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Why does an anthropologist study business? For decