in initiatives to organize various
aspects of the event, such as streaming IC meetings online,
constructing websites, or providing translation services. These
initiatives often arise from practical problems and are characterized
by their own autonomous organization. Wenger et al. (2002) describe
such structures as “‘communities of practice” or “communities of
interest” The core features of these communities include:

o Structures that develop organically from the initiative of actors,
rather than being imposed by the organization itself;

« Voluntary engagement;

o View their work as their own practice.

In the WSEF context, different initiatives work on similar issues without
necessarily coordinating or being aware of each other. Additionally, a
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general ‘forgetting’ of pre-existing structures facilitates the repetitive restart
of initiatives addressing what are perceived as known’ problems by
seasoned members. The WSF relies on this dynamic, which allows anyone
to join or leave without centralized control or sanctions. While most
initiatives disappear shortly after an event, some develop their own
structures and become increasingly independent from the WSE An
example is the ‘World Forum For Free Media, which began with concerns
about communication and media coverage of WSF events. This group has
developed its own political agenda (e.g., communication as a human
right), organized thematic social forums, and created an official charter for
its network.

It is noteworthy that such self-developing initiatives have not yet
separated into distinct entities. Instead, they continue to view themselves
as integral parts of the WSE and are recognized as such by others. This
balance between connectedness and autonomy ensures a continuous
dynamic of initiatives and prevents any from becoming too disconnected
from the WSE Conversely, when informal or formal modes of steering
appear to risk institutionalizing the organization, the movement addresses
this either by subverting formal structures, or by processes that aim to
formalize informal power dynamics. This balancing act helps avoid the
typical transformation of the movement into a party or an NGO and
prevents a “tyranny of structurelessness” (Figure 3).

Nonetheless, this organizational process is fundamentally
characterized by rupture and restart. The movement’s organizational
structure operates as an intermittent process of organization, which
does not entirely drift away or lose coherence but maintains a balance
between fragmentation and institutionalization. The concept of
transpoiesis captures this intermittent process of organizing. It
accounts both for the thwarting of centralization by attempts to
undermine the establishment of formal or informal power structures
(poiesis), and the prevention of excessive decentralization that could
lead to fragmentation.

4.3 Mechanism 3: dealing with resource
flows from outside and within the
movement—between reality and ideals

Ideals and visions of a better world are a driving force within
social movements. To put it bluntly: ideals are to social movements
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Between conformity and ideals.
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what money is to formal organizations. Both ideals and money
motivate people to pursue broader objectives by performing
organizational tasks. However, neither ideals nor money are exclusive
to social movements or formal organizations; both are also involved
in organizing protest events.

The success of a WSF event hinges on the number of
participants and their engagement. The investment of personal
resources—whether time or money—assumes that activists find
the WSF’s ideals and its critique of neoliberalism relevant, or at
least value the experience of participating in the movement.
While the movement aspires to a horizontal form of collaboration,
distinguishing itself from traditional, centrally managed events,
financial considerations remain significant. A WSF event can cost
up to 7 million USD, and funding comes from donors,
governments, and corporations. Over the years, financial support
has dwindled, making the discussion of financial matters
unavoidable and leading to conflicts, particularly during the
preliminary organization of an event.

Ideologically, the WSF positions itself as a critic of
neoliberalism but simultaneously depends on financial resources.
This creates a persistent conflict between the movement’s ideals
and its practical realities, as it often finds itself operating within
the capitalist world economy it criticizes. To avoid letting
financial concerns dominate, WSF actors develop practices to
minimize the impact of money on the organization of events. A
strategy of conflict avoidance, however, often leads to a lack of
transparency regarding financial resources and their origins.
Within the International Council (IC), financial issues are
frequently dismissed as “neoliberal talk” and suppressed to
prevent conflicts about resource distribution from surfacing.

During IC meetings, the WSF projects an image of minimal
financial means but high levels of member engagement. A
low-budget, DIY culture is promoted, exemplified by voluntary
translation services using makeshift equipment. Poor quality in
these services is framed as a characteristic of the WSF’s culture,
where an ideal world must be created by hand and cannot
be perfect.

While personal contributions can partially substitute for
financial resources and help prevent conflicts about distribution, this
approach is sustainable only to a limited extent. The pretense of an
anti-neoliberal, hierarchy-free movement can only be maintained
until resource constraints force a reckoning with financial issues.
When resources and time become scarce, the organizing committee
may need to establish hierarchical structures for pragmatic reasons.
The cost of a WSF event, which often exceeds several million dollars,
is covered by governments, foundations, and corporations, including
the partially state-owned Brazilian oil company Petrobras. This
financial dependency risks compromising the movement’s ideals of
autonomy and horizontality, and is often inadequately addressed in
the WSFs self-description. The reality of securing substantial
funding and its impact on the movement’s ideals is
frequently obscured.

Conflicts emerge when the organizing committee must balance
the interests of local activist initiatives, which seek financial support
and autonomy, with the demands of international partners who
require secure and well-managed events. Financial backers, including
the host country’s government and various foundations, impose high
logistical standards, often resulting in the central committee
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contracting professional companies rather than relying on local
activists. This can exclude local initiatives and lead to disputes over
financial distribution.

Such conflicts typically result in the centralization of resources
and power, making it difficult for informal counter-movements to
resist formal and informal centralization (see mechanism 2).
Consequently, some initiatives organize outside the WSF’s framework,
sometimes even staging protests or counter-events labeled as the “real”
WSE These conflicts seriously threaten the movement’s continuity.
However, centralization is generally confined to the duration of the
four-day event. After the event, the organizing committee disbands,
and a new one is formed elsewhere, allowing for a restart where the
ideals of horizontality can be reasserted.

One reason for dissolving the organizing committee after the
WSEF event is the persistence of underfunding between events,
which fosters a culture of low-budget, self-made solutions, and
hampers the development of professional and bureaucratic
structures. Without financial resources, the transnational movement
would struggle to survive. In practice, limited funds affect the
ability of all members to attend IC meetings, with representatives
from social movements often unable to participate as frequently as
those from NGOs. This disparity affects decision-making, as only
those present can contribute to the process.

In summary, a balance must be struck between securing sufficient
financial resources to meet practical needs and adherence to the
movement’s ideals. This ongoing challenge requires navigating the
tension between idealism and reality, while striving to maintain the
movement’s core values and address the demands of organizing large-
scale events.

The actors within the WSF must negotiate a tension between two
extremes (see Figure 4). On one side, they rely on self-organized,
low-budget events, while on the other, they confront the logistical and
financial demands of managing gatherings with up to
150,000 participants.

The ability to organize without becoming an organization hinges
on two key points. First, when financial issues and their distribution
dominate, the hierarchical structure of the organizing committee must
be dissolved after the event. This dissolution ensures the replacement
of the committee with new personnel and recommencement in a
different location. This approach allows the movement to continually
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renew its commitment to the ideals of horizontality and its opposition
to neoliberalism.

The concept of transpoiesis, which involves intermittent
operation, is particularly relevant here. Transpoiesis involves
maintaining a balance amid conflicting pressures—between ideals and
reality, between individual and global concerns, and between those
who control financial resources and those who lack them. By
preserving this balance, the movement can prevent the escalation of
conflicts and avoid fragmentation, thus sustaining its integrity
and effectiveness.

5 Beyond formal structures:
transpoiesis and the evolution of
organizational learning in a digital
world

In conclusion, the comparison between autopoiesis and
transpoiesis provides a nuanced understanding of the organizational
dynamics within social movements such as the WSE Luhmann’s
concept of autopoiesis suggests that social systems reproduce
themselves through internal processes and rational goal-setting.
While the WSF displays some autopoietic elements, such as its inner
circle or organizational committee, its persistent resistance to
centralization, and the frequent emergence within it of contra-
structural movements challenge the applicability of this framework.
The concept of transpoiesis offers a more fitting description of the
WSF’s organizational mechanics. Transpoiesis highlights the ongoing
process of reconstruction immanent to the WSE as well as the
continuous balance it must strike between various elements of the
movement, including identity, hierarchy, and resource management.
Unlike autopoiesis, which implies a stable and self-reproducing
system, transpoiesis does not aim for a final state of stability or
closure. Instead, it represents the movement’s perpetual engagement
with its contradictions and challenges, maintaining a dynamic
equilibrium between its ideals and practical realities. Thus, while the
WSE embodies aspects of both movement and organization,
transpoiesis better captures the essence of its ever-evolving and
resilient nature.

Looking ahead, the study of social movements and collective
learning processes presents promising avenues for future research,
particularly when viewed through the lens of Du Gay (2020) critique
of contemporary organizational analysis. Du Gay argues that much of
modern organizational analysis has reduced ‘formal organization’ to
a mere social container, neglecting the dynamic and practical aspects
of how organizations function. The concept of transpoiesis offers a
valuable framework for understanding these dynamics. Unlike
autopoiesis, which focuses on self-sustaining systems, transpoiesis
emphasizes the continuous, self-organized process of balancing
various elements. It involves managing contradictions between
identity, hierarchy, and resource allocation, without seeking a final
state of stability. This approach aligns with the need for a more
nuanced understanding of organizational dynamics, highlighting the
ongoing adaptation and reconstruction that movements and
organizations undergo to address new challenges, particularly in the
digital age. Additionally, transpoiesis provides insight into how
collective learning and organizing evolve in response to constant
change, emphasizing their emergent and processual nature.
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In their systematic review based on 69 empirical studies on social
movement learning, Atta and Holst (2023) note that research on the
learning processes within social movements is still insufficient to
develop a comprehensive understanding of them. Collective learning
processes within movements have been particularly underexplored.
These processes are evident in the discursive (re-)production,
unlearning, defense, and transformation of collective knowledge. To
investigate them, Crossan et al’s (1999) model of organizational
learning provides a useful point of departure, as it relates to processes
of knowledge-institutionalization. This model distinguishes between
feed-forward processes and feed-backward processes. In feed-forward
processes, learning progresses from the intuitions of individuals,
through group-level interpretation and integration, to organizational
institutionalization. In feed-backward processes, institutionalized
knowledge is reproduced and defended against pressures for change
(Zietsma et al., 2002).

Through the lens of transpoiesis, examining how organizations
and social movements adapt their strategies and tactics based on their
experiences provides significant insight into the mechanisms of
collective learning. This approach extends beyond evaluating positive
outcomes to encompass a broader range of learning processes. It
includes shifts in collective knowledge, processes of unlearning, and
the defense of existing knowledge. This comprehensive perspective is
especially relevant for understanding how organizations, particularly
in the digital age, navigate and respond to continuous change.
Moreover, transpoiesis underscores how organizations and
movements balance competing demands, such as maintaining
coherence while embracing flexibility, and negotiating between
tradition and innovation. These tensions often manifest in their
narratives, practices, and decision-making processes.

Central to this exploration is the role of tactics and narrative.
Narratives are pivotal in shaping and reflecting the collective identity
and strategies of both social movements and organizations. Research
has increasingly focused on narratives since the 1990s, recognizing
their role in managing setbacks, challenging opponents, and building
collective identities (Benford, 2002). Narratives are dynamic,
continuously reconstructed to fit new situations, thereby legitimizing
actions and framing goals (Eder, 2011). Similarly, organizations and
social movements are characterized by adaptable tactics—forms of
action that evolve in response to specific circumstances. The ‘practice
turn’ in social sciences emphasizes the importance of social practices
as core components of organizational culture, which evolve through
adaptation and reinterpretation (Barnes, 2005). The interplay
between narrative strategies and situation-specific tactics reflects
broader shifts in meaning and knowledge within both movements
and organizations.

Future research should therefore focus on the interplay between
strategy and tactics within social movements and organizations,
considering their interdependence and analytical distinctiveness.
Incorporating the lens of transpoiesis into this analysis provides
deeper insight the adaptation of movements and organizations to
evolving challenges, particularly in the context of digital disruption.
Transpoiesis also illuminates how organizations balance internal
coherence with external adaptability, offering a valuable perspective
on managing continuity and disruption in an increasingly digital
world. This approach is particularly relevant when examining the
intersection of digitalization with other transformation challenges
such as sustainability and diversity, revealing how organizations and
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movements can navigate complexities and maintain effectiveness amid
ongoing changes. Moreover, this research could help establish
transpoiesis as a theoretical tool, applicable across a variety of contexts,
extending insights from the WSF to other organizational and
movement-based case studies. The applicability of the framework in a
broader context, for instance to decentralized organizations, digital
advocacy groups, or micro-level social movements, remains an area
for future investigation. Expanding empirical work to test transpoiesis
in these areas would contribute significantly to the refinement and
wider theoretical development of the concept.
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A fundamental challenge confronting modern organizations is to rationalize the
affectivity of their members. In contrast to the 19th century, when communication
in private settings was largely devoid of emotional content, the current era is
characterized by a notable shift toward the incorporation of emotional elements
in public discourse. This transformation is unfolding against the background of
the ongoing evolution of modern organizations, with the processes of digitization
and structural-automation contributing to this shift. The renewed emphasis on
emotional semantics is facilitated by these developments—made possible by the
fact that they facilitate the experience of the potential future obsolescence of
humans as a source of crises. The concept of emotional semantics is currently
being discussed in economic discourse, political debate, and in the context of
management and leadership. Modern organizations mandate that their members
manage their emotions through an organizational culture that fosters reflective
communication through empathy. However, an understanding of this process can
only be achieved through an examination of historical evidence. The article posits
that organizations serve as pivotal actors in the domain of emotion management.
Situated at the nexus of historical educational considerations, this perspective
offers a nuanced interpretation of the historical evolution of organizational control
ambitions. These ambitions have been catalyzed by contemporary trends, such
as digitization and the integration of artificial intelligence and have undergone a
progressive transformation over time. By sensitizing to the interplay of personal-
psychic, institutional and organizational orders, the conceptual instruments for
describing a history of emotions become more nuanced. This is demonstrated in
the article through the analysis of specific organizational forms, which exemplify a
parallel evolution within modern organizational society. Perspectives and discourses
in organizational research provide novel approaches to the history of education
by considering the organized nature of emotional phenomena. In this regard, the
objective of the article is to provide impetus for the field of emotion-sensitive
organization and management research which addresses questions pertaining
to the transformation of organizations and their historical lines of continuity.
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emotion managament, organizations, emotion-emphasized communication,
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1 Introduction

Processes of digitization provide an opportunity for a resurgence
in emotional semantics: “As a crisis discourse the discussion on
digitization is emotionally contaminated” (Manhart, 20233, 212, o.t.).
Ideas of digitalization are shaped by both dystopian and utopian
elements (Manhart, 2023a). In addition to the shift in decision-
making structures facilitated by digital structure formation, the
subject side of the organization is being recognized as a crucial
element, as its role appears to be at risk of being superseded (Manhart
and Wendt, 2021). This is one of the reasons why subjectivity and
individual characteristics are increasingly taking center stage (Freis
and Schroer, 2024) and new possibilities for personalization arise
(Manhart, 2023a, 225). While in the 19th century, communication in
private, but not in public, was decidedly related to feelings (Gay, 1997),
the current era is characterized by a notable shift toward the
incorporation of emotional elements in public discourse (Freis, 2025).
The concept of emotional semantics functions as an attention attractor
(Baecker, 2004, 19) and is currently being discussed, e.g., in economic
discourses, political debates or related to questions of management
and leadership. Emotions are playing an increasingly important role
in one particular area of the public sphere, namely organizations
(Fineman, 1993; Krell and Weiskopf, 2001; Arnold, 2005; Bergknapp,
2018; Renda, 2023). This development runs parallel to the formation
of an organizational society (Presthus, 1962; Drucker, 1942). The
modern membership organization can be distinguished from proto-
organizations in which the “position in the organization is [still]
identical to position or rank in the surrounding society” (Manhart,
2025, o.t.). Modern organizations are pedagogical entities in that they
carry out the “logic of regulation and orderly procedures of individual
spontaneity and emotionality” (Manhart and Wendt, 2020, 380, o.t.).
They normalize a variability in organizational affiliation (Manhart,
2025) and realize a specific form of changing persons, ie., by
demanding their members to manage their emotions through an
empathic culture that cultivates reflective communication (Fineman,
1993; Ashkanasy and Humphrey, 2011; Ashkanasy and Dorris, 2017).
These developments must be observed in their parallelism and
internal entanglements. The rationalization of affectivity in modern
organizations poses significant challenges to organizational design
(Neuberger, 2011; Ortmann, 2001). Feelings function as physically
anchored value references. Consequently, they have repeatedly been
shown to demarcate organizational control gaps that are not directly
accessible. However, they are indirectly accessible through emotional
communication (Freis, 2025). In seminal contributions to the field of
organizational theory (f.e. Weber, 1922/1964; Taylor, 1919), feelings
have been identified as a significant contributing factor to behavioral
problems within organizations. They are theorized as disruptive
elements that impede the efficient functioning of organizational
processes. The notion that organizational members are to be regarded
as emotional subjects does not inherently follow from this. An
organizational culture in which this occurs is antithetical to the
imposition of impersonal, objective action directed at the organization.

The concept of emotion management and emotion work in
organizations refers to the ability to articulate feelings appropriately
(Hochschild, 1979; Hochschild, 2006; Cornils and Rastetter, 2012;
Gerhards, 1988a). This encompasses to discuss feelings in a
constructive and productive manner. Given its evolution as a historical
institution, emotion management can be utilized pedagogically (Freis,
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2025). As educational contexts modern organizations are dependent
on forms of affect control from the outset—even if feelings are merely
by-products of control efforts (Ortmann, 2001; Elster, 1987). In
concrete organizational attempts to influence the management of
emotions from the outside in order to encourage personal change,
attempts at organizational education (Hunold, 2019) are evident, the
addressees of which are always adults as well. Modern organizations
use organizational socialization and education to achieve peda- and
andragogical effects (Dréger, 2017; Manhart, 2023b). In and through
organizations, efforts at adult education are continuously taking place
(cf. the debate on ‘Erwachsenenerziehung, f.e. Hunold, 2024), which
also involve affective content. Emotion-oriented communication can
be used to talk about feelings. The organization’s inability to access the
feelings of its members is evidenced by the linguistic marking of
emotions, which indicates a control gap. The distinction between
emotions and feelings lies in their respective points of reference.
Emotions are communicative entities, while feelings are psychological
constructs: From the perspective of communication theory, this
distinction emerges as a secondary encoding of the divergence
between sociality and psyche (Luhmann, 1986). A formal linguistic
training program can regulate the expression of emotions.
Organizations offer a structured, rule-governed environment and
therefore provide sufficient reference points for such regulation
(Freis, 2025).

Based on historical introductions that take the changing
relationship between private and public emotional communication
since the end of the 18th century as the starting point for subsequent
discursive developments, the article explores the significance of
emotion semantics in organizational studies. It argues for an
understanding of emotion management as a historically evolved
institution (Hochschild, 1979, 2006) that is closely related to, but not
identical with, modern organizations. Few studies on the history of
emotions (Frevert and Pahl, 2022) explicitly consider the intertwined
inherent logics of organization and institution, which is why this
article focuses on and differentiates between them. Institutional
guidelines enable and regulate emotionalized communication. The
intertwining of organization and institution is explored through the
analysis of exemplary organizational forms, which, however, represent
a parallel development in a modern organizational society (2). In the
19th century, the relationship between private and public
communication of emotions changes as part of the formation of
modern organizational society. The public verbalization of emotions
is becoming increasingly important in the context of organizations.
This phenomenon is referred to as the emotionalization of public
communication (3). Processes of digitization and digital structural-
automation (Wendt, 2021) are currently contributing to this shift in
importance. This is due to the fact that they facilitate the anticipation
and experience of the potential future irrelevance of humans as a
source of crisis (Manhart, 2023a; Freis, 2025). In consideration of this
development, concrete organizational forms are examined, as well as
the shift from formless to form-bound types of emotion management
and their historical influence on the modern subject: Since the
particular logic of organizations has been insufficiently investigated in
this context to date, the influence of the organization on the
communication of emotions is examined using exemplary
organizational forms, with the analysis focusing on the interplay of
organizational and institutional elements (4). The summary
demonstrates the synergistic potential of organizational and
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educational discourses for the advancement of a conceptual history of
emotions by enriching classical emotion-historical considerations
with organizational logics (5).

2 Emotion management as an
institution for the rationalization of
affectivity in organizations

The process described by Wright Mills (1955) of determining the
inner life of feeling through organizational guidelines is the
prototypical example of the growing importance of modern
organizations and their influence on the subject. Since the transition
from the 17th to the 18th century, society has been regarded as an
organizational society (Presthus, 1962) in that organizational
principles increasingly determine its functional contexts. The modern
membership organization is characterized by its ability to
accommodate and normalize variability in organizational affiliation,
a phenomenon that is distinct from proto-organizations (Manhart,
2025). Modern organizations as communicative associations, are
characterized by specific objectives, e.g., the principle of membership,
formal rules, distribution of authority, or fixed hierarchies (Weber,
1922/1964; Luhmann, 1992). Organizations always set expectations
for the conduct of their members and are therefore “genuinely
pedagogical phenomena” (Schroer, 2023, 348, o.t.; Wendt, 2020). In
their capacity as regulatory networks for human interactions,
institutions impose limitations and expand the scope of organizational
possibilities. North (1992) introduced the metaphor of players
(organizations) following the rules of the game (institutions) on a
playing field (society) to establish a conceptual distinction. While
institutions enforce constraints on organizational behavior, yet they
can also be employed or modified by the very organizations they
regulate. The management of emotions, a form of expression
management (Goffman, 2004), is a historically evolved institution that
is becoming increasingly relevant for modern organizations.
Organizations address the subjective claim to cultivate one’s own
affectivity. This development can be understood in the context of the
Age of Enlightenment’s emphasis on the individual’s capacity for self-
education (Manhart, 2003, 27). These subjects, as sources of
uncertainty, offer organizations potential for flexibility, which is,
however, structured and formed in a specific way within the
organization (Wendt and Schroer, 2023). The affects and feelings of
organizational members are to be tamed and productively integrated
into organizational processes, e.g., as work motivation.

As early as the 18th century, Scottish moral philosophy placed
feelings at the center of economic contexts as motives for action
(Smith, 1759/2010). Modern organizations also regard feelings as
motives for action and seek to access them. Feelings are of interest as
physically anchored value references. They can be addressed indirectly
through communication, verbalized as emotions, and primarily
processed socially in this linguistic form, i.e., negotiated and discussed.
As formulations, they are institutionally regulated, perceived in this
form, mentally processed in relation to one’s own feelings, and
expressed on a case-by-case basis. Emotion is the “collective term for
all psychological events described by the terms feeling/to feel, affect,
mood/moodiness, vibe etc” (Simon, 2004, 118, o.t.). While individuals
perceive feelings as personal experiences, emotions are inherently
linked to specific social configurations (Gerhards, 1988b; Ciompi and
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Endert, 2011; Reckwitz, 2020, 205; Huber, 2023). Mental and social
processes, feelings and emotional communication cannot be causally
linked, they do not interfere with each other but merely stimulate one
another (Fuchs, 2004; Freis, 2025). Organizational norms are known
to impede personal communication. The main reason for this is the
notion that feelings represent a control gap. Personal communication
that pertains to this phenomenon is initially non-transparent to the
organization (Luhmann, 1986). There are many emotional accounts
of suffering from impersonal and objective organizational
requirements. Weber’s concept of the iron cage (Weber, 1922/1964)
offers a compelling formulation for the inclusion of feelings that
occurs through their exclusion from organizational communication
2025).
communication of emotions is not the formal organization of work

(Freis, Consequently, the initial emphasis on the
and administration. Instead it is directed toward informal groups,
collectives and other social systems within the organization that may
influence feelings through the medium of communication (Luhmann,
2016). The influence of membership requirements on individuals is a
crucial aspect of organizational pedagogy (Wendt and Manhart,
2022b). As subjects and organizations “educate each other” (Wendt
and Manhart, 2022b, 548, o.t.), it is unsurprising that emotional
communication plays an increasingly significant role in the course of
modern organizational development. Individuals who wish to remain
relevant in modern society, must be members of organizations and
adhere to their guidelines and rules. Organizations can align the
learning of their members with the organization’s own requirements
and “monitor the attainment of certain skills through the behavior,
speech, and actions of these people, e.g., through pedagogical
measurement regimes” (Manhart, 2025, o.t.). However, organizations
are also constantly shaped by surrounding institutional guidelines and
the internal psychological processes of their members. The
management of emotions is predicated on institutional rules that have
evolved over time and are utilized by organizations for their own
purposes. These rules also impose constraints on organizations (Freis,
2025). Emotion management, as part of individual expression
management (Goffman, 2004; Hochschild, 2006), predates the use of
the term and the emergence of modern membership organizations, as
an element of politeness and status-based expression. Emotion
management is characterized by a development that is both
institutionally anchored and constrained by established forms.
Modern organizations continued to develop on this institutional basis
in a form-bound manner (North, 1992; Freis, 2025). Althoff (1996)
expounds on the significance of emotional expressions in the middle
ages, emphasizing their communicative (and political) function.
Through an examination of the ritual weeping of the king,
he demonstrates how emotional displays served as a means of
representation, a strategic form of power exercise (Althoff, 1996).
Contemporary forms of emotion management are determined by such
early forms of public expression management that were not yet
integrated into organizational structures. However, these forms have
evolved in parallel with the development of modern organizations,
both in their formally structured and informal elements. The
relationship between these elements in the development of different
forms of organization has not been sufficiently studied to date.
However, it is crucial to understanding the current shift toward
emotionalized communication in public spheres.

In the philosophy of the 17th and 18th centuries, passions are
understood as external driving forces for action, as indicated by the
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philosophical positions of the Scottish Age of Enlightenment, which
attributed an “evaluative character” to sentiments (Hartmann, 2005,
29, o.t.). By the close of the 17th century, the concept of feeling had
evolved to signify a subjective “capacity for feeling that accompanies
all sentiments” (Hartmann, 2005, 29, o.t.) and only later for “an
independent way of accessing the world in an evaluative way”
(Hartmann, 2005, 29, o.t.). In this sense, sentiments became
intertwined with the notion of feeling. In the context of conceptual
history, “a movement can be traced from ‘affect’ or ‘passions’ via
‘sentiment’ to ‘feeling’” (Hartmann, 2005, 30, o.t.). Between 1750 and
1850, the terms underwent significant differentiation in scientific
discourse (Stalfort, 2013). In the early modern period temper
fluctuations (‘Gemiitsbewegungen’) were perceived as being caused by
external factors and mostly associated with religious content.
However, during the 18th century, a shift occurred toward the
“invention of feelings” (Stalfort, 2013, 419, o.t.), in which “hitherto
unconsidered feeling events” (Stalfort, 2013, 419, o.t.) are linguistically
framed as elements of the inner psychological life of subjects. It is no
longer only the externally induced movements of temper with an
action-inducing character, but also the sensations coming from within
with a more reflective character that are “made communicable [...] to
social existence” as emotions (Stalfort, 2013, 419, o.t.). This shift in
conceptual capacity and social requirement profile for differentiating
its own inwardness, characteristic of the 20th-century subject, has also
influenced organizational dynamics. Within the framework of
organized practices, the possibilities became new demands and
expectations (Freis, 2025). Elias (1997a, 1997b) observed an
internalization of affects, historically. He draws parallels between this
phenomenon and the process of state formation, conceptualizing it as
a “civilizing process” that has persisted since the middle ages. This
suggests that external compulsions and pressure became increasingly
internalized and self-imposed to moderate and regulate one’s
emotional responses and affects. The 19th century marked the advent
of a mounting social expectation to render the inner self of the subject,
particularly its affects and feelings, socially communicable (Freis,
2025). Organizations are a driving force behind this process in the
20th century. The way in which organizations deal with the affectivity
of their members is contingent on the institutional forms related to it.
A reflexive level is also evident in relation to the statement of an
informalization of rules of emotion communication (Neckel, 2005,
421). However, in organizations, the formal and informal rules of
(emotional) communication evolve in a concurrent manner from the
initial stages (Luhmann, 1999). The social imperative for heightened
reflection on feelings is reflected in the pedagogization (Manhart,
2003; Wendt, 2020, 42) and therapeutization (Fuchs, 2004, 38; Frise
etal, 2016, 3) of social communication within organizations. In the
context of organizational modes of control, the initial focus remains
on the regulation and control of feelings. However, feelings in the
form of communicable emotions have evolved into an economic
resource, a ‘production factor’ (Kiipers and Weibler, 2005; Bergknapp,
2018; Donauer, 2014, 2015). According to Donauer’s historical
analysis of the shift in human attitudes within the context of work
2015, 27),
contributions over the past century to fostering the development of

(Donauer, organizations have made significant
meaning-making in the context of working relationships. However,
these developments are rooted in early advancements that laid the
foundation for subsequent formations during the 20th century

(Donauer, 2015). This temporal epoch is associated with a gradual
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discovery of work feelings (Donauer, 2015, 27). The growing demand
for the processing of such feelings is based on the realization that
feelings can be used as a resource for organizations (Donauer,
2015, 19 f.).

In comparison to the understanding of the 19th century, this
requires a developing de-tabooing and de-privatization of
communicated emotionality as a historical shift and nuancing of the
same phenomenon (Donauer, 2015). It is only in this institutional-
historical context that the pedagogical strategies of organizations in
the sense of extended forms of emotion management in the present
can be comprehended. The employment of emotion semantics in the
discourses of organizational research indicates that organizations—
with very different motives, goals and purposes—have endeavored to
regulate the communication of emotions and have expanded their
control ambitions. The shift toward a loss of control is particularly
pronounced in the context of advanced digital structural-automation
(Wendt, 2021) and the emergence of other intelligences, which have
the potential to substitute for both people and the social form of
organizations (Manhart, 2024a). This substitution leads to a change in
human self-image (Manhart, 2024a). This change is believed to be a
primary motivation for the increasing control aspirations of
management and leadership as it undermines the traditional role of
humans in the workplace. To avoid the devaluation of humans and
their emotions are not to become superfluous, they need to
be strategically positioned in their capacity to navigate new
circumstances of a present landscape of the digital age. This required
a re-evaluation of educational approaches, with a focus on quipping
individuals with the necessary skills to effectively navigate the
intricacies of modern work environments (Manhart, 2024a; Freis,
2025). The deliberate modification of emotions by and in the interest
of organizations is referred to as emotion management or emotion
work (Schreyogg and Sydow, 2001; Rastetter, 2001). The evolution of
emotion management in organizations, encompassing both informal
(e.g., habits, traditions) and formal (e.g., written form) dimensions,
has been transformed into a sophisticated pedagogical possibility of
(Manhart, 2003)
subjective inwardness (Freis, 2025). While the conception of modern

“intentionally-unintentionally” influencing
bureaucracy still focuses on independence from individuals, formality,
and the elimination of subjective feelings (Weber, 1922/1964), the
development of organizational theory increasingly takes into account
feelings expressed and the emotions negotiated in (informal) groups
(Mayo, 1977/1933; Burns and Stalker, 1968/1961; Ouchi, 1981; Peters
and Austin, 1986). Since the beginning of the 20th century, a
fundamental change has taken place. The necessity of affective-
reflective self-discipline, which remains non-transparent, gave rise to
skepticism about external control. Consequently, an awareness of the
(direct) uncontrollability of the subject emerged (Luhmann, 2016;
Ortmann, 2001). Initially, the focus laid on eliminating emotional
disturbances; however, there has been an increasing emphasis on
personal-informal relationships. In the course of this process, forms
of expression of one’s inner self, which are shaped, controlled, and
restricted by the organization, became normalized (Freis, 2025). The
challenges and opportunities of such emotion-related communication,
especially in the context of changes in organizational structures in the
times of digitization (Freis, 2025) must be observed against the
background of historical developments, the complexity of which must
be explored. This article aims to contribute to this. Therefore, some
central lines of this emotionalization of public communication are
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outlined below that culminate in the digital present, in which man and
the social form of organization increasingly threatens to
become superfluous.

3 The emotionalization of public
communication—some historical
antecedents

The advent of the postal system and the development of
correspondence made letter writing “a [modern] habit” (Gay, 1997,
398, o.t.) in the 19th century. The fundamental principle of writing,
which is central to modern organizations in addition to record
keeping, finds a parallel and antecedent in this phenomenon. Written
communication transcends spatial and temporal boundaries, fostering
the development of a universal need for correspondence. Beyond the
realm of personal diaries, letters, particularly those expressing love or
friendship, have been regarded as a “pledge of true affection,” and a
“means of expressing deep sensations” (Gay, 1997, 402, o.t.). This
communication mode facilitates the articulation of one’s internal
spectrum of feelings with a high degree of nuance. According to Gay,
the paradox of this age lies in a process of cultivation that demands
maximum generosity (Gay, 1997, 408). Letters are a form of self-
disclosure, in which writers reveal aspects of their personal lives to the
audience (Gay, 1997, 410). However, the communication of emotions
is characterized by a high degree of personal exclusivity and secrecy.
It did not (yet) take place in a public forum but rather remained within
the confines of the private sphere. The conceptual distinction between
public and private domains was not clearly delineated until the 17th
century. While Kant (1783/1983, 486) associated the private with the
exercise of official activities, i.e., not with the private, intimate space
that is considered worthy of protection from a social form understood
as public, subsequent conceptual developments have reversed this
association (Manhart, 2024b, 79). A promising direction for further
research would be to explore the role of emotional elements in the
development of public media, such as newspapers or novels. However,
early roots of emotionalized communication in the so-called ‘public’
must be contextualized against the backdrop of an emerging
understanding of the distinction between public and private spheres
(Manhart, 2024b).

Prior to the 19th century, the prevailing notion was that temper
fluctuations represented affective reactions to environmental
influences, signifying that their origin lay beyond the individual
(Stalfort, 2013, 418). In the context of religious thought, the notion of
a connection between ones temper fluctuations and external
influences, such as god, the devil, or other entities believed to project
affective impulses into the individual, was widely accepted. These
conceptions entailed a passive role for the subject in the process of
arousing affects, as they allowed themselves to be ‘inspired’ by these
external forces. The tendency toward introspection that characterized
the 19th century (Plamper, 2012, 44) was, in part, a product of a
fundamental pietistic perspective (Beyreuther, 1978), which, remained
predominantly focused on the examination of the self, in the sense of
exploring states of the soul (Steinmayr, 2021). This provided insights
into the relationship with the divine. The development of a pietistic
attitude is not the sole source of an evolving introspective perspective;
however, it is a central and pioneering process. Further sources can
be observed, for example, in the context of developments in
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Romanticism. The relationship between this development and the
evolution of modern organizations that function as pedagogical units
and influence the development of an introspective perspective would
be a promising research topic and should be investigated in more
detail. The notion that contemplation serves as the sole conduit to God
(Steinmayr, 2021, 27) is indicative of such a pietistic disposition,
stemming from the conception of God as transcendent, that is,
external to his creation. The pietistic tendency toward introspection,
evident in the practice of keeping diaries and correspondence,
signaled a turning away from the conventional social interactions and
the public sphere, which was characterized as “hell of the social”
(Steinmayr, 2021, 25, o.t.). The practice of diary writing emerged as a
technique of religious inspiration, a notion that was reiterated by
Zinzendorf (1992). Introspective prayer should be guided by the
“eloquence of the heart” (Steinmayr, 2021, 26, o.t.), and characterized
by veracity and freedom “from all presentation” (Steinmayr, 2021, 26,
o.t.). In contradistinction to outward presentations, i.e., which were
regarded as a form of false piety directed toward the public, an inward,
introspective examination of the states of the heart is emphasized
(Steinmayr, 2021; Zinzendorf, 1992, 729 £.). The (written) reflection of
internal religious impulses and feelings fosters the confession,
facilitates the ‘exchange of souls’ with a few individuals who share
analogous perspectives, and fostering accountability for one’s “fullness
of the heart” (Steinmayr, 2021, 26, o.t.), a concept derived from a
transcendent deity (Zinzendorf, 1731/1977).

The 19th century is characterized by the rise of secularization and
rationalization with the objective being to safeguard the intimate
family sphere and shield it from external influences (Frevert and
Haupt, 1999). The idealization of privacy and family gives rise to an
inner and outer world of the private vis-a-vis the public (Frevert and
Haupt, 1999, 14). In the context of these shifting circumstances, the
pronounced culture of letter and diary writing expanded and
deepened the practices of the 18th century. As Gay (1997) emphasizes
the revelation of a person’s inner self occurs in a completely
undisguised manner: “But the nineteenth century was teeming with
citizens who presented their unveiled inner selves, their naked hearts,
to their contemporaries” (Gay, 1997, 9, o.t.), and “the preoccupation
with one’s own state of temper [became] without question a veritable
obsession” (Gay, 1997, 11, o.t.). The proliferation of “self-portraits,
biographies, historical works, and [...] character studies” (Gay, 1997,
15, o.t.) coincides with the emergence of correspondence and diaries
as the predominant mediums for communication and introspection.
In the context of the “inwardness in the bourgeois age” (Gay, 1997, 20,
o.t.), communication became characterized by its openness and
sincerity, and is largely liberated from the constraints imposed by
religious functionalization and guidelines, a phenomenon that
remains evident in pietism. Letters became the “language of the heart,”
regarded as a privately understood “impression of the soul” (Gay,
1997, 394). The concept of a linguistically differentiated inner life has
evolved to signify less external influences and more introspective
exploration. The cultural practice of writing letters and journals serves
to account for feelings as part of the education of the whole person.
The Enlightenment pedagogy has long espoused the ennoblement of
the human being, as well as his education for usefulness (Manhart,
2003). The concept of refinement encompasses an introspective moral
education, yet it is also about the utility of the human being for the
society, which is increasingly linked to organizations. In the context
of the modern organizational society, as conceptualized by Presthus
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(1962) and Perrow (1989) organizations have emerged as pivotal
socialization and educational instances (Luhmann, 2018). The
educational concept of the Enlightenment is closely linked to the
notion of self-education. With organizations, a new context for
educational personal change emerges: individuals are intentionally
provided with an environment—f.e. the rules of the organization—in
which they may unintentionally undergo change, self-educate
(Manhart, 2003), and engage in introspective reflection on their own
sensitivities and affects. However it was only in the 19" century that
there was a growing realization that people and especially their inner
were also a context for the formation of organizations (Wendt and
Manhart, 2022a).

Since then, there has been a growing recognition of the
importance of feelings in human decision-making. The idea that
education could improve the individual, including at the feeling level,
emerged as a prominent guiding ideal. In the context of educational
concepts that emerged in the aftermath of the Age of Enlightenment,
the notion of attaining a more profound understanding of one’s
spectrum of feelings and the imperative to transform external
influences into internal control persisted. This represented a
continuation of a trend that had already emerged in the education of
lords (Manhart, 2003, 12). In the contemporary era, public educational
establishments—regarded as modern organizations—have assumed a
pivotal role in the educational relationship. The public school system,
initially developed with the objective of providing mass education, has
evolved as under the influence of Enlightenment pedagogy and
subsequent reform pedagogy (Nohl, 1970). This development can
be understood as a renewal of internal education. The concept of
organized education is now also understood in the context of what is
referred to as ‘heart education’ (Frevert and Hoffmann, 2012). The
teacher’s personality should be characterized by love, and the special
role of empathy and trust in promoting the education of the individual
is emphasized (Frevert and Hoffmann, 2012). This phenomenon is not
exclusive to the educational sector; feelings are also thematized as an
educational subject and justification for action in other organizations.
The concept of the formation of the heart experienced a period of
prominence around 1800 as a pedagogical subject, with a subsequent
shift in focus to actors, circumstances, and framework conditions that
could facilitate development. This shift is evidenced by the pedagogical
relationship between teacher and pupil or the organizational context
of the school (Frevert and Hoffmann, 2012). The notion of cultivating
and civilizing feelings is of paramount importance, as it is purported
to serve the enhancement of the individual. This concept draws upon
external mechanisms to regulate an internal process, a notion that has
been increasingly discredited as outdated. An alternative perspective
is gaining traction, asserting that feelings do not merely attack from
the outside; rather, there exists an internal process of feelings that can
be utilized to influence external outcomes, particularly in the context
of communication within educational processes. Consequently, the
predominant perspective in the 19th century held that feelings
emanated from an individuals innermost being (Frevert and
Hoffmann, 2012, 48 f.). Adressing external avenues for influencing
control issues—such as the management of emotions in organizational
contexts—became subsequently imperative (Ortmann, 2001; Franck
and Zellner, 2001).

The formation of feelings is not exclusive to the familial context;
it also occurs in organizations, such as schools. This phenomenon
suggests a social molding and suppression of the human being (Frevert

Frontiers in Education

75

10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275

and Hoffmann, 2012, 52). Organizations seek to instigate feelings for
the purpose of their taming and control, consequently constraining,
the internal affective landscape in its expression in and by
organizations. As Weber (1922/1964) articulated, this approach
emphasizes the need to adhere to impersonal rules, perceived as
fundamental to the smooth functioning of the organization: “Sine ira
et studio, without anger and passion, therefore without love’ and
‘enthusiasm, under the pressure of simple concepts of duty; ‘without
regard to the person’ [...] the ideal civil servant rules his office”
(Weber (1922/1964), 129, 0.t.). An analogous perspective is elaborated
in Taylor (1919) principles of scientific management where the
emphasis on rationality and systematic procedures supersedes
emotional considerations. In the context of school reform and within
the 19th-century culture of letters, the cultivation and formation of
the subject’s feelings was a prominent aspect. However, in other
organizational contexts, this is primarily a topos that pertains to a
controlled inclusion. This perspective does not imply a disregard for
employee feelings, as frequently asserted. In this regard, Taylor
identifies a ‘one best way’ to address subjective sensations, such as
laziness, in a manner that aligns with organizational success (Taylor,
1919, 17). He does not refute the existence of inner states of temper or
their relevance. Rather, Taylor shares Webers concern with
understanding and influencing these states organizationally, through
both active exclusion and utilization. Consequently, the human
relations movement is explicitly concerned with affective categories of
employees (Kieser, 2014). The recommendations that management
has put forward as a result of this movement are based on an emotional
connection with employees, aiming to foster an understanding of
moods and feelings (Kieser, 2014, 104), rather than simply
excluding them.

In his analysis of human cooperation, Mayo (1977/1933)
underscores the significance of emotional categories in a “non-logical
social code” (Mayo, 1977/1933, 120), conceptualizing the factory as a
potential catalyst for fostering solidarity both within and beyond its
immediate context, positioning it as a potential solution to the social
problem of anomie. For instance, a modification in lighting, as a
tangible manifestation of heightened awareness of emotional
influences, could potentially contribute to a diminution of anomic
circumstances (Mayo, 1977/1933, 175). Mayo's position suggests that
these possibilities emerge from the avoidance of a narrow focus on
economic factors. In terms of labor productivity, it is presumed that
the intrinsic capabilities of individuals have not been fully actualized.
Contrary to the pervasive notion that the human relations movement
has ‘discovered’ the social relations between (Kieser, 2014, 99) and the
feelings of the worker, it is more accurate to assert that the focus has
shifted from the initial assessment of the problem, as posited by Weber
and Taylor, to a more nuanced understanding of the matter. It is
generally assumed that employees of an organization are individuals
driven by a desire for self-realization, which, when productively
channeled through communication, can also benefit the organization.
The implementation of routine employee performance reviews,
providing a platform for employees to express their feelings, and the
adoption of collaborative management styles that require
communicative involvement to achieve organizational objectives more
effectively, contribute to the realization of this organization-wide
objective. In contemporary organizations, employees are increasingly
regarded as emotional subjects (Tsai et al., 2009; Pescosolido, 2002;
Peters and Austin, 1986). The orientation toward meaning and
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subjects in the management of modern organizations can
be understood as a “consequence of previous unsuccessful attempts at
control” (Wendt, 2023, 557, o.t.). This phenomenon coincides with the
mounting emphasis on internal, feeling-based, and sensitive entities
that are made communicable—that is, externally negotiable—through
forms of emotion work or management (Humphrey, 2002; Flam, 1989;
Hochschild, 1979, 2006; Gerhards, 1988a).

The notion of an inherent and constant quality to feelings during
the 19th century gave rise to a variety of practices aimed at cultivating
these states, which manifested in diverse forms. The practice of letter-
writing and diary-keeping in the 19th century can be understood as
an attempt to externalize one’s own internal states and processes.
However, this act simultaneously facilitated the internalization of the
causes of feelings. The interplay between externalization and
internalization of feelings can be regarded as two complementary
facets of a unified process. In contemporary organizations, there are
efforts to regulate and contain the externalization of feelings, as this
can potentially have adverse effects on the organization. In the nascent
stages of organizational development, there is a tendency to cultivate
and regulate employee communication with the objective of
containing the feelings of the members within the organization.
However, as organizations evolve, a shift emerges toward practices
aimed at intentionally shaping the unintentional and unavailable inner
self through the introduction of novel incentives in the interest of the
organization (Manhart, 2003).

In this context, such forms of communication serve as a means of
emotional regulation, whereby member’s expression of emotion is
subject to organizational control. Organizations develop their own
forms of language and incentive systems with the intention of
accessing the inner self indirectly (e.g., Ashkanasy and Humphrey,
2011; Eiselen and Sichler, 2001; Ortmann, 2001). This shift signifies a
transition in which organizations adopt a role akin to that previously
held by God, the devil, or other external sources of inspiration during
the 18th century. It occurs precisely because the original objective was
to regulate employee’s feelings, by safeguarding them from external
inspiration of emotionality. The advent of new information and
communication media in the late 19th century has engendered vast
possibilities in terms of quantity and quality for the subjective
expression of one’s inner self. This phenomenon occurred because the
contemporary subject is provided with avenues and prospects within
organizations and the organized mass media to respond to
expectations concerning their own inwardness within social
configurations. In this context, there is a tendency to seek to express
one’s inner self linguistically, aiming to make one’s individuality and
identity perceptible to others through appropriate expressive behavior.
However, the failure to achieve this expression often leads to a sense
of alienation within the impersonal and rigid structures characteristic
of contemporary organizational society. This divestment is also
necessary because (uncommunicated) sensitivities represent a control
problem for organizations from the outset.

In the context of the ongoing digitization of organizations, the
formation of digital structures is enabled by visualization, which
facilitates co-creative collaboration (Wendt et al., 2024). Fixed
processes (Kette and Tacke, 2021; Kette, 2021; Manhart and Wendt,
2021) are compensated for on a social level through organizational
cultural forms of attributing subjective relevance (Wendt, 2021) in and
through the institution of emotional management. This phenomenon
is exemplified by the growing demand for emotional communication
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(Kupiek, 2022, 2021; Mayer, 2020; Smollan and Sayers, 2009), or the
management of an “emotional culture” (Barsade and O'Neill, 2016). It
is therefore not exclusive to language but extends to the domain of
visual communication as well. The visualization of emotional states in
the form of emojis is intended to improve the communicability and
understanding of emotions in relation to intention (Barsade and
O’Neill, 2016). Consequently, the subject and its feelings have become
a focal point of management and (digital) leadership initiatives, as a
means of compensating for its perceived irrelevance in the context of
digital structural-automation (Freis, 2025; Freis and Schréer, 2024).
Despite the prevalence of institutions in historical emotion
research (Plamper, 2012; Burke, 2017), the logic of organizations
remains a largely unexamined domain. An illustrative overview of
historical organizational structures demonstrates their impact on the
expression of emotions, emphasizing the distinction between
organizational structures and the institution of emotion management.
The school as an educational organization established to educate its
pupils and training in emotional management for legal professionals
are juxtaposed with societal less legitimate attempts to intentionally
influence feelings within the context of organized practices employed
by military and—as an extreme case—criminal organizations. The
objective is to demonstrate that analogous developments in the
context of the object of investigation occur within disparate
organizational forms. These forms vary historically and contextually,
contingent on the prevailing institutional logics. The subsequent
chapter is, therefore, structured in a chronological and systematic
manner, commencing with the school. It is a particular modality of
emotional management in relation to organizational regulations and
standards that is already delineated and cultivated in this context. The
subsequent discussion will illustrate how the articulation of emotions
constitutes a central control challenge in different organizations, and
how this challenge is perpetuated. The chapter concludes with a
discussion of the mafia as a criminal organization that does not rely
on written communication. Instead it confronts analogous control
problems and serves as an extreme case in addressing these challenges.
The analysis is constrained to the aforementioned organizational
forms, leveraging the principle of contrast to substantiate evidence
that, despite their historical distinctions, these organizational forms of
handling the expression of internal sensitivities can be situated within
the previously delineated contexts and historical trajectories. A more
extensive analysis of additional organizational forms could yield a
broader array of potential interrelationships among institutional
framework conditions and organizational structural types.

4 Historical forms of organizational
handling of the expression of inner
sensitivities

In the structured setting of the 19th-century school, the term
‘overburdening’ was used to describe excessive demands placed on the
child (Seidler and Kindt, 1973). The ramifications of pronounced
organizational socialization are regarded as pathological, classified as
a ‘disease of civilization” and linked to an organizational practice,
namely teaching (Giintz, 1859). The consequences of an overburdening
organizational experience are characterized by emotional distress,
including anxiety, fear, worry, sadness, and anger (Seidler and Kindt,
1973, 165). This emotional state has been referred to as the “madness
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of schoolchildren” (Giintz, 1859, 13, o.t.), indicating a disruption in
the child’s emotional equilibrium. The evolving portrayal of this
demand and practice structure within an organizational context, as
evidenced by the numerous critiques of the lack of individualization
in the school system (Key, 1911; Hesse, 1906), exemplifies the initial
informal response to the presumed influence of organizations on both
communicated and non-communicable emotionality. The accusation
of overburdening emerged concurrently with the systematic
organization of the modern school system, which underwent
significant restructuring (Seidler and Kindt, 1973, 162) since the Age
of Enlightenment. Subsequently, methodologies for designing the
school space are employed (e.g., Dudek, 2012), which facilitate the
establishment of an organizational context that can influence feelings
of the subject. This is a growing concern for the staff of an organization
(Montessori, 1923; Key, 1911; Neill, 1948). Despite the ongoing
discourse surrounding school absenteeism, the emphasis remains on
the emotionally overwhelming experience of the child (Bollweg,
2020). School absenteeism is an example of an organizational control
problem in educational organizations, discursively related in particular
to primary and secondary schools, which stimulates and implies a way
of dealing with the internal states of pupils on the part of the
organization. Absenteeism in schools is analogous to the phenomenon
of absenteeism in other organizations. In both cases, the primary
challenge lies in fostering organizational commitment, which entails
encouraging individuals to contribute to the organizations processes
and attend to them, thereby mitigating the issue of absenteeism.
Schools thus serve as an original example of a fundamental problem
of modern organizations (Kithl, 2011; Luhmann, 2000).

From the perspective of educational science, which examines
emotions as an implicit pedagogical dimension (Kellermann, 2012),
learning processes (Engelen, 2012), or the concept of heart formation
(Frevert and Wulf, 2012), the explicit examination of organizational
control logics and challenges would be a pivotal research area. The
management of this control problem is subject to change over time, as
it is contingent on context and temporal factors and is associated with
the development of institutional frameworks. In Germany, where
compulsory school attendance is the norm, absenteeism is not only an
individual failing, as Fahrenholz (2015) notes, but also a reflection of
shortcomings in the school’s organizational structure. Since the 1970s,
there has been an increasing recognition of the school as a
co-determining environment for a child’s development (Fahrenholz,
2015, 15). Absenteeism poses a significant challenge for the
organization, as it represents a deviation from the individualized
approach to pupil treatment that characterizes the school as an
educational organization. Given the considerable size of the class and
the universalistic orientation of modern organizations, the
opportunities addressing individual emotional content, whether
positive or negative, are limited. The internalization of universalistic
value orientations at school is a fundamental prerequisite for role-
playing, enabling adolescents to assume socially relevant roles
voluntarily and proficiently (Parsons, 1987). Consequently, schools are
increasingly providing guidance on how individual feelings can
be appropriately articulated as universally recognized emotions.
However, this does not negate the distinction between an individual’s
feelings and those feelings associated with the role of the pupil. Instead,
it presents them in a manner that facilitates a connection. The objective
of this guidance is to prevent instances of truancy. Truancy is regarded
as a failure in the structured education of feelings. Teachers and leaders
of the organization are legally, in a form-bound manner, obligated to
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promote regular school attendance pedagogical (Fahrenholz, 2015,
266). Consequently, individual concerns are initially addressed within
a regulatory framework. This is where the family-mediated institutional
constraints of everyday emotion management become evident,
functioning either as a means of enabling or impeding the expression
of free affectivity. Absent such constraints, the expression of affectivity
would prove overwhelming for any formal organization. The
relationship between public and private spheres is undergoing a
transformation due to the growing predominance of schools as
educational and socialization instances, particularly in relation to the
family. The schools approach to cultivating a communicative
describability of inner lifes has the effect of disempowering the family
to a certain extent and contributing to a shift in the expression and
handling of emotions in public as opposed to private contexts.
Consequently, the revelation of the inner self is centralized within the
school environment, where it is cultivated in a specific, controlled, and
limited form. A more in-depth examination of the specific
organizational nuances of this phenomenon over time would be a
fruitful avenue for future research. Organizations implement specific
requirements through the establishment of rules (Ortmann, 2012)
thereby regulating “what counts and what it counts as” (Ortmann,
2012, o.t.). This regulation extends to the realm of personal
introspection, shaping how individuals navigate their own internal
worlds. Within the educational context, the prevailing evaluation
paradigm plays a pivotal role in shaping this process.

The retraining of emotion management provides the organization
with the capacity to address the issue of inadequate institutional feeling
regulation. Formal acts and enforceable regulatory consequences
facilitate the continuation of organizational practices of teaching in the
presence of affective sources of disturbance. From the outset, the
objective of fostering conformity in role behavior within the
organization is inherently at odds with a time-consuming response to
individual feeling and mood states, both within and beyond the
academic curriculum. The persistent critical discourse on
overburdening refers to a modern form of socialization that is
increasingly influencing its members. The evolution of this issue can
be observed in the transition from a passive, dismissive, and informal
approach to emotion management to an active and structured method
within organizational contexts that address internal sensitivities.
Berdelmann (2024) explores historical interconnections between
pedagogical practices and confessional domains (also in the context of
pietism) with regard to observation and assessment practices in
schools. She delineates the subsequent evolution of such methodologies
in 17th and 18th-century teaching and underscores the significance of
the development of functional elements in concrete teaching
methodologies as opposed to a retreat of religious elements
(Berdelmann, 2024, 205). This is seen against the background of, for
example, a pietism attitude of observation that turned from the external
to the internal (Berdelmann, 2024, 193) as a specific historical line of
development. It represents a marker for subsequent formations of an
organization which has to deal with the problem of controlling its
environment of the inner of the subject. Specific school organizations
have undergone changes in their approach to this issue over time and
within the context of historical periods. The initial debate about
overburdening has led to a more profound and psychologically
sophisticated understanding of the emotional burden borne by pupils
within a formalized organizational context. In response to this,
organizations have expanded their job profiles, integrating school
social workers and psychologists into the fabric of everyday school life.
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In the domain of law, the “narrative of legal emotionality”
(Schnédelbach, 2020, 9, o.t.), which gained prominence during the
transition to the 20th century, plays a pivotal role in shaping the
institutional development of form-based emotion management. In the
theological-philosophical understanding of law, the feeling of justice
(‘Rechtsgefiihl’) functions as the predominant internal human
criterion for distinguishing between right and wrong (Schnadelbach,
2020). However, this feeling is also regarded as being externally
inspired, specifically as a manifestation of natural law. These notions
of natural law underwent a period of intense scrutiny during the late
Age of Enlightenment, yet they retained their relevance to a certain
extend (Luhmann, 1993). In contrast, the differentiated and regulated
handling of the feeling of justice became the central factor in the
organizational formation of a profession (Schnéidelbach, 2020). The
elimination of the safeguarding of the given nature of the matter
necessitates the implementation of rational regulation within and by
organizations. An enhanced scientific examination of this correlation
shaped the jurisprudential discourse of the late 19th century. In this
context, the feeling of justice emerged as a “means of legal self-
assurance” (Schnidelbach, 2020, 368, o.t.), thereby conferring
legitimacy upon the field of jurisprudence. In the context of
pronounced justice-critical movements at the beginning of the 20th
century, for instance, the question of subjectivity in judicial decisions
emerged as a key area of concern (Schnédelbach, 2020).

The organized professionalization and legal regulation of the
judiciary is contingent upon the efficacy of emotion regulation training
in the training of lawyers. The ability to regulate one’s voice and other
physical factors has become increasingly crucial for lawyers seeking to
influence emotions in the formation of legal cases and judgments
within a courtroom setting (Schnidelbach, 2020, 371). In an ideal
scenario, the 19th-century judge would have already developed the
capacity to cultivate and balance his feelings in accordance with the
‘golden mean’ within the context of his bourgeois upbringing
(Schnédelbach, 2020, 172). The archetypal lawyer and judge are
characterized by their ability to regulate their feelings. The character in
question does not engage in the act of denying his feelings. The
objective is to cultivate a sense of duty and self-control in the face of
impulses that evoke negative feelings, which can influence decision-
making. This can be conceptualized as emotion management
(Schnidelbach, 2020). In his theory of legal integrity, Dworkin (1986)
delineates the moral dimensions inherent in the judicial application of
law. He posits that judges base their decisions on internalized (feelings
of) fairness and justice. Sensitivity to moral and emotional elements is
central to the theorization of how applicable law is handled and how it
influences the performance of certain roles. Dworkin’s conception of
subjective internalization of the law exerts a significant influence on
internal values, which in turn shape emotional expressions. The
dimension of moral sensibility in judicial decision-making is regarded
as an integral component of their humanity, which can function as a
“precommitment device” (Richards, 2012, 1). These expressions are not
only exhibited by judges but also in relation to different organizationally
and institutionally defined roles (Dworkin, 1986, vii).

In the subsequent period, there was an increase in social
expectations of individuals trained in the law. This phenomenon can
be attributed to the processes of urbanization and the perceived social
loss of personal ties, which gave rise to critiques of the “judiciary’s
expansion into an anonymizing large-scale operation” (Schnédelbach,
2020, 371, o.t.). The success of the impersonal organization of the
judicial system invites renewed reflection on the relationship between
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feeling and regulated emotionality. This entails an examination of the
inner lives of judicial employees, defendants, and members of modern
society, which are now also addressed in discussions about the feeling
of justice and thus subjected to renewed organization. The
development of the press and mass media during the early 20th
century led to heightened public scrutiny of the judicial system,
particularly regarding the judicious handling of emotions in
communication (Schnédelbach, 2020). The expression of inner self
within organizational processes has become a subject of public
discourse. Contrary to the prevailing expectation of restraint in the
19th century, judges are now expected to “openly and emotionally
engage with public criticism” (Schnéddelbach, 2020, 371, o.t.) and the
effective management of emotions is increasingly recognized as a
competitive advantage within organizational contexts.

The professional judge, who underwent an organizationally
structured training and further development of his virtues and
feelings, was required to be able to subdue the unruly, impulsive legal
affect by transforming it into a refined, “purified feeling of justice”
(Schnédelbach, 2020, 192, o.t; Riezler, 1921, 11). The figure of the
judge, whose life as a civil servant is inextricably linked to the office,
becomes the subject of public scrutiny and is subsequently also the
focus of criticism regarding state influence (Schnidelbach, 2020, 204).
The intertwined evolution of the state system, bureaucratic
organization, and the professionalization of the legal profession gave
rise to concerns and critical reflections on the organizational influence
of state conformism on the feelings of judges (Schnidelbach, 2020,
205). In contrast with the hierarchical structure of personnel in other
organizations, judges are not directly bound by instructions. As a
distinct category of personnel, they are bound by expectations and
decisions pertaining to the organization as a whole, but above all, to
those of an institutional nature. This includes the legally enshrined
principle of judicial independence, which was already established in
the Frankfurt Imperial Constitution (1849), the Prussian Constitution
(1850), and the Weimar Constitution (Kreth, 2009, 198). This
independence is designed to prevent dependence on other state
representatives. Mentioned concerns and critical reflections are
favored by the institutional development of an emotion management.
The modern subject is understood as active and self-reflective, and is
expected to be able to independently and reflectively disencumber and
balance inner sensitivities within the framework of organizational
roles. This skill is also explicitly being integrated into relevant curricula
in legal education (Townsley, 2014). It is evident that the evolution of
this phenomenon has been facilitated by the deliberate regulation of
feelings and sentiments—a practice that is not only demanded but also
cultivated within the context of organizational emotion management,
which is conducted in a highly specific manner.

Frevert (2018) conceptualizes honor as a pervasive guiding feeling
during the 19th and early 20th centuries. For military organizations,
feelings of honor are initially gaps in control, such as joy, sadness, anger
or annoyance of their members. They can only be addressed indirectly
through external framework conditions. When individuals in uniform
are compelled to “pay attention to their honor” (Frevert, 2018, 9, o.t.),
it signifies that the organizational ambition is to inculcate a particular
disposition among members as an order of inner states, affects, and
feelings that are aligned with the organization. Feelings of honor are
remarkably distinctive. However, the act of donning a uniform and
establishing a set of directives for conduct can only serve to enhance
the likelihood of being imbued with such feelings through the
corresponding actions. This feeling is exemplified by actions, behaviors,
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and communication that align with the organization’s established
guidelines, thereby demonstrating the efficacy of organized influence.
To this end, organizations establish explicit rules and norms of conduct,
which their members are required to adhere to. For instance, officers
are prohibited from engaging in conduct that would bring disrepute to
their comrades (Frevert, 2018). The term ‘honor’ is defined as a suitable
characteristic for members of the organization. If their conduct is
adjudged to be in violation of their sense of honor, there is an
organizational imperative for action that is designed to eliminate the
presumed honor deficit. It is therefore incumbent upon officers to
be prepared to utilize force and, potentially, to sustain harm themselves,
that is, to allow themselves to be harmed, for the organizationally
targeted feeling of honor. The targeting of feelings of honor in
statesmen and officers by the state and military can be regarded as a
paradigmatic example of emotional management by organizations,
which subsequently affects social institutions. This influence extends
beyond the military context to impact the quality of everyday
communication, as evidenced by the common evasive movement on
the sidewalk (Frevert, 2018) when a civilian encounters a member of
the military in uniform. For the military organization, however, this
situation signifies a transfer and influence on the rules of the game of
society as a whole, which is inherently uncontrollable. Furthermore,
the enforcement of organizational expectations regarding behavior also
occurs within the organization through mutual observation and
reciprocal sanctions. In this manner, members of the organization
socialize and educate one another.

The organization depends on this process of member socialization to
function, yet it is unable to exert direct control over it. The organization’s
capacity to inculcate a sense of honor or to address the anguish stemming
from tarnished honor is inherently limited. Within the military context,
the significance of honor is underscored by the emphasis on organizational
socialization, characterized by rigorous rituals and sanctions for members,
along with a pronounced segregation within barracks. In a similar vein,
the targeted shaping and disciplining of the feeling-world of soldiers can
only be controlled and tracked by outward appearances, which explains
the strictness of the military in these domains (Apelt, 2012). Frevert (2018,
10) characterizes the socialization of military personnel as a feeling-based
process of masculinity training that aligns with the objects of the military
organization. Concurrently, however, it serves as an exemplar of
organizational emotional education, the potential shortcomings of which
are manifested in the fetishization of purely formal yet readily verifiable
criteria, such as the correct uniform, salutations, drill and parlor orders,
cleaning and drinking habits, and so forth. As an organizational culture,
secondary mechanisms are therefore formed that not only increase the
probability of pedagogical success but also make the appropriation of
guidelines verifiable in the first place. Consequently, the sense of
camaraderie that is essential to the military (Apelt, 2012) is cultivated as
a distinct feeling through the adherence to a set of rules that regulate the
behavior of its members. This sense of camaraderie is continuously
evaluated through a performative process of mutual perception.

Also, within the domain of organized crime, the feelings of honor are
providing a basis for the value system that guides the actions of criminal
organizations (Paul and Schwalb, 2012). The generalized willingness of
members to engage in criminal activities is predicated on feelings that are
targeted in an organization-specific socialization process and subjected to
continuous evaluation through communication and conduct. The Mafia
utilizes compulsory membership as a strategy to achieve its operational
objectives, thereby ensuring that individuals remain within the
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organization (Kiihl, 2012). The transfer of favors and gifts, along with the
emotional stylization associated with them, functions as entry and
stabilization practices (Bar-Lev and Morag, 2023) to achieve other
objectives at a different time and place. These emotional scripts are
implemented via feeling-based transactions (Bar-Lev and Morag, 2023).
The criminal organization is based on the absence of writing and is
therefore essentially realized through bodily practices that are directly
connected to feelings. The provision of service to the family business as a
favor and friendship service promises feeling-gains for all those involved
on the basis of the reciprocity of the actions. The distribution of gifts and
presents from the leadership level serves to reinforce this conviction. As
Mauss (1990) has already noted, the symbolic significance of these
unequal reciprocities blurs the boundaries between benevolence and
coercive measures in criminal organizations, precisely because they are
always motivated by the promise of future compensation for feelings (Bar-
Lev and Morag, 2023).

5 Summary: implications for the
organization-sensitive further
development of a conceptual history
of emotions—the organizational
pedagogy of emotions

The processes of digitization have engendered an opportunity for a
resurgence in emotional semantics (Manhart, 2025). Concomitant with
the transition in decision-making structures, the subject side of the
organization is being acknowledged as a pivotal element as its role
appears to be at risk of being superseded by structural-automation
(Wendt, 2021; Freis, 2025; Freis and Schroer, 2024). Not only, but also
against the background of the significantly increased number of crises
diagnoses in the age of digitalization, emotions have come to play a
pivotal role (Zuboff, 2023; Jorissen, 2012). The invocation of emotional
semantics and the ascription of significance to emotional communication
can thus be regarded as an indicator of a period in which individuals
increasingly perceive themselves as being adrift in the face of digital
structural-automation (Ruslemeyer, 2020; Manhart and Wendt, 2021;
Freis, 2025). The historical trajectory reveals exemplary transitions
between informal and formal practices of emotion management within
organizations. These practices are in constant interaction with the
historically developed institutional networks of rules in society and, in
principle, are a universal phenomenon within every organization. A
communication-theoretical understanding of the relationship between
affect, feeling, emotionality and organization remains sensitive to the
autonomy of these phenomena. This is because it focuses less on the
historically evolving differentiation of the inner states of the psyche and
its concepts and more on the aspect of communication as a system-
forming mechanism of social systems (Luhmann, 1986; Simon, 2004).
Paradoxes of emotion control (Neckel, 2005, 427) arise not only for
individuals, but also for organizations. This article places organizations
as pivotal actors of modern emotion management at the center of
educational history and organizational pedagogical considerations.
Organizations have developed systematic approaches to addressing the
technology deficit in education (Luhmann and Schorr, 1982). These
approaches encompass not only the influence on cognitive content but
also the regulation of emotional responses. Feelings are not addressed
directly; rather by systematizing and regulating their communicative
emotionalization. In the context of a theory of organization, theoretical
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and historical considerations on the history of emotions have led to a
refined perspective on the historicity of these control ambitions. These
ambitions are driven by various factors, including digitization trends. The
study of the history of emotions has generated a vast array of descriptive
possibilities that have yet to be thoroughly examined and analyzed in
relation to the organized practices of their control and the degree of
organization of these phenomena. Conversely, the theoretical
frameworks and discourses inherent in the field of organization studies
have the potential to offer novel approaches to the historical analysis of
education, particularly in the context of the organization of emotional
phenomena. Awareness of the connection and interplay between
personal-psychological, institutional, and organized orders can further
differentiate the conceptual tools for describing an organizational
pedagogical history of emotions.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed
to the corresponding author/s.

Author contributions

TF: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding
acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration,
Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing -
original draft, Writing - review & editing.

References

Althoff, G. (1996). “Der Konig weint. Rituelle Trianen in 6ffentlicher Kommunikation’,
Auffithrung« und >Schrift« in Mittelalter und Frither Neuzeit. Germanistische Symposien
Berichtsbande, eds. JD Miiller. Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 239-252.

Arnold, R. (2005). ““Fithren und Gefiihrtwerden im Schulalltag - emotionstheoretische
Betrach-tungen’, in Die emotionale Konstruktion der Wirklichkeit” in Beitrige zu einer
emotionspddagogischen Erwachsenenbildung. ed. R. Arnold (Baltmannsweiler: Schneider
Verlag Hohengehren), 209-217.

Ashkanasy, N. M., and Dorris, A. D. (2017). Emotions in the workplace. Annu. Rev.
Organ. Psych. Organ. Behav. 4, 67-90. doi: 10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-032516-113231

Ashkanasy, N. M., and Humphrey, R. H. (2011).
research in  organizational behavior. Emot. Rev. 3,
10.1177/1754073910391684

Baecker, D. (2004). Einleitung: Wozu Gefiihle? Soziale Systeme 10, 5-20. doi:
10.1515/s0sys-2004-0102

Current emotion
214-224.  doi:

Bar-Lev, S., and Morag, M. (2023). Can't buy me love: gift-giving among members of
criminal organizations. Symb. Interact. 46, 393-416. doi: 10.1002/symb.661

Barsade, S., and O’'Neill, O. A. (2016). Manage your emotional culture. Harv. Bus. Rev.
94, 58-66.

Berdelmann, K. (2024). “Die Entstehung moderner Schiilerbeobachtungs- und
Beurteilungspraktiken: Wie die professionelle Padagogik sich von jesuitisch, pietistisch
und aufklarerisch gepréagten Traditionen erst nahrte und dann emanzipierte” in Jahrbuch
fiir Historische Bildungsforschung. Schwerpunkt Empathie, Emotionen, Erziehung und
Bildung. eds. S. Kesper-Biermann, E. Moller and K. Stornig (Bad Heilbronn: Verlag
Julius Klinkhardt), 187-212.

Bergknapp, A. (2018). Emotionen in Organisationen. Zum emotionalen Prozess
des  Organisierens.  Psychotherapie ~im  Dialog 19, 104-109. doi:
10.1055/s-0043-123303

Beyreuther, E. (1978). Geschichte des Pietismus. Stuttgart: Steinkopf.

Bollweg, P. (2020). “Schulabsentismus” in Handbuch Ganztagsbildung. eds. P.
Bollweg, J. Buchna, T. Coelen and H. U. Otto (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 403-419. doi:
10.1007/978-3-658-23230-6_31

Burke, R. (2017). Emotional diplomacy and human rights at the United Nations. Hum.
Rts. Q. 39, 273-295. doi: 10.1353/hrq.2017.0018

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275

Funding

The author declares that financial support was received for the
research and/or publication of this article. The publication was funded
by the Open Access Fund of Universitdt Trier and by the German
Research Foundation (DFG).

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen Al was used in the creation of
this manuscript.

Publisher’'s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Burns, T., and Stalker, G. (1968/1961). The Management of Innovation. London:
Tavistock Publications.

Ciompi, L., and Endert, E. (2011). Gefiihle machen Geschichte: Die Wirkung kollektiver
Emotionen-von Hitler bis Obama: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.

Cornils, D., and Rastetter, D. (2012). ““...und schon gar nicht Tranen einsetzen”. Gender,
Emotionsarbeit und Mikropolitik im Management” in Geschlecht Macht Karriere in
Organisationen—Analysen zur Chancengleichheit in Fach-und Fiihrungspositionen. Journal
Netzwerk Frauen-und Geschlechterforschung NRW Nr. eds. G. Krell, D. Rastetter and K.
Reichel, vol. 81 (Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft mbH & Co. KG), 158-179.

Donauer, S. (2015). Faktor Freude. Wie die Wirtschaft Arbeitsgefiihle erzeugt. Hamburg:
Edition Korber-Stiftung.

Donauer, S. (2014). “Emotions at work. Working on emotions. Ein Riickblick in die
Geschichte der industriellen Erwerbsarbeit” in Organisation und Intimitdt. Der Umgang
mit Nihe im organisationalen Alltag - Zwischen Ver-trauensbildung und Manipulation.
eds. O. Geramanis and K. Hermann (Heidelberg: Carl-Auer Verlag), 151-167.

Driger, H. (2017). Aufklirung iiber Andragogik. Kulturhistorische Betrachtungen
zum Primat der Andragogik in der Anthropagogik. ZfW 40, 127-152. doi:
10.1007/s40955-017-0089-x

Drucker, P. F (1942). The future of industrial man. New York: John Day Publisher.

Dudek, M. (2012). Architecture of schools: The new learning environments: London,
New York: Routledge.

Dworkin, R. (1986). Law’s empire. Cambridge, Massachusetts London England: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Eiselen, T., and Sichler, R. (2001). Reflexive Emotionalitit-Konzepte zum
professionellen Umgang mit Emotionen im Management. Emotionen und Management,
1,47-73.

Elias, N. (1997a). “Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation: soziogenetische und
psychogenetische Untersuchungen” in Bd. I: Wandlungen des Verhaltens in den weltlichen
Oberschichten des Abendlandes (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp).

Elias, N. (1997b). “Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation. Soziogenetische und
psychogenetische Untersuchungen” in Bd. II: Wandlungen der Gesellschaft, Entwurf zu
einer Theorie der Zivilisation. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp (Orig. 1949).

Elster, J. (1987). Subversion der Rationalitit. Frankfurt/New York: Campus Verlag.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-032516-113231
https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073910391684
https://doi.org/10.1515/sosys-2004-0102
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.661
https://doi.org/10.1055/s-0043-123303
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-23230-6_31
https://doi.org/10.1353/hrq.2017.0018
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40955-017-0089-x

Freis

Engelen, E. M. (2012). Emotionen als Lernprozesse. Eine Theorie zur Semantisierung
von Emotionen als Voraussetzungen fiir das Verstehen seiner selbst und anderer. Z.
Erzieh. 15, 41-52. doi: 10.1007/s11618-012-0291-y

Fahrenholz, C. (2015). Schulabsentismus als lineare Verlaufsgeschichte - Ursachen,
Entstehungsbedingungen und die Beweggriinde der Schiiler: eine Lingsschnittstudie iiber
aktive Schulverweigerer. Bielefeld: Universitat Bielefeld.

Fineman, S. (1993). “Organizations as emotional arenas” in Emotion in organizations.
ed. S. Fineman (London: SAGE Publications), 9-35.

Flam, H. (1989). “Emotional man: a third perspective on collective and corporate
action” in MPIfG Discussion Paper 89 (7) (Kéln: Max-Planck-Institut fiir
Gesellschaftsforschung).

Franck, E., and Zellner, J. (2001). “Emotionale Grenzen der Vernunft und ihre
Konsequenzen fiir die Neue Institutionenékonomie” in Emotion und Management.
Managementforschung 11. eds. G. Schreyégg and J. Sydow (Wiesbaden:
Betriebswirtschaftlicher Verlag Dr. Th. Gabler GmbH), 249-276.

Freis, T. (2025). Emotionalisierte Kommunikation in Organisationen - Zur Genese
eines padagogischen Steuerungsproblems und seiner Folgen. Der pidagogische Blick,
4-24. (In press).

Freis, T., and Schroer, A. (2024). Digital leadership in meta-organizations? Emergence
of a renewed relevance of leadership in the context of digitization. Front. Educ.
9:1465088. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1465088

Frevert, U. (2018). Ehrenminner - Ehrenfrauen. ZurSacheBW 33, 8-11.

Frevert, U., and Haupt, H.-G. (1999). “Der Mensch des 19. Jahrhunderts” in Der
Mensch des 19. Jahrhunderts. eds. U. Frevert and H.-G. Haupt (Frankfurt/New York:
Campus Verlag), 9-18.

Frevert, U.,, and Hoffmann, T. (2012). “Gefithle im padagogischen
Verhiltnis: Das lange 19. Jahrhundert und ein Postscript” in Jahrbuch fiir
Historische Bildungsforschung Bd. 18., Emotionen in der Bildungsgeschichte,
eds. Sektion Historische Bildungsforschung (Bad Heilbronn: Julius
Klinkhardt), 47-69.

Frevert, U, and Pahl, K. (2022). “Introducing political feelings: participatory politics,
institutions, and emotional templates” in Feeling political: Emotions and institutions since
1789. eds. U. Frevert, K. Pahl E. Buscemi, P. Nielsen, A. Arndt, M. Amico, and C. Moine,
(Switzerland AG: Springer Nature), 1-26.

Frevert, U, and Wulf, C. (2012). Die Bildung der Gefiihle. Zeitschrift fiir
Erziehungswissenschaft Sonderheft 15, 1-10. doi: 10.1007/s11618-012-0288-6

Frose, M., Kaudela-Baum, S., and Dievernich, F. (2016). “Die Leidenschaften haben
die Menschen die Vernunft gelehrt” in Emotion und Intuition in Fiihrung und

Organisation. eds. M. Frose, S. Kaudela-Baum and E Dievernich (Wiesbaden:
Betriebswirtschaftlicher Verlag Dr. Th. Gabler GmbH), 1-18.

Fuchs, P. (2004). Wer hat wozu und wieso tiberhaupt Gefiihle? Soziale Systeme 10,
89-110. doi: 10.1515/s0sys-2004-0106

Gay, P. (1997). “Die Macht des Herzens” in Das 19. Jahrhundert und die Erforschung
des Ich (Miinchen: Verlag C.H. Beck).

Gerhards, J. (1988a). Emotionsarbeit. Zur Kommerzialisierung von Gefiihlen. Soziale
Welt 39, 47-65.

Gerhards, J. (1988b). Soziologie der Emotionen. Fragestellungen, Systematik und
Perspektiven. Weinheim und Miinchen: Juventa.

Goffman, E. (2004). Wir alle spielen Theater: die Selbstdarstellung im Alltag: Piper.

Giintz, E. (1859). Wahnsinn der Schulkinder, eine neue Art der Seelenstérungen. Allg.
Z. Psychiatrie 16, 187-221.

Hartmann, M. (2005). Gefiihle. Wie die Wissenschaften sie erkldren. Frankfurt/
New York: Campus Verlag.

Hesse, H. (1906) in Unterm Rad. ed. S. Fischer.

Hochschild, A. R. (1979). Emotion work, feeling rules, and social structure. Am. J.
Sociol. 85, 551-575. doi: 10.1086/227049

Hochschild, A. R. (2006). Das gekaufte Herz. Die Kommerzialisierung der Gefiihle.
Frankfurt/New York: Campus Verlag.

Huber, M. (2023). “Emotionen zwischen Korper, Geist und Sozialitat. Versuch einer
begrifflichen und konzeptuellen Anniherung” in Affekt-Gefiihl-Emotion: Zentrale
Begriffe  Psychoanalytischer  Pidagogik? — Anndherungen  aus  konzeptueller,
forschungsmethodischer und professionalisierungstheoretischer Perspektive, vol. 85.

Humphrey, R. H. (2002). The many faces of emotional leadership. Leadersh. Q. 13,
493-504.

Hunold, M. (2019). Organisationserziehung und Macht: Eine rekonstruktive Studie zu
Erwachsenen in quasi-totalen Wohnorganisationen. Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Hunold, M. (2024). Erwachsenenerziehung im Kontext gesellschaftlicher Macht
erforschen! Debatte. Beitriige zur Erwachsenenbildung 5, 173-179.

Jorissen, B. (2012). The expression of the emotions in man and avatars. Zur Bildung
der Gefiihle in virtuellen Umgebungen. Z. Erzieh. 15, 165-178.

Kant, I. (1783/1983). “Kritik der reinen Vernunft” in Schriften zur Anthropologie,
Geschichtsphilosophie, Politik und Pidagogik. Werke in sechs Binden, Bd. 2. Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft. ed. 1. Kant.

Frontiers in Education

81

10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275

Kellermann, I. (2012). Emotionen - Formen - Gesten. Ein ethnografischer Blick auf
Verborgene Dimensionen von Unterricht. Z. Erzieh. 15, 97-114.

Kette, S. (2021). “Computer says no?” Konsequenzen der Algorithmisierung von
Entscheidungsprozessen. Soziale Systeme 26, 160-188.

Kette, S., and Tacke, V. (2021). Editorial: Die Organisation im Zoo der
Digitalisierungsforschung. Soziale Systeme. Zeitschrift fiir soziologische Theorie 26, 1-18.

Key, E. (1911). Das Jahrhundert des Kindes: Studien: S. Fischer.

Kieser, A. (2014). “Managementlehren - von Regeln guter Praxis tiber den Taylorismus
zur Human-Relations-Bewegung,” in Organisationstheorien, eds. A. Kieser and M Ebers.
(Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer), 73-117.

Krell, G., and Weiskopf, R. (2001). “Leidenschaften als Organisationsproblem” in
Emotionen und Management. Managementforschung. eds. G. Schrey6gg and J. Sydow,
vol. 11 (Wiesbaden: Betriebswirtschaftlicher Verlag Dr. Th. Gabler GmbH),
1-46.

Kreth, E. (2009). Die richterliche Unabhéngigkeit: Wahrung einer sich selbst
erfiilllenden Aufgabe. DRiZ, Juli 2009, 198-201.

Kiihl, S. (2011). Organisationen: eine sehr kurze Einfiihrung. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag.

Kiihl, S. (2012). “Zwangsorganisationen” in Handbuch Organisationstypen. eds. M.
Apelt and V. Tacke (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 345-358. doi: 10.1007/978-3-531-
93312-2_17

Kiipers, W., and Weibler, J. (2005). Emotionen in Organisationen. Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer.

Kupiek, M. (2021). Digital leadership, agile change und die emotion economy.
Wiesbaden: Springer Gabler, E1.

Kupiek, M. (2022). “Die Emotionale Organisationskultur als Voraussetzung fiir
erfolgreiches E-Learning” in E-Learning im digitalen Zeitalter: Losungen, Systeme,
Anwendungen (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden), 517-536.

Luhmann, N. (1999). Funktionen und Folgen formaler Organisation: Duncker und
Humblot.

Luhmann, N. (2000). Organisation und Entscheidung. Opladen, Wiesbaden:
Westdeutscher Verlag.

Luhmann, N. (2016). Der neue Chef. Wiesbaden: Suhrkamp.

Luhmann, N. (2018). Schriften zur Organisation 1: Die Wirklichkeit der Organisation.
Wiesbaden: Springer-VS.

Luhmann, N. (1993). “Am Anfang war kein Unrecht” in Gesellschaftsstruktur und
Semantik. Studien zur Wissenssoziologie der modernen Gesellschaft. Bd. ed. N. Luhmann,
vol. 3 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp), 11-64.

Luhmann, N. (1986). “Systeme verstehen Systeme” in Zwischen Intransparenz und
Verstehen. Fragen an die Piddagogik. eds. N. Luhmann and K.-E. Schorr (Frankfurt a.M:
Suhrkamp), 72-117.

Luhmann, N., and Schorr, K. E. (1982). “Das Technologiedefizit der Erziehung und
die Padagogik” in dies. Zwischen Technologie und Selbstreferenz: Fragen an die Pidagogik.
Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 11-41.

Luhmann, N. (1992). “Organisation” in Mikropolitik. Rationalitdit, Macht und Spiele in
Organisationen. eds. W. Kipper and G. Ortmann (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag),
165-186.

Manhart, S. (2003). “Absichtlich unabsichtlich. Zum Verhiltnis von Politik, Bildung
und Pidagogik um 18007 in Erziehung in der Moderne (Festschrift fiir F
Baumgart), 95-142.

Manbhart, S. (2023a). “Das gekrinkte Subjekt in den Mythen digitaler Technik. Das
Digital Mindset zwischen analoger Individualisierung und digitaler Personalisierung”
in Digitale Mindsets: Chancen und Herausforderungen fiir Individuum und Organisation.
eds. S. Kaiser and B. Ertl (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden), 211-235.

Manhart, S. (2023b). “Piddagogisch in die Krise. Zwei Typen der andragogischen
Funktionalisierung von Krisenkommunikation” in Pdidagogik des gesellschaftlichen
Ausnahmezustandes: Erziehung Erwachsener in der Corona-Pandemie. eds. D. Klinge, A.-
M. Nohl and B. Schiffer (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden), 27-66.

Manhart, S. (2024a). “Das Gliick der Automatia. Arbeit, Technik und Automatisierung
in der sozialen Evolution” in Individuen in digitalen Arbeitswelten: Interdisziplindre
Perspektiven auf Individuum und Organisation. ed. D. Busch (Wiesbaden: Springer
Fachmedien Wiesbaden), 37-67.

Manhart, S. (2024b). “Partizipation durch Kritik. Zur Funktion organisierter Kritik in
der Moderne” in Organisation und Kritik. Jahrbuch der Sektion Organisationspddagogik.
eds. S. Rundel, C. Damm, O. Dorner, N. Engel, C. Schréder and I. Truschkat (Wiesbaden:
Springer VS).

Manbhart, S. (2025). Information, Kommunikation, Organisation. Zur Semiotik
pidagogischer Organisationsgestaltung in Organisationspadagogisches Denken und
Forschen verstehen Ein Studienbuch. eds. Heidelmann, M.A., and Weber, S.M.
(Minster: Waxmann). (In press).

Manbhart, S., and Wendt, T. (2020). Komplexe Organisation und organisierte
Komplexitit. Die Pddagogik partizipativer Organisationsgestaltung im Zeitalter des
Populismus. Zeitschrift fiir Weiterbildungsforschung 43, 377-393.

Manhart, S., and Wendt, T. (2021). Soziale Systeme? Systemtheorie digitaler
Organisation. Soziale Systeme. Zeitschrift fiir soziologische Theorie 26, 21-53.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-012-0291-y
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1465088
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-012-0288-6
https://doi.org/10.1515/sosys-2004-0106
https://doi.org/10.1086/227049
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93312-2_17
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-93312-2_17

Freis

Mauss, M. (1990). Die Gabe: Form und Funktion des Austauschs in archaischen
Gesellschaften: Suhrkamp.

Mayer, R. E. (2020). Searching for the role of emotions in e-learning. Learn. Instr.
70:101213:101213. doi: 10.1016/j.learninstruc.2019.05.010

Mayo, E. (1977/1933). The human problems of an industrial civilization. New York:
Arno Press.

Montessori, M.
Freiburg: Herder.

(1923). Selbsterziehung des Kindes in den Grundschulen.

Neckel, S. (2005). Emotion by design: Das Selbstmanagement der Gefiihle als
kulturelles Programm. Berl. J. Soziol. 15, 419-430.

Neill, A. S. (1948). That dreadful school: Hugh Hardinge Books.

Neuberger, O. (2011). “Gefragte Emotionen. Die Transformation des
Untersuchungsgegenstands im Prozess seiner Erfassung” in Jenseits des Individuums -
Emotion und organisation. eds. T. Hoyer, U. Beumer and M. Leuzinger-Bohleber
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht), 89-110.

Nohl, H. (1970). Die pidagogische Bewegung in Deutschland und ihre Theorie.
Frankfurt a.M.: Verlag G. Schulte-Bulmke.

North, D. C. (1992). Institutionen, institutioneller Wandel und Wirtschaftsleistung:
Mohr Siebeck.

Ortmann, G. (2001). “Emotion und Entscheidung” in Emotion und Management.
Managementforschung. eds. G. Schreyogg and J. Sydow, vol. 11 (Wiesbaden:
Betriebswirtschaftlicher Verlag Dr. Th. Gabler GmbH), 277-323.

Ortmann, G. (2012). “Enabling limits Organisationen regeln, was zihlt und als was es
zahlt” in (2012). Organisationen regeln: die Wirkmacht korporativer Akteure. eds. S.
Duschek, M. Gaitanides, W. Matiaske and G. Ortmann (Springer-Verlag), 59-93. doi:
10.1007/978-3-531-94050-2_4

Ouchi, W. (1981). Theory Z. How American business can meet the Japanese challenge,
vol. 24. London: Addiso-Wesely Publishing Company, 82-83.

Parsons, T. (1987). Die Schulklasse als soziales System. Einige Funktionen in der
amerikanischen Gesellschaft. Klassiker der Erziehungssoziologie. Diisseldorf, 102-124.

Paul, A. T, and Schwalb, B. (2012). “Kriminelle Organisationen” in Handbuch
Organisationstypen. eds. M. Apelt and V. Tacke (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 611-629.

Perrow, C. (1989). Eine
Gesellschaftsforschung. 28, 3-19.

Gesellschaft von Organisationen. Journal fiir

Pescosolido, A. T. (2002). Emergent leaders as managers of group emotion. Leadersh.
Q. 13, 583-599. doi: 10.1016/S1048-9843(02)00145-5

Peters, T. ], and Austin, N. (1986). “Leistung aus Leidenschaft” in Uber Management
und Fiihrung. Aus dem Amerikanischen von Ursel Reineke (Hamburg: Hoffmann
und Campe).

Plamper, J. (2012). Geschichte und Gefiihl: Grundlagen der Emotionsgeschichte:
Siedler Verlag.

Presthus, V. (1962). The organizational society. New York: Random House Publishing.

Rastetter, D. (2001). “Emotionsarbeit-Betriebliche Steuerung und individuelles
Erleben” in Emotionen und Management. Managementforschung. eds. G. Schrey6gg and
J. Sydow, vol. 11 (Wiesbaden: Gabler), 111-134.

Reckwitz, A. (2020). Das Ende der Illusionen. Politik, Okonomie und Kultur in der
Spétmoderne. Berlin: Suhrkamp.

Renda, C. (2023). “Individuum und Organisation, Organisationen und Gefiihl -
Einleitende Worte zur Affinitit zweier Themenfelder” in Emotionale Mitgliedschaft -
Studien zum  Verhdltnis von  Organisation, Emotion und Individuum.
Organisationssoziologie. ed. C. Renda (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 1-5.

Richards, D. (2012). The role of emotion in judicial decision-making: SSRN. Available
online at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2000857 (Accessed February 07, 2025).

Riezler, E. (1921). Das Rechtsgefiihl: rechtspsychologische Betrachtungen. Miinchen:
Biederstein.

Rustemeyer, D. (2020). “Leonardos Spiegel. Der sich abhanden kommende Mensch”
in Das Ende der politischen Ordnungsvorstellungen des 20. Jahrhunderts.
Erziehungswissenschaftliche Beobachtungen. eds. U. Binder and J. Oelkers (Wiesbaden:
Springer Fachmedien), 283-299.

Schnédelbach, S. (2020). Entscheidende Gefiihle: Rechtsgefiihl und juristische
Emotionalitit vom Kaiserreich bis in die Weimarer Republik. Gottingen: Wallstein Verlag.

Frontiers in Education

82

10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275

Schreyogg, G., and Sydow, J. (2001).
Managementforschung, vol. 11. Gabler: Wiesbaden.

Emotionen und Management.

Schréer, A. (2023). “Organisation und Transformation als Grenzobjekte zwischen
Organisationstheorie und Erziehungswissenschaft” in Forschungsdiskurs und
Etablierungsprozess der Organisationspidagogik. Theorien, Methodologien und
Methodiken im pluralen Diskurs einer erziehungswissenschaftlichen Subdisziplin. eds. M.
A. Heidelmann, V. Storozenko and S. Wieners (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 335-351.

Seidler, E., and Kindt, H. (1973). Die «Uberbiirdung» der Kinder als Problem der
frithen Kinderpsychiatrie. Gesnerus 30, 160-176. doi: 10.1163/22977953-0300304007

Simon, E B. (2004). Zur Systemtheorie der Emotionen. Soziale Systeme 10, 111-139.
doi: 10.1515/s0sys-2004-0107

Smith, A. (1759/2010). Theorie der ethischen Gefiihle, vol. 605: Felix Meiner.

Smollan, R. K., and Sayers, J. G. (2009). Organizational culture, change and emotions:
a qualitative study. J. Chang. Manag. 9, 435-457. doi: 10.1080/14697010903360632

Stalfort, J. (2013). Die Erfindung der Gefiihle. Eine Studie iiber den historischen Wandel
menschlicher Emotionalitit (1750-1850). Bielefeld: transcript.

Steinmayr, M. (2021). Pietistische Kommunikation. Konzepte der Sozialitat bei
Spener. Francke und Zinzendorf. Studia Germanica Gedanensia 44, 24-35. doi:
10.26881/5gg.2021.44.02

Taylor, E. W. (1919). Die Grundsitze wissenschaftlicher Betriebsfiihrung: Oldenbourg.

Townsley, L. (2014). Thinking like a lawyer ethically: narrative intelligence and
emotion. Legal Educ. Rev. 24:69.

Tsai, W. C., Chen, H.-W,, and Cheng, J.-W. (2009). Employee positive moods as a
mediator linking transformational leadership and employee work outcomes. Int. J. Hum.
Resour. Manag. 20, 206-219. doi: 10.1080/09585190802528714

Weber, M. (1922/1964). Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Grundriss der verstehenden
Soziologie. K6ln/Berlin: West.

Wendt, T. (2020). Die nichste Organisation. Management auf dem Weg in die digitale
Moderne. Transcript.

Wendt, T. (2021). Die Kultivierung des Zufalls. Zum Verhdltnis von organisationaler
Strukturautomation und Unberechenbarkeit in der digitalen Moderne, in Organisation
tiber Grenzen: Jahrbuch der Sektion Organisationspidagogik. Wiesbaden: Springer
Fachmedien Wiesbaden, 295-308.

Wendt, T. (2023). Sinn als Grundbegriff der Managementlehre. Die Neuerfindung
organisationaler Beweglichkeit durch New Work, Purpose und Humanocracy. Gruppe.
Interaktion. Organisation. Zeitschrift fiir Angewandte Organisationspsychologie
(GIO), 1-11.

Wendt, T., Freis, T., Schréer, A., and Schiitz, F. (2024). Zukunft auf Leinwand.
Methoden der Visualisierung und ihre Funktionen fiir Organisationen. Gruppe.
Interaktion. Organisation. Zeitschrift fiir Angewandte Organisationspsychologie
24, 47-57.

Wendt, T., and Manhart, S. (2022a). Gemeinsam verschieden. Organisation und
Bildung im semantischen Feld erziehungswissenschaftlicher Prozessbegriffe. Zeitschrift
fiir Weiterbildungsforschung 45, 471-489. doi: 10.1007/s40955-022-00224-8

Wendt, T., and Manhart, S. (2022b). Die Bildung der Organisation. Zur
Komplexititsfihigkeit von Management und Fithrung. Gruppe. Interaktion.
Organisation. Zeitschrift fiir Angewandte Organisationspsychologie 53, 547-556. doi:
10.1007/s11612-022-00649-2

Wendt, T., and Schroer, A. (2023). “(Wieder-)Herstellung von Unsicherheit:
Blickwechsel zwischen Erziehungswissenschaft und Organisationstheorie” in Irritation
in der Erziehungswissenschaft. Erscheinungsformen, Funktionen und Leistungen. ed. U.
Binder (Weinheim: Beltz Juventa), 153-167.

Wright Mills, C. (1955). Menschen im Biiro: ein Beitrag zur Soziologie der Angestellten.
Koln: Bund-Verlag.

Zinzendorf, N. G. V. (1992, 1972). “Des Graffen von Zinzendorf Gedancken vom
Reden und Gebrauch der Worte” in Erginzungsbinde zu den Hauptschriften, eds.
Zinzendorf, N. Graf v., in Bd. XI: Freywillige Nachlesen Bey den bifSherigen Gelehrten und
erbaulichen Monaths=Schrifften, VI Sammlung. eds. E. Beyreuther and G. Meyer
(Franckfurth and Leipzig, Nachdruck Hildesheim).

Zinzendorf, N. G. V. (1731/1977). “Jingerhaus-Diarium” in Zinzendorf und die
Herrnhutter Briider. Quellen zur Geschichte der Briider-Unitit von 1722-1760. eds. H. C.
Hahn and H. Reichel (Hamburg: Friedrich Wittig), 90-92.

Zuboff, S. (2023). The age of surveillance capitalism. Social Theory Re-Wired, 203-213.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1505275
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2019.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-94050-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1048-9843(02)00145-5
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2000857
https://doi.org/10.1163/22977953-0300304007
https://doi.org/10.1515/sosys-2004-0107
https://doi.org/10.1080/14697010903360632
https://doi.org/10.26881/sgg.2021.44.02
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585190802528714
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40955-022-00224-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11612-022-00649-2

& frontiers

@ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Andreas Schréer,
University of Trier, Germany

REVIEWED BY

Christian Leineweber,

Otto von Guericke University Magdeburg,
Germany

Simon Heyny,

Sigmund Freud Institut, Germany

*CORRESPONDENCE
Sebastian Manhart
sebastian.manhart@unibw.de

RECEIVED 28 December 2024
ACCEPTED 29 October 2025
PUBLISHED 03 December 2025

CITATION

Manhart S (2025) Sense-making as
digitalization. Measuring, counting, and
calculating as fundamental processes of
digital ‘Bildung'.

Front. Sociol. 10:1552621.

doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1552621

COPYRIGHT

© 2025 Manhart. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution License

(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction
in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s)
are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Sociology

Frontiers in Sociology

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 03 December 2025
pol 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1552621

Sense-making as digitalization.
Measuring, counting, and
calculating as fundamental
processes of digital ‘Bildung’
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Munchen, Neubiberg, Germany, ?Institute of Educational Sciences, The Department of Human
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The article provides a clarification of the concept of digitalization, bringing together
its two dimensions: electronic-physical information transformation and the social
aspect of connection through the sense-making and creation of meaning via numbers.
This is done both conceptually and by presenting the historical development of this
socially complex synthesis of causality, sense-making and meaning. Fundamental
aspects of social change from communication to information processing, from
facts to data, from true nature to virtual possibility, from face-to-face sociality
to digital habituation, from human to digital intelligence are presented in their
development using historical examples. The focus is on the practices of counting,
calculating, and measuring, whose gradual differentiation from communication
enables the unlikely process of social implementation of an operationally meaningful
but at the same time completely reference-less (digital) semiosis. The analysis
of these specifically modern organizational and pedagogical developments as a
prerequisite for digitization allows conclusions to be drawn about some aspects
of digital subjectivity and society in the age of artificial intelligence.

KEYWORDS

sense-making, semiosis, information, calculation, measurement, communication,
digtalization, artificial intelligence

1 Introduction

Many changes in the present are understood as effects of digitalization. Digitalization not only
influences the production and distribution conditions of goods and services in industry (Acemoglu
and Restrepo, 2018, 2020; Altenried, 2022) but also in agriculture (Rijnks et al., 2022) and on the
labor markets (Gomez-Herrera et al., 2023); it changes decision-making behavior (Wendt and
Manhart, 2020) and the forms and content of interpersonal communication (Kelkar, 2018). In
legal (Beckers and Teubner, 2021), policing (Biichner and Dosdall, 2021), organizational (Manhart
and Wendt, 2021), or educational contexts (Hartong, 2019; Wendt and Manhart, 2022; Afmann
and Ricken, 2023; Buck and Miguel, 2023; Shin et al., 2025; Wang and Fan, 2025), there are also
numerous examples of fields of action and influence that are being changed by digitalization. The
effects of digitalization are not only very different across sectors, regions, and cultures but also
affect genders in very different ways (del Egana- Sol et al., 2021). Euphoric expectations regarding
economic (Hackl and Buzzle, 2021) and human development (Braidotti, 2014; Kurzweil, 2024),
as well as considerable doubts about the possibilities of individual ‘Bildung’ (Zuboff, 2018) and the
creation of a democratic public sphere (Han, 2021), often place digitalization in an apocalyptic
twilight (Manhart, 2023a). Given the diversity of the presumed effects and normative perspectives,
it is not surprising that there is still no consensus on what exactly is meant by digitalization
(Nassehi, 2019; Wendt and Manhart, 2020; Manhart, 2023a, 2023b).
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A more precise version of the term digitalization seems desirable,
which is achieved here by clarifying its underlying operability
(Chapter 5.2) and embedding it in some of its social and subjective
prerequisites (Chapters 2-4). With the aim of such a clarification, the
following will take a conceptual-analytical as well as historical-
empirical approach. The examples used are all taken from European
history (more historical examples can be found in Manhart, 2019b,
2023b). On the one hand, this is an unfortunate limitation of
perspective, but further research will certainly remedy this. On the
other hand, based on the author’s current state of knowledge, it is
precisely some of the changes and events from early modern Europe
discussed below that represent central prerequisites for the
digitalization of modern society.

In these historical events and depictions, which arose at a time
when communication and information processing began to separate,
the specific nature of number-based information processing becomes
clearer. The spread of calculative practices throughout society, the
increasing quantification of the social sphere (Mau, 2017), extending
to the scientific self-description of society (Deutschmann, 2025), the
global rise of modern forms of organization since the early modern
period, and contemporary digitalization are all effects of the increasing
reflexivity of the informational form of sense. Information processing
has always been effective in the deeper layers of society, but it is now
being handled in an increasingly reflexive manner and, at the same
time, is imposing its impersonal logic on large parts of society against
that of interpersonal communication. Fundamental aspects of the shift
from communication to information processing, from facts to data,
from true nature to real-possible virtuality, from face-to-face sociality
to digital habitualization, from human to digital intelligence are
presented alongside historical examples of their development. The
focus here is on the practices of counting, calculating, and measuring,
whose gradual differentiation from communication enables the
improbable process of the social implementation of an operationally
meaningful but at the same time completely meaningless semiosis.
Their social and individual cultivation presupposes specific
organizational and pedagogical developments that are typical of
modern society and lead to the development of modern subjectivity.

The operative separation of Sense and Meaning and thus of
information and communication is the central prerequisite for
digitalization and thus also for artificial intelligence. This
differentiation, which still seemed very artificial at the time of its
creation, has been developed, standardized, and socially integrated in
the differentiated practices of counting, measuring, and calculating
since the end of the Middle Ages. These practices served social
functions that were not geared toward digitalization. Rather, their
implementation is related to the solution of problems of analogue
social forms and individualization techniques, which are exemplary
as a form of modern organization and its pedagogy. Objective,
metaphorical, and pedagogical measurement (Manhart, 2016) as well
as input-output calculations not only enable the structural
formalization of modern membership organizations but also shape the
cognitive-social habitus of the modern individual. Digitalization is
therefore not the continuation of mechanical technology with
electronic means. Rather, it requires a complex and therefore highly
improbable form of selective connectivity of specific semioses. Sense-
making through information processing is isolated from meaningful
communication. Sense can be processed without communicating. But
this can only be known in retrospect as a prerequisite for development
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and digitalization. Digitalization is an unintentional structural
formation of social evolution, into which the perceptions, desires, and
intentions of people in the past are deeply interwoven. Since the late
Middle Ages, the number-based form of informatic sense has been
systematically cultivated in Europe from language and communication.
In calculating with the Indo-Arabic numerals, the meaning-making
via signs that is so close to humans was successfully suppressed in the
course of the early modern period along with specific practices of
measurement. An idea of the complex social and individual
prerequisites of this extremely productive differentiation in the sense-
generating use of signs can only be developed here using a few
examples. The aim is to provide a better historical and systematic
understanding of digitalization as an operative synthesis that merges
causality and Sense in a sign process.

This makes it possible to contextualize other forms of intelligence
historically, including those beyond artificial intelligence. Artificial
intelligence currently dominates the discussion about the
consequences of digitalization, and so this essay concludes by referring
to this form of digital intelligence, because it is primarily in the debate
about artificial intelligence that the kind of education and socialization
referred to here as digital “Bildung” will emerge in the future.
However, intelligence is not understood here as a purely human
ability. It is also inherent in animals and, above all, there are intelligent
social actors, the most important of which is the modern form of
organization. The development of organizations as actors (Coleman,
1979; Luhmann, 2000; Wendt, 2020), the spread of digitalization, and
the emergence of social, i.e., in this sense, “artificial” forms of
intelligence, are elements of an evolutionary developmental context.
This is also the reason why the historical examples cited are mainly
from the period of early modern Europe. In order not to overload the
text, reference is made to the author’s previous work for details of a
theory of organization as an intelligent information processing system
(Manhart and Wendt, 2021). This also applies to further explanations
of a semiotic theory of artificial intelligence as a system of
informational sense-making (Manhart, 2025b). It can be assumed that
intelligence is not simply a property of isolated systems but rather the
result of a co-evolution in distributed practices. In this sense, the
examination of digital actors (AI) leads to a specifically digital
intelligence of humans, just as continuous contact with organizations
in the past has changed human intelligence, and this also applies in
reverse to Al and organizations, as well as for animals such as dogs,
which, through constant contact with humans, have developed
significantly different intelligent abilities (e.g., understanding pointing
gestures) than their wild relatives, wolves.

To better understand the evolution of digitalization, specific
cognitive and social effects of the use of signs are described regarding
the difference between Sense and Meaning, and the difference between
information and communication is profiled by the difference between
language and the use of numbers (1). The sense of this differentiation
is demonstrated by two prominent celestial practices of measurement
(2). The engine of modern number production before digitalization is
the synthesis of measurement and calculation, whose semantic
productivity is a central element of modern science as an organized
process of discovery (3). The operative separation of Sense and
Meaning achieved by the monosemiotic concatenation of numerical
signs also makes it possible to separate fact and data generation (4).
The digitalization based on this means that references nature and the
associated truth claims are systematically losing their Meaning in
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society (5). Data-driven virtual worlds are establishing a new
educational milieu that is creating countless new, influential digital
actors that will permanently change the way people see themselves:
digital ‘Bildung’ (6).

2 Productive differences

In the context of Al it is less about the problems of misunderstood
technical simulations (Bender et al., 2021; Deutscher Ethikrat, 2023;
Knell, 2024) and more about the possibilities and dangers of
operationally independent forms of intelligence (Bostrom, 2013;
Metzinger, 2021; Shanahan, 2021; Grace et al., 2024; Kokotajlo et al.,
2025; Manhart, 2025b). However, this cannot even come into view if
intelligence, thinking, consciousness, and understanding are mixed as
mutually presupposing in such a way that only humans can have these
abilities. Intelligence without consciousness (Kleiner and Ludwig,
20235 Jin and Rinard, 2023; Manhart and Wendt, 2024), without the
ability of self-observation in thinking and the accompanying feeling
of understanding, cannot exist for reasons of definition. Human forms
of perception, or at least an organically mediated access to the world,
are claimed to be necessary for intelligence. It is not self-evident why
the variety of technical sensors that can be used by AI should not
enable a form of access to the world that is capable of intelligence. It is
even less clear why the solution of tasks is not an intelligent solution
simply because it is not carried out by a being with an organic body
and an associated physical perception (Haase and Hanel, 2023;
Manhart, 2023a,b, 2025b; Trinh et al., 2024).

2.1 Overdetermination and contingency

The unclear discursive mix has a lot to do with the fact that neither
digitalization nor artificial intelligence are clearly defined concepts. In
the following, we propose that digitalization should not be understood
as the continuation of mechanical technology with electronic means.
Digital processes are sense-based semioses as causal relationships
(Manhart, 2019a,b, 2023b; Wendt and Manhart, 2020). Sense-
generating contingency and causal determination are not
contradictory. Digital processes are like organic and cognitive
processes, which are no less based on automatic processes and
evolutionarily proven stochastics than is the case in digital systems
(Manhart and Wendt, 2024). Neither adaptive AI nor humans are
mere technology in the sense of causally linked mechanics, but they
are both automata (Manhart, 2024). Automata, such as biological cells,
are self-acting, i.e., autonomous in their internal processes. This does
their
Overdetermination is normal and this is precisely where the possibility

not exclude causality, but interaction is complex.
of contingency lies. Something can be one way or another when it
becomes possible to follow several simultaneous effects. Technology,
on the other hand, is the attempt to repeatedly allow only certain
causal factors to take effect in linear processes. A technology-centric
perspective distorts the perception of digitalization, automation, and
artificial intelligence toward the side of mechanical causality, while the
associated information-processing remains underexposed. Conversely,
an operationally free-floating meaning is also an abbreviation. Above
all, it serves to remove humans and their abilities from the physical

world: metaphysics. Artificial intelligence is a new player in the
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automaton-rich ecosystem in which modern humans have also
evolved over millions of years. Different and sometimes dangerous
automata (plants, animals, and organizations) have always been part
of this ecosystem (Manhart, 2024).

2.2 Sense and meaning

For a better understanding of digitalization, it is necessary to
distinguish between two forms of reference of and between signs. Both
forms generate sense (Frege, 2007). The first, and in our understanding
the most obvious form, is sense as a reference external to the sign: a
sign stands for an object or a sign of another kind. The word tree as a
linguistic string of signs stands for those objects that are designated in
this way. This also applies to the image of a tree, if it refers to something
that is not an image. This form of reference always generates a time-
and culture-dependent spectrum of reference possibilities, almost all
whose individual possibilities are not realized but are co-generating
the meaning process. Sense here is an open semantic horizon of sign-
dependent possibilities: that is Meaning. Communication, not only in
its linguistic form, follows and generates Sense as Meaning. The
indeterminacy that is restricted by means of gestures, words, or images
requires queries and enables a wide variety of consistent connections
with further determinate indeterminacies.

The other form of sense production is based on the strictly
regulated concatenation of identical signs, e.g., in calculations with
numbers. This monosemiotic sense operates without any reference
external to the sign system. Connection and continuation are subject
to precise rules and are meaningless, i.e., the continuation is precisely
determined: this is information processing. In human consciousness,
this continuation only succeeds if meaning making is actively
dispensed with or its possibilities are ignored. The difference between
Sense as an internal reference (monosemiosis) and Meaning as an
external reference (polysemiosis) is inherent in all uses of signs. Words
usually refer to things or persons that are not words, pictures to what
they represent. They therefore have Meaning above all, although of
course words in sentences also refer to previous or subsequent words,
that is their Sense. Some words, such as ‘and, ‘o, and ‘also, carry a
linguistic function solely in relation to other words. An external
reference, a Meaning, is not necessary for this. Nevertheless, they are
useful. In everyday perception, the sense of words and images is
instantly understood as Meaning, as an open external reference. This
is the only reason why it makes sense that abstract art refuses the
obvious reference to something outside the artwork, e.g., to similarity.
External reference is prevented because it depends on the sense of
perception, as the inner sense, the colors and forms of the painting or
sculpture. Like some forms of self-referential poems, however, these
are artistic peculiarities that do not change the predominantly
externally referential meaning-making in verbal and pictorial
communication. However, this presumption of meaning does not
apply to numbers in modern society. Their monosemiotic sense only
became operational relatively late in human history. The social
consequences of the differentiated use of the distinction between
Meaning and Sense as Communication and Information
are enormous.

A social consensus on meanings is difficult to achieve even
approximately, and impossible to achieve completely. However, this
does not apply to the sense of numerals, which has been reduced to

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1552621
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Manhart

monosemiosis since the early modern period. In “Process and Reality;”
Alfred N. Whitehead explains the connection between the easy
perceptibility of concrete signs and the lack of certainty in their
interpretation: “One difficulty of symbolism,” says Whitehead, “is that
the meanings that are difficult to obtain are often vague” Thus, it is
“easier to smell incense than to produce certain religious feelings.”
However, “if the two are thus linked,” then “incense is a suitable
symbol for such feelings” (Whitehead, 1979, p. 342). It is crucial for
the social function of signs that “incense is unambiguous, while
religious feelings are not” (Whitehead, 1979, p. 342). The successful
link implies the possibility of a reversal of the sign function, which
George Herbert Mead, a little later, considers central to learning a
socially compatible use of symbols (Mead, 1973, p. 43ff.). Signs then
trigger what they only seem to indicate, psychologically they even
generate what they stand for in the first place: One smells the incense
and feels religiously moved. With numerals, this reversal of the sign
function succeeds in the synthesis of measuring and calculating.

Since signs bind attention, they make it possible to relate the
perception of different subjects to the form of the sign. The perception
of signs is socially significant because it can be accompanied by
considerable dissent regarding the individual interpretation and social
Meaning of a sign. Many people, for example, smell the incense, see
the cross, hear the words and the singing and yet, at the same time,
feel and think very different things, without jeopardizing the social
event of worship in the least. Modern society makes intensive use of
the difference between consensus of perception and dissent of
meaning to build structure. As a concatenation of numerals, the
informatic sense becomes independently formable and transformable.
By strictly linking numbers to numbers, it becomes possible to use
their empty formalism to build social structures. Meaninglessness
becomes socially significant. The referencelessness of numbers makes
it possible to continue working with the strictly coupled information
alone and thus to stabilize highly formal cognitive, pure mathematics,
such as social structures, e.g., organizations. For the deep layers of
social structure formation, communication becomes increasingly
inconsequential. This allows communication to be freed from social
considerations, i.e., the growth of its diversity in the modern age. In
digitalization, it is the repeated application of monosemiotic Sense to
itself that now allows digital realities to proliferate alongside the
worlds of mathematics.

2.3 Information and communication

In all traditional cultures, the presumption of meaning toward
signs is predominantly specified as an expectation of communication
and generalized to everything perceptible. The perception of
something as a sign goes hand in hand with the assumption that this
sign is associated with an intention that needs to be understood as a
communication. Sense is then the sense of communication, the
understanding of meaning, and the development of intentions.
Everything communicates. Mountains, springs, trees, and animals are
like humans in this respect: they have spirit and intentionality.
Intentions must be recognized by observing and interpreting signs.
The form of sense in society that guides cognition and creates
structure is language, from which image (hieroglyphics etc.) is derived
into the form of writing. Everything that exists has Meaning and thus
a part in communication. Numbers only play a role, if at all, as carriers
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of meaning. The mysticism of numbers that was widespread in the late
Middle Ages and early modern period (Bruno, 1991; von Kues, 2002)
understands numbers as indicators of meanings that work through
them, which in turn require verbalization to be understood. This does
not exclude very practical uses of numbers and counting processes
(Wedell, 2011), but society sees itself as an order of communicative
actors and therefore everything still belongs to it and communicates.
Self-descriptions of these societies therefore only know levels of
relevance of the expressed sense but not a communication-free,
unintentional environment. The world is cosmos and, as such,
communication, society, and intentional creation are one.

In fact, however, it is precisely the formal increase in the
presumption of intentionality in the mythologies of the high religions
that provides the first signs of a resolution. A rift runs through the
cosmos of meaning when the gods flee into transcendence, as is often
the case in creation religions. By relating the ubiquitous presumption
of intentionality to beings hidden behind the perceptible (spirits, gods,
the one God) an initial distancing from the exuberant sense of
communication becomes possible. A burning thorn bush can then
become a sign that someone, but not the thorn bush itself, is
communicating something through it. If one observes semiosis with
a view to the unity of the difference between consensus of perception
and dissent of meaning, one can see that modern society is growing
in a sign-specific expansion of this difference. Certain signs appear
less and less as communication, i.e., the presumption of intentionality
is gradually inhibited. In modernity, there are then signs that stand as
signs for not being signs for something other than certain other signs:
These are numbers. In their current version, numbers only refer to
numbers. External reference must be indicated separately with other
types of signs, e.g., letters for units such as m, kg, or kw. In the modern
age, the generation of meaning no longer works with numbers alone
but requires communication.

Originally, however, ‘numbers’ were indicators for things that are
counted with the help of other things, e.g., with fingers, stones, or
lines. Counting requires the perception of the simultaneity of different
things. As numbers cannot be understood without Meaning, i.e., what
is counted, the number signs vary depending on the object being
counted. Communication and information are not separated at the
level of signs; everything appears as communicable Meaning. Freed
from any Meaning, a number is a difference that has only this subject:
a three is not a four and not a two. When reduced to the sense of
information, no communicative sense and no further intention is
expected when three and three make a six. As numbers, numerals
therefore mean absolutely nothing. Their sense only refers to other
numbers. This is precisely why, in principle, everything can be denoted
by numbers, i.e., counting: 3 x 3 is and always will be 9. Whatever an
observer associates with the numbers, i.e., whatever Meaning they give
them, the connection logic of the numbers, their reference to other
numbers, is not affected by this. In language, on the other hand, the
exact sequence of signs, sounds, and words is only of minor
importance for a socially and individually connectable interpretation.
Words and sentences that are phonetically, grammatically, or
syntactically ‘wrong’ are also understood. Language and parole differ
(Saussure, 2013). Depending on the meaning, i.e., external reference,
the word and language structure also changes and, depending on the
language, meanings that are difficult to reproduce in another language
are also possible. For the informatic sense of numbers and calculations,
on the other hand, the exact arrangement of the digits and the correct
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use of the linking signs are crucial. Otherwise, the result of a
calculation is incorrect. Numbers in calculations only ever generate
and transform their own sense. That is why the information content
of a calculation is the same anywhere else in the world. In addition to
the reduction of meaning and inhibition of communication, the
necessary concentration on the precise sequence of characters makes
the individual learning of the informatic form of sense more difficult.
The memory of many endless hours of mathematics lessons in which
the question of why remained unanswered may suffice as evidence of
this—for most people.

With the semiotic separation of communication and information,
of Meaning external to the sign and Sense internal to the sign, both
forms can now be increased independently of each other in their
capacity for resolution and recombination. The detachment of
numbers from the external reference creates the possibility of
expanding the sign system exclusively with the means of this sign
system: Numbers are ordered into ascending series along their
different connection logics; different series are systematically related
to each other (natural numbers, rational numbers, real numbers, etc.)
and these connected series are in turn counted as new series, and so
on. But what was the purpose of this expansion of mathematical
possibilities? Whether the infinite variety of these forms and worlds
of pure mathematics corresponds to something outside them, whether
this or that quantitative connection is an icon of something in the
world outside mathematical signs, cannot be decided by mathematical
means alone (Peirce, 1986, pp. 240-246). The expansion of the
combination possibilities of numbers has therefore long been tied to
the solution of practical problems, to simplifications of the handling
of large quantities of real things, to religiously motivated problems of
celestial geometry or architecture, for example.

3 Social functionality: attention
control through signs and practices!

3.1 The productivity of cultural
appropriation: the non-linguistic notation
of numbers

The introduction of Arabic-Indian numerals in Europe was
accompanied by the gradual development of number-specific linking
signs (+, —, X, etc.), which can be understood as an indicator that the
use of numbers was being detached from the linguistic-communicative
enclosure. The new notation makes it easier to concentrate on the
number-specific, informational sense of connection. However, the
protracted history of the implementation of a language-independent
mathematical notation shows how difficult it is to separate
communication and information processing from one another.
Modern mathematical notation has been explicitly established against
linguistic notation since the 15th century. “The period between 1,460
and 1,550 is called (...) ‘German Cof3; because the experts active at
that time (...) succeeded in making the Austrian, southern, and
central German language area the center of a development that set
itself the goal of detaching mathematical terminology from the written

1 AllGerman quotations in the text were translated into English by the author.
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word” (Kaunzner, 1992, p. 159f; Wufling, 2009, p. 331ft.). The
beginnings of this development can be found in the pedagogical
arithmetic books of Heinrich Petzensteiner and Adam Riese
(Petzensteiner, 1989; Riese, 1522, p. 32ff.).

The Indo-Arabic way of writing numerals, which is not common
in Europe, is unencumbered by the linguistic and cultural traditions
of Roman letter arithmetic, so that the Meaning of the number word
and the number sense in the logogram of the numeral can
be consistently separated from each other. By using number-specific
linking signs, written numerical arithmetic becomes independent of
any language. The liberation of numerals from any Meaning promotes
their use in the stubborn transformation processes of extensive paper
calculations up to mechanization as a calculating machine. As a highly
precise form of writing, it replaces the linguistically vague,
communication-oriented formulation of calculations. However, it is
not the cause of this development. There can be no question of a
widespread and rapid introduction of arithmetic with Arabic numerals
in the late medieval economy (Arlinghaus, 2002). But the Meaning of
economic interests and needs in the introduction of numerical
arithmetic should not be overestimated, as the long-lasting practice of
line arithmetic with Latin letters in this area shows (Hess, 1977).

3.2 The measure of the soul: if gods
measure, they don't count

This can be demonstrated by a religious tradition of measuring, in
which its communication-inhibiting effect, the speechless production
of consensus and substitution of decision-making appears exemplary
insofar as it also applies to gods. In the Iliad, Homer reports on an
Olympic conflict that breaks out in connection with Hector’s battle
against Achilles. Two camps form in the heaven of the gods: those who
want to give victory to Hector and those who want to give it to
Achilles. Zeus, on the other hand, cannot make up his mind, so that
the struggle between the two heroes, who are circling Troy, and
between the gods themselves, threatens to go on indefinitely. Zeus
then resorts to a surprising technical device: “But when they [Hector
and Achilles, S.M.] came to the springs for the fourth time, Zeus the
father held out his golden scales to them all [i.e. the assembled gods,
S.M.]: in one bowl he placed the fate of Achilles—in the other bowl
that of Hector, the tamer of horses. He held them in the middle: and
the bowl in which Hector’s fate lay sank down to Hades. Apollo now
forsook him...” (Homer, 2008, XXII, 208-14, p. 455). This ends all
discussion; the perception of a measurement decides, not Zeus or any
other god.

A functionalization of a scale as a measuring instrument, which
has a different religious basis but is almost identical in terms of
creating a speechless consensus of decision, can be seen in the
depictions of the Last Judgment on the west walls of numerous French
cathedrals but also on and in other Catholic and Orthodox churches.
Possibly inspired by Egyptian images (Link, 1997, p. 133ff;
Kretzenbacher, 1958, p. 150ff.), a scene in the Last Judgment can
be found, first on a tympanum in Autun Cathedral, which seemed so
impressive to contemporaries that it became tradition-forming for
centuries. This is all the more remarkable as there is no surviving
textual, biblical, apocryphal, or highly theological model for this
pictorial representation. In the stone carving, created by the sculptor
Gislebertus around 1,130 and probably designed by the local bishop
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Etienne de Bage, Jesus is seated in a mandorla in the middle of the
tympanum. It is the Day of Judgment, and the Lord God is judging the
living and the dead. He sends some to paradise, which is indicated to
his right, and others to hell, which is to his left. As if to reaffirm his
role as the lone decision-maker, the mandorla surrounding Jesus is
framed by a banner that reads: “I alone order all things. I crown the
deserving. I as judge bend the criminals under punishment.” However,
what happens for the first time in such a depiction to the left below
immediately casts doubt on this. There, the archangel Michael and the
devil are standing opposite each other, both busy observing a large
pair of scales between them or, in the case of the devil, filling them
with souls and manipulating them. In the two scales are figures that
probably represent the embodiment of the soul or, more precisely, its
deeds. What happens is clear: if the scales tilt to Michael’s side, i.e., if
they sink to the right, the soul can enter paradise, but if they tilt to the
left, the devil, who therefore wants to pull the scales downwards, can
take the soul to hell. However, it is completely unclear what theological
function this process can have. Does the Last Judgment consist of two
judgments? What purpose could the weighing of souls serve if God
knows everything and, as written, “alone orders” and bends the
“criminals under punishment”? If we turn the situation around, the
theological problem becomes clearer: if the scales tip under the weight
of good and bad deeds, what does God decide? Is his knowledge and
judgment not then superfluous? About people’s ability to judge and
make decisions, the same problem naturally arises when using
measuring instruments.

3.3 The devil's share: measurement as
substitution of judgment

It could be argued that the distinction between temporal and
eternal punishments for sin that emerged from the 10th century
onwards (Angenendt, 1997, p. 652) could also justify a twofold
judgment in the Last Judgment. The remission of merely temporal
punishments for sin through the granting of the thesaurus ecclesiae
(ibid., pp. 652-657), which, incidentally, can be counted and divided
into pieces, in the ecclesiastical indulgence, presupposes God’s
judgment on the remission of eternal punishments for sin. But there
is no contemporary evidence for such an interpretation, no theological
discussion of the pictorial program of interest here have survived. The
theologians remained speechless in the face of what is shown there.
For in the sequence of the rich tradition of medieval depictions of this
scene, one can observe how the measuring, i.e., the weighing of souls,
increasingly pushes the divine judgment or, more precisely, the figure
of God, into the background. On the tympanum of the Cathedral of
St. Etienne in Bourges (ca. 1250), to name just one prominent example
of many, Michael with the scales is in the exact center, while above
him, but still on the same axis, God is enthroned. The arrangement
seems to be similar in the later large paintings of the Last Judgment,
e.g., in Rogier van der Weyden (Beune, ca. 1450) or then in Hans
Memling (Danzig ca. 1470). There, however, the archangel with his
scales is not only in the center; he also moves the scales and the
process of measuring into the foreground, clearly enlarged, objectively
and spatially. Although God is still visible, he already seems to
be disappearing into heavenly spheres. And so it is only logical that,
alongside and after this, we increasingly find depictions of the
archangel with his scales in which God is completely absent (e.g., the
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main portal of Bern Cathedral by Erhart Kiing 1460/81 or the
Archangel Michael by Holbein the Younger ca. 1523).

The perception of measurement not only attracts attention and
collectively renders gods and humans speechless; it also replaces
divine and human judgment with the process of measurement.
Individual and collective decision-making is replaced by the
measuring of differences. Even the one, all-powerful God loses
relevance through the practice of measurement. Even at the Last
Judgment, we no longer look at people’s concrete lives, we no longer
tell life stories, we no longer eloquently compare individual sins and
good deeds. With the use of a measuring instrument, however, there
is a tendency to follow its signs alone. This is what happens in the
Egyptian realm of the dead, in the Greek heaven of the gods, and in
the case of the Christian Last Judgment. The technical unambiguity of
the measuring apparatus replaces the inconclusive judgment based on
interpersonal communication, which is always vague in its
interpretative references, i.e., open to dispute. Measuring creates a
perceptible difference between before and after, between conflict-
prone vague communication and digital unambiguity. The
communication-inhibiting and at the same time consensus-building
effect depends on the technical unambiguity of the difference created
in the measurement. This difference is experienced as an evident
imprint of a factual connection, the clarity of which no longer
requires discussion.

Encoding this difference in Arabic numerals not only increases
the symbolic unambiguity but also allows the interpretation of the
results to be replaced by calculating back to new semantic entities.
This is because the religious measurement practice considered here is
also a metaphorical measurement (Manhart, 2016, 2023b). The weight
of a soul is not understood here as the weight of a soul but as a
measure of a good or bad life. Weight and good deeds have nothing to
do with each other but are understood as an indexical connection in
the interpretation of the measurement results. Physical heaviness is
seen as an effect, the falling of the scales is then a sign of degrees of
morality or the fulfillment of a life pleasing to God. The fact that this
index does not exist for today’s observers is related to the verifiability
of such assumptions of effects by means of statistical procedures in the
back-calculation of measurement results. This requires the synthesis
of measurement and calculation, which it is possible to regulate the
practice of metaphorical semantization described here, i.e., the
inference of measurement results with an affinity for effect to causes
by means of calculation rules. The fact of the measured result is the
basis of the perceptual consensus on which the structures of modern
society stand. However, the communicative interpretation of the
measurement, the consequences of its metaphorical recalculation to
causes—but not its numerical result—can then be argued about. It is
no coincidence that the Devil is using the measuring device alongside
the archangel Michael.

4 The productive synthesis of
measurement and calculation

The synthesis of measuring and calculating enables the
development of new things through regulated metaphorization
(Manhart, 2016, 2019a, 2023b). The open space of meaning of
communicative metaphor, which previously allowed, for example,
physical gravity and morality to be brought together by measuring
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with a scale, is organized along the numerical grid and extremely
reduced by the strict formalism of a calculation. If the results of
measurements are calculated, they can be compared more precisely
with the results of other measurements. This increases the relevance
of further measurements to confirm or correct their results.
Measurement therefore promotes calculation, which in turn promotes
measurement. The merging of measurement and calculation does not
solve the problems of language-based logic that have been discussed
since antiquity, but it does circumvent them through productive
practice. In his dialogical syllogistic, Aristotle was already concerned
with finding a way to infer yet unknown premises from known facts
or from a final proposition (Kapp, 1965, p. 84f,, p. 87). Inferring a true
conclusion from given premises is the usual form of deductive proof.
Only this direction of inference can be controlled by regulating the
language. However, something new can only be inferred by reversing
the deductive scheme. Inferring something invisible from visible signs
is the procedure to which metaphorical measurement owes its
semantic productivity (Manhart, 2016). In this respect, metaphorical
measurement is a numerically regulated abduction procedure.

The unknown, invisible entity becomes recognizable by its effect.
Measurement is understood as the recording of this effect (Manhart,
2019a). The measurement or the measuring device records an index
that is fixed as a numerical value and can be reused. The vague
linguistic assumption of a cause can now be supplemented and finally
replaced by a calculation. The cause is stabilized procedurally by
repeating measurement and calculation as uniformly as possible,
specified via further effect measurements and finally designated and
communicable as a uniform entity. The procedural repeatability of
measurement, like any calculation, serves to objectify, i.e., to largely
exclude subjective but also social factors, such as language-guided
communication. The diverse individual perceptions of effects become
calculated constructs, which are now regarded as the causal factors
behind the numerical measurement results. The modern concepts of
energy, mass, attraction, or power are measured entities which, as
overarching, abstract constructs, elude all perception. The share of
perception and consciousness in the meaningful development of a
new world is already reduced to a minimum here. In contemporary
science, which is far removed from perception, it is reflexive
calculation methods, i.e., indexical criteria such as retest reliability,
that serve to ensure social acceptance of the assertion of the existence
of ever new and nonsensical entities. The expansion of this practice in
the rise of the natural and social sciences, however, originally
depended on the social consensus generated by measuring and
calculating in the perception of measured numbers. Above this
consensus, the synthesis of measurement and calculation becomes an
extremely productive process of discovery.

4.1 William Harvey (1628): the synthesis of
measurement and calculation as a method
of discovery

In 1628, William Harvey’s “Discovery of the Circulation of the
Blood” is an example of the argumentative power and scope of a strict
coupling of measurement results in arithmetic. If one follows the
connection rules of informatic sense, the imperceptible can
be precisely inferred, i.e., unambiguously designated. Harvey had no
knowledge of capillaries, as he did not yet have a microscope at his
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disposal. Blood circulation cannot be seen with the naked eye during
autopsies. He calculated the circulation, i.e., he deduced it as a
plausible way of explaining the numerical results of his measurements
and calculations. Harvey explicitly emphasizes the difference to the
always vague derivations on the basis of linguistic descriptions: “But
lest anyone should say that we offer only words and make only
delicious assertions without any justification, and that we introduce
innovations without good reason,” he wanted to make his ideas
“obvious” by means of a calculation: “Let us suppose (whether in
thought or experimentally) that the quantity of blood which the left
ventricle holds in its dilated state (as soon as it is full) is 2 or 3 or 5
ounces. I have found over 2 ounces of it in the dead” (Harvey, 1910,
p- 56). Based on his own measurements of the amount of blood
pumped by the heart with each beat, he calculated the total amount of
blood in the body. This amount of blood must circulate, as neither its
continuous production nor its consumption in the body can
be plausibly explained. His “discovery;” which is a calculation, is
accepted in parts of the scientific community even before blood
circulation can be seen under a microscope.

4.2 Gottfried Kirch (1672): the ease of
transition from measuring to calculating

The description of a measurement that appeared a few decades
later, in 1672, in Gottfried Kirch’s ‘Christen-, Juden-, und Tiirken-
Kalender’ (Calendar of Christians, Jews, and Turks) serves to further
disseminate the cognitive and practical skills for the practical
application of the informatic sense of measurement. There he reports
in detail on the observation of a “lunar eclipse that occurred early on
September 19, 1670, the “beginning/middle/end and currency of
which he was able to observe precisely without any astronomical
instrument, merely by means of a “common striking clock,” which
he wanted to present to the interested readers of his calendar for
imitation. Gottfried Kirch, who was later to become the Royal
Astronomer of the Brandenburg Society of Sciences in Berlin,
describes the course of his measurement of a lunar eclipse in a writing
calendar, a small, regularly published publication for an educated
public (Herbst, 2010, vol. 2, p. 171f)). The presentation of the
measurement is pedagogical, it is intended to be understood by the
readers, which is why he does not use a telescope, which his readers
do not possess. The example shows how much needs to be learned for
a pragmatic understanding of measurement. The cognitive complexity
of the measuring process quickly becomes clear, even though no
complicated instruments or intentions associated with measuring are
used. Kirch observes with his naked eyes and uses a wheel clock to
measure time, as many citizens had already set these up in their
homes. Both Harvey and Kirch made use of another ‘symbolic
machine (Kramer, 1988) that was accessible to everyone, even if it was
not yet widespread. The routinized use of this drawing machine, the
mental use of the number line as a universal scale or as a paper
computus, fundamentally changed the subjective and social role
of measuring.

Kirch’s wheel clock, which is probably not yet a pendulum clock,
presumably only shows the hours, as was customary at the time.
Minutes, seconds, and the smaller time divisions required for
astronomical calculations had to be counted and calculated using the
sounds of the clock. His description of the measurement therefore
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flows smoothly into a calculation that still makes use of the linguistic
linking of numbers, combining Arabic numerals with connecting
words: “The rising wheel in this clock has 35 ticks, double that number
gives 70 ticks in one revolution, which multiplied by the 100 h = wheel
ticks give 7,000. These are divided by the sixth drive of the escapement
wheel and result in 1,166 2/3 ticks of the balance in 1 h, which is
exactly 19 4/9 ticks per minute, where one tick corresponds exactly to
3s 5 1/7 thirds or 3 s 5 thirds, 8 fourths, 34 fifths, 17 sixths, etc”
(Herbst, 2010, p. 171). The accuracy of his specification of the duration
of the eclipse as “2 h 47 min 32 s 2 tert” cannot be measured with his
watch but is due to the synthesis of perception, mechanical
registration, and semiotic calculation. The aim is a clear result that has
been purified of its own subjectivity and freed from the limitations of
perception: a number. Those who repeatedly abandon themselves to
the logics of mechanical and semiotic machines by observing their
movements and following them cognitively by counting and
calculating in writing learn to choose the conditions of their own
perceptions in such a way that they are no longer just their own, i.e.,
that they coincide with the equally regulated observations of others.
In measuring and counting, the subject becomes its own object.

4.3 The calculated time of modernity: what
happens when measuring with numbers?

Only if one steps back from one’s presuppositions can a modern
observer, long since habitualized by countless measurements, recognize
how presuppositional, i.e., in need of getting used to and learning, it is
what happens and must be thought of in this and in basically also in
every other measurement. The comparison of two movements, the
movement of a clock and the movement of the moon through the earth’s
shadow, can only show that there is no similarity between these two
movements. What does the turning of several cogwheels have in
common with the movement of the moon, so that we can learn
something about the other from one? The sound of several gears turning
inside each other is related to a noiseless, visible movement in the sky, a
distant process in space. The sequence of “tickings,” i.e., the sounds of the
gears, is used to standardize a complex connection of several individual
movements, the simultaneous rotations of the gears, into a sequential
form or, more precisely, to break this movement down into equal,
repeating units that can then be counted in sequence. Only the orderly
process that emerges from counting serves as a yardstick against which
the continuous movement of the moon can now also be observed,
broken down, and transformed into numbers. The use of this symbolic
third party takes on a new Meaning when the counted sequence is
thought of as a third movement: time. This empty and thus all-containing
continuous time is ordered and sequentialized as a series of numbers. It
can be subdivided more and more precisely, i.e., in smaller steps, if the
abstract-continuous time space and the numerical space, which can in
principle be divided infinitely further, are identified with each other in
practical measurement/calculation. In measurement, observation, which
begins with visual perception, is increasingly abandoned to calculation,
which is distant from perception. The world appears as a record
on paper.

The infinite divisibility of the continuum of the number series
works for the modern relativization and technical-semiotic narrowing
of perception for cognition. Under the conditions of enforced
pedagogical measurement, the pervasive control and management of
the movements and work steps of personnel in organizations (schools,
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sports clubs, companies, etc.) by means of long-running measurement
regimes, this also increasingly affects self-knowledge, the perception
and assessment of the subject in and of itself. Even Gottfried Kirch’s
divisions of time below tertia no longer correspond to moments of
perception, i.e., experience. This detachment of the sense of
measurement resulting from sensory perception is supported by the
persuasive power of externalized measurements and the tendency to
substitute judgment. With the digital feedback systems available in
every area of everyday life in the present, every further individual
change is monitored on a screen and oriented instantaneously. Because
we now not only seek precise knowledge but can also semiotically
represent it in novel ways, the resulting insight distances itself from
prior notions and experiences, leading us to increasingly distrust
them. This is because the number series can be handled mathematically
without any problems, right down to infinite detail. Even the digital
self-measuring devices that are close to the body only produce strings
of characters on screens that people follow. You perceive the number
signs, tables, and progression curves and correct your Self according
to this image, at any time and again. In doing so, you take note of
changes with a precision that is not without consequences for the
acceptance of the inherent vagueness of cognitive-emotional self-
perceptions and attributions. Measuring and calculating shifts the
source of meaning from the observation of the interior to external
signs of semiotic machines.

This measured and calculated sense is extremely productive, both
subjectively and socially, precisely because of its simple-minded
precision. The sense generated in the informatic form is precise but
also simple-minded and unsatisfactory in comparison to the sensual
fullness of subjective perception. This creates a considerable need for
communication and drives literature and art production. The
consensus on the simple-minded sense of the signs also offers the
possibility of further cultivating diverse differences in the individual
interpretation of numerical measurement results. Individuality can
be further increased and communicated in the production of meaning
without jeopardizing the social consensus on its numerical sense, i.e.,
the processing of information. The exuberant communicative-vague
production of meaning therefore always generates a further need for
more measurements, more low-reference sense.

5 Facta, ficta, data, fake

With the systematic use of number-based forms of measurement
since the early modern period, the emergence of number-based
registries and accounting methods in the modern organizations that
are now spreading everywhere, and the infiltration of these informatic
practices into almost all areas of life, the growth of a number-based
network of social information exchange and structure building is
accelerating. The perceptual consensus that clings to concrete numbers
and measurement practices also enables the cultivation of divergent
interpretative discourses. Communication is detached from the
considerations of this consensus: the path to enlightenment, freedom
of opinion, and artistic freedom. The prerequisite for this is the
differentiation of an increasingly automated, i.e., decision- and
discourse-independent, informatic structural update of society from
a semantics that is increasingly driven up for this very reason. The new
informatic semiosis changes the forms and contents of self-perception
and self-description of individuals and society. Subjectivity and
sociality are reformatted by readjusting the relationship between

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1552621
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Manhart

factuality and validity by means of a flood of measured and
calculated data.

5.1 Maria-Theresia (1745): from telling to
counting

“Nothing has happened in Italy either. I want to know where all
the money [...] is or whether it has arrived. I want to see the data”
(Stollberg-Rillinger, 2017, p. 119). Maria Theresia wrote this in a letter
to Dietrichstein, the President of the Court Chamber, in the middle of
1745. For her, data seems to be what it is for us: Numbers. However,
in the early days of the use of words in the 17th century, data were not
numbers but linguistic sentences that served as the starting point for
investigations (Rosenberg, 2014). The dogmas of religious
argumentation are referred to as data because, ideally, they are given
by God. They are an unquestionable starting point, the material for
further reflection. Regarding the latter understanding, it is perhaps no
coincidence that the earliest current use of the word “data” in the sense
of “aheap” can be found in a theological work from 1,646 (Rosenberg,
2014 p. 136£.). In the 17th century, the word still appears in parallel in
linguistic and mathematical writings and is thus still understood in
both forms of sense as communication (sentences) and as information
processing (numbers). Today, however, data are practically exclusively
numbers whose function is to be available as a ‘pile’ of material (big
data) for further relations, i.e., calculations.

5.2 Untrue facts are true fictions

As products of a measurement, numbers are facts. They are clearly
made (facere). At the same time, they can become data. Data is
perceived as given (from dare), as reality in the literal sense. Their
being made recedes into the background. As early as the emergence
of the term in the 17th century, data was understood as a loosely
linked set of elements, as material to be worked with. The
understanding of big data as an unstructured ‘large quantity, which is
only made usable through selective linking, is its modern version. But
why is it that strictly linked numbers are seen as loosely linked data?
How and why were these seemingly contradictory concepts brought
together as a sense of information? And what is the purpose of data if
there is a dual of facta and ficta?

First, designations are always facta, i.e., made, and can therefore
also be ficta, i.e., referentially empty. About the possibility of
fictionalization, it is again instructive to distinguish between
communicative and informatic forms of sense. Fictionalization is
empty referentiality. Referencing does not make physical contact with
an external world but represents the possibility of designating
something as outside the functioning string, that is sense, or as outside
the functioning form of sense: This generates Meaning. An empty
reference is a sub-form of meaning-making in which there is no
concretization of the signified outside the meaningful sequence of
signs, i.e., as a fact, e.g., through demonstration or measurement. In
the case of empty reference, possibility and reality are thus
systematically drawn apart without separating them completely. This
difference is easily created in language. With the distinction between
yes and no, which is specific to language, it is permanently on the
horizon of every verbal communication (Luhmann, 1997, p. 205ff.,
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esp. 2211L.). However, this does not mean that a distinction is only
made verbal between real and possible; rather, this difference is
present in all communication. Numbers, on the other hand, do not
allow fictionalization, precisely because real and possible make no
difference in calculations, i.e., they are simply the same thing. The
Sense of numbers is always pure self-reference. Numerical sense
knows no external and therefore no empty reference (Meaning). There
are therefore no mathematical fictions. Concrete calculations and
functions are not dependent on any external reference in their logic of
connection, their sense. Sense and Meaning do not interfere
mathematically, i.e., Meaning makes no mathematical difference. The
Sense of the difference between Sense and Meaning is not empty or
indeterminate informatically; it is none.

5.3 True data does not have to be true

The fact that there is no difference between real and possible in the
informatic form of sense reinforces the tendency already described in
dealing with measurements to perceive their signs not as possible but
as real. Numbers appear in perception as given, which promotes the
synthesis of data and numbers. In the modern age, both digital fictions
(images, films, games) and the worlds of science consist of numerical
data. This is possible because data is neutral with regard to the
distinction between true and untrue. Even untrue or false data remains
data that can be used to create fictional worlds or fake news, for
example. As data, numbers are merely material. This is countered by the
fact that the informatic form of sense, due to its lack of external
referentiality, knows no difference between truth and correctness. Facts,
on the other hand, are sensitive to precisely this difference. Something
is not a fact if the external reference of the intended sense, its Meaning,
is not true or is empty. False facts are not facts, while empty facts are
fictions. In verbal terms, facts are therefore always sentences with the
Meaning of being true. Being true is a Meaning that can only
be assigned to numbers as facts. To achieve this, they must become part
of the communicative form of sense, e.g., by being linked to units.
Mathematically, correctness and truth are identical, linguistically they
are not. There are countless linguistically correct cases that are factually
incorrect. Informatically, this makes no sense. If it is rule-fulfilling, i.e.,
correct, then it is also mathematically true (Wengenroth, 2006, p. 256).

Through fusion with numbers, data becomes a reference-free and
therefore truth-related neutral material of meaning. In this respect,
data is the elementary form of the modern world. Data is the modern
substitute for nature. It takes the place that was called substance or
materia in ancient and medieval philosophy. Pure substance, like
modern data, takes up the relations of all the forms that make up the
world. Insofar as data are numbers, the world related from them is
dependent on the possibilities of linking the numbers. As given
elements, data are real. Data are naturally made signs. In contrast to
facts, however, whether true or false, data remain data. They are what
they are. Nature cannot be wrong either. It too is what and how it is.
Nature cannot be untrue; it can only be misrepresented. Failure of
perfectibility or corruption are the morally connoted problem
formulations of tradition. However, this presupposes a different view
of this nature, namely, to see it as creation and thus as a made fact. On
the other hand, nature is a datum. It is precisely this distinctive neutral
being that is meant when reference is made to nature by referring to
numbers as data.
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The conversion of data into facts and back into data is the central
process in the creation of scientific truth. The nature of science is a cloud
of data from which truth is calculated. When data becomes true, it is a
fact, i.e., it is understood as a created relationship and can therefore
be true or false. Modern natural sciences, or more precisely information
sciences, are therefore ideally pure data sciences. Their results are
predominantly expressed in numbers. Numbers are generated by
measurements, and conversely, data is expected to be the result of
measurements. The separation of scientific-informational and
communication-centered worldviews arises from the standardized
comparison of numbers. The practice of measurement replaces vague
pictorial and verbal analogies in the justification of world descriptions.
Without the establishment of an informational representation of the
world as a causal network in which numerical data is calculated, it would
have been impossible to isolate science from the magical worldview that
assumed communication and intentionality everywhere. Numerical
signs are treated as non-signs because, as measurement results, they are
indices, products, and indicators of effects: they are given. As data, the
conscious production of numbers in measurement processes is not
usually questioned. This also applies to the unprovable claim that the
possible links between numerical data correspond to the relationships
between the “real objects” they index. The implicit assertion of the
correspondence of every statistical data analysis fits in with this if its
results are communicated as facts. Regarding the correctness of the
calculation, the fulfillment of ambitious coherence requirements,
alongside classical correspondence, constitutes a socially consequential
mixture of informational correctness and communicative truth criteria.

6 Neither fact nor fiction. _
Digitalization, data worlds, and their
social consequences

6.1 Another productive difference: more
data, more communication

Society deals with self-generated data; it deals with itself. This has
always been the case, but now it knows about it. The reactions to this
utilize the full range of what is semiotically possible. Data binds attention
as numbers, creating a communication-inhibiting perception that
enables social consensus and individual deviation at the same time. Since
data can be facta, ficta, or fake, meaning deficiency and meaning surplus,
strict concatenation and vague meaning production, generality and
specificity, sociality and individuality can all be increased simultaneously
in modern society. But the differentiation of sign-based Sense has its
price. The self-description of society as a communicative system and its
environment as a countable data network not only means that the gods
and spirits disappear from nature, it also means they are migrating into
society and its subjects in the form of growing claims to meaning. There
they now weigh down on all their actions. The containment of the
reference surplus of communicative meaning production leads to an
erosion of the meaningfulness of world perception as well as to the loss
of the worldliness of the informatic sense—a double emptying of sense
that throws back onto society all those expectations of sense that bounce
off the strict (weak) sense of the informatic form. Imagining the world
as a strictly ordered layering, superimposition and relation of number
sequences does not have much that is sublime about it for most people
and offers no room for a subject-related sense of communication for the
understanding of Meaning. People are therefore happy to leave the
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transformation of these sign configurations to semiotic machines. The
endemic problem of meaning in modernity, the individual feeling of
meaninglessness in the abundance of communicated meanings, is rooted
in the cultivation of the informatic form of sense. As a digital network, it
is growing rapidly. The problem of meaning is a problem of
communication. Nobody talks in numbers or digital data. The informatic
structure lacks the Meaning that one could indulge in understanding. AI
can change this at the cost of further relativizing the human subject and
‘its nature’ (Manhart, 2023a; Manhart and Wendt, 2024).

The loose coupling of the psyche to the data perception consensus
allows individuals to indulge in the production of meaning through
communication. Especially in times of number-based digitalization,
the quantity and artificiality of meaningful communicative forms is
therefore increasing. Verbal and visual representations are increasingly
cultivated, precisely because their relevance for the structural
development of society is diminishing. This applies to the growing
production of literature, the media creation of public opinion on
countless mass media channels, ongoing communication on social
media, and the steady increase in contributions from the social
sciences and humanities. Communication always takes place
everywhere, which is why and precisely because the relevance of every
statement for society is dwindling. At the same time, pedagogical
measurement provides the appropriate data-driven practice of
informatic self-assurance (Manhart, 2016; Manhart, 2023b; Schiffer,
2015) as a synthesis of technical external and participatory self-
generation, of which the quantified-self-movement is just one
example. The pedagogical measurement, which is aimed at changing
the object, corresponds to the fact that fixed-coupling numbers are
read as loosely coupling data. Feedback data is available for change in
the next measurement, whereby certain quantitative changes are
interpreted as improvements in internal psychological qualities. The
fact that these possibilities for change are based on only small
differences coincides with an idea of individuality that digitally
registers even the smallest deviations, even the smallest random
microdiversity, and thus makes them interpretable as identity-relevant
learning or potential for change. Organized external control by means
of pedagogical measurement regimes and the subjective need for
external sources of self-assurance go hand in hand. Participatory data
production is experienced as self-efficacy. The comparison of past and
the expectation of future results generates individuality as a
streamlined trajectory in the data cloud.

6.2 Semiosis and causality: the digital
process

The blind spot of such subjectivation and communication-
centered self-descriptions of society lies in its material, i.e., that which
appears to be given without residue: data. This data is now primarily
generated digitally: a materialized, electronically ordered stream of
signs, zeros and ones, arranged by switching electrons (Manhart,
2025b). Virtual is material, i.e., the difference disappears. Therein lies
the specific point of digitization. The special quality of digitization lies
in the synthesis of the strict sign logic of numbers (the concatenation
of zeros and ones) with the material-inherent causality of electrons.
The material substance, the electronic connection, is no longer merely,
as in the case of paper, the carrier of information, it is the information.
The electronic-digital network is a senseful causal dynamic: what is
digitally informed, i.e., organized as a sequence of electrons, is causally
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interlinked; it changes instantaneously and automatically as soon as
an input is made. Character sequences can only be changed within the
limitations of electronically materializing semiotic programs and the
processors that process them, while data input at other locations has
an instantaneous influence on a multitude of other data. The semiotic
network is a material network and its extension is digitization. In its
most advanced forms—as in the case of self-learning AI—this hard
software network organizes, i.e., programs, itself (Wendt and
Manbhart, 2020).

The social consensus, laboriously established as modernity, on
formulating the difference between system and environment, between
self-reference and external reference by means of the differentiation
of communication and information as a contrast between nature and
society, is also undermined by the understanding of numbers as data.
Digitally, nature is only established in society in numerical form, i.e.,
calculated. Social movements and many educational programs react
to this by remythologizing or normative charging of humans and
nature. Nature is morally reshaped to be able to mark an effective
difference at all. However, this is the fading stage of an originally
obvious distinction and is politically extremely risky because factual
differences are transformed into conflicts of values. ‘Nature, however,
is endangered because the semiotic-number-based technology of the
digital production of virtual worlds marginalizes the difference
between society and nature at the level of sense. Because this difference
makes no difference, it no longer has any informational value. The
digital semiosis is as material so natural as it is virtual. It is therefore
not a question of returning to free, even untouched nature, i.e.,
implementing educational programs that primarily reduce the time
that adolescents spend in ‘merely’ virtual, digital worlds. This will not
work without doing without the analogue ‘rest” of society, which also
includes the individualized subject.

This development reinforces the introduction of AL The debate about
the possibility of artificial intelligence, even of artificial consciousness,
lives beyond operational and factual arguments, above all from the
normative charge of the difference between nature and technology. In this,
mankind itself becomes a myth (Manhart, 2023a, 2024), while the
apocalypse of the digital singularity is eagerly awaited. This expectation is
part of an exuberant crisis discourse (Manhart, 2023c), whose charged
rhetoric and normativity is constantly increasing with the relativization of
the difference between truth and fake in digitalization. This is primarily
because the fact that the data-driven digital society is constantly
confronted with the contingency of its own distinction between self-
reference and external reference. This is because the traditional concept
of truth also hinges on this difference. In the present debates about fake
news and the status of scientific findings, it is not just a question of what
is true. The main issue is whether the difference between the sequence of
signs and ‘external nature’ that is claimed for a correspondence theory of
truth, whether the Meaning generated by it is still of interest at all. It is this
difference that carries the communicative Meaning ‘tru€—for us.
Digitally, in the strict operativity of numbers, this difference makes no
sense. Virtually, everything that is possible is also real. What the truth then
still Means is a question for us, the human observers. Meaning ‘truth’ has
no equivalent in the mathematical-digital worlds beyond rule-based
correctness. The question is therefore not whether it is possible to reach a
consensus about what is true—that has never been possible and has
therefore never been the decisive problem. Rather, the issue is whether
there is still a consensus on the relevance of this question. In the digital
society, trying to answer this question by measuring and calculating will
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not produce the truth, but at best “correct” signs. Truth loses its Meaning
when it is not about facta or ficta, but about data, i.e., what works.

7 Digital ‘Bildung’

7.1 Digitization, digitalization and Al: the
productive meaning of meaninglessness

During of its evolution, society creates within itself, with its own
resources—this are signs—an environment free of communication,
the expansion and meaningfulness of which it regulates itself along
various connection possibilities—communication, information,
music, visual art. By excommunicating certain signs—this is
digitization—, society creates communication-free areas that can still
be meaningfully labeled. Practices of counting and calculating offer
society the possibility of productively dealing with the problem of
external reference through self-reference, without thereby renouncing
social consensus through the binding of perception. A conception of
the world that is remote from communication, free of meaning, but
not pointless—this is digitalization. It is the pure self-referentiality of
the sense of numbers that enables a causal operativity of sign
concatenation, i.e., a self-acting context of meaning. Their socially
productive meaning lies precisely in their meaninglessness.

Understanding of digitization and Al is crucial: meaningful sign
process and causal relationship are not contradictory (Kurzweil, 2024; Jin
and Rinard, 2023; Metzinger, 2021). Contingency as a condition of sense
does not imply the absence of causes, but rather their determinate
indeterminacy. The contingency necessary for meaning processes arises
from the overdetermination of each event. This enables an observer to
decide which chain of causes to assign relevance to by distinguishing
them from other possible causes: this is meaningful perception. Sense-
making does not change the causal relationships, but is a sign process
and precisely therein contingent, i.e., dependent and indeterminate at the
same time. The observing system reacts contingently to a difference, i.e.,
always differently and yet causally, if it is automatically complex. Both the
neuronal and the digital operativity of the sign process of sense-making
are causal information contexts. In this way, intelligent sense systems are
also possible that, like organizations or Al, manage without
consciousness, understanding and intentionality in the sense of a will
(Manhart and Wendt, 2021; Manhart, 2025b). In digitalization, the
structural update of society is partially automated without human
perception or consciousness still being significantly involved. The
‘humanistic’ fixation on communication and consciousness is therefore
an obstacle to understanding modern society, which also includes the
informatic self-generation of its (digital) environment. It also makes it
difficult to adequately assess the possibilities of artificial intelligence: the
environment of modern society communicates just as little as the
structures of society are based alone on communication. This is especially
true when an AI speaks. It does not understand, it does not
communicate—it informs.

The fact that AI will have a major influence on the development of
human individuals despite everything, or rather precisely because of this,
is demonstrated not only by its successful use in schools and universities
(Shin et al, 2025; Wang and Fan, 2025). Information-processing
intelligence marks a fundamental difference to any conventional
technology, but it is just another element in the ongoing co-evolution of
humans with natural and social automats. This co-evolution is happening
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less in educational institutions than in everyday digital life. As a sign
process, every Al automatically generates Sense (Manhart, 2025b). If
we start from the ancient Greek automaton, then it means something that
moves by itself, nothing more. We are not necessarily talking about
technology or machines here. Rather, it is about dynamics that run on
their own without human intervention (Manhart, 2024). Operational
differences have nothing to do with the term automaton. Automata can
be differentiated according to what is automated in them. A mechanical
automaton is a self-acting machine that always produces the same output
in response to inputs, but which executes the necessary intermediate steps
without further intervention. This type of automation can be a car, a
vending machine or a computer. However, this description does not apply
to an adaptive biological or digital intelligence. In this case, automation
does not concern mechanical power connections, but the concrete forms
of internal dynamics themselves. What is automated here, on a very
different operational basis, is information processing as a complex unit of
structure-determined and structure-determining sense production: the
learning (Manhart, 2019a,b; Manhart, 2025a,b).

Artificial intelligence is the automatic organization of electronic
context structures and the adaptive reaction to a self-generated data
construct of oneself and the environment. Al can use sensors to generate
information about its environment, which it can process and learn from.
It finds solutions to problems on its own and is therefore creative in this
sense: it can compose, draw, speak, generate texts and calculate. All of this
is possible even though it does not understand what it is doing. This
non-understanding appears to many human observers as a considerable
deficit, because human thinking in the mode of self-consciousness
observes its own connectivity as understanding and emotionally values it
as cognitive self-efficacy. On the other hand, this omission obviously does
not change the intelligence of AL Apparently, it is not necessary to
understand, i.e., to process a self-observing consciousness, when
composing a song, painting a picture or writing a text. This leads to
considerable irritation on the part of human observers: humans cannot
understand that the AT does not understand, even though they understand
what it is saying.

7.2 Old question, new answers: know
thyself in the digital age

In this irritation, however, there are considerable opportunities for
insight and a new form of understanding ourselves, if not better, then at
least differently. It could start with admitting that when AI speaks,
we understand the sentences it says, but not the AL The fact that both are
possible at the same time corresponds to our everyday experience, that
we understand what another person is saying, but we do not therefore
understand this person. Of course, the difference to Al is much more
fundamental. The different informatic operativity of Al also deprives a
comprehensive concept of understanding, in the Meaning of bodily
comprehension, of any basis. If we cannot achieve this with animals,
which are organic beings (Nagel, 2016), then there is no hope at all with
digital intelligence. Conversely, this also means that because of this
operational difference, artificial intelligence, however intelligent and self-
aware it may be, will not be able to understand what it is like to be human.
Whether it even tries to do so and whether this helps humans or can even
be useful is a completely different question. In any case, animals have
rarely benefited from the fact, that we do not understand them, despite all
our intelligence and intentions.
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The co-evolution between humans and artificial intelligence has
begun. The capabilities of Al are accompanied by responsive actor
qualities for other participants in society that generate completely new
social effects and have little to do with mechanical machine technology
(Manhart, 2023a; Manhart and Wendt, 2024). The resulting hybrid
‘Bildung’ harbors possibilities and dangers whose scope is not yet
foreseeable. From a phylogenetic perspective, there is only one more
player in the co-evolution of humans with the natural and social
automata of the past. If we broaden the horizon, however, what is
co-evolving is not just humans, but other forms of intelligence and
perhaps at some point also other forms of consciousness and
understanding. The ideas that humans have of themselves, the
characteristics and abilities that they ascribe to themselves, that they
consider important and want to develop further, will once again change
fundamentally in this co-evolution with artificial intelligence. Every
behavior, ability or skill that was previously considered typically human
and that an Al also exhibits will then point to the question of whether
humans understand themselves. Dealing productively with this change
in human self-understanding is the central task of an individual in the
future society: digital ‘Bildung’
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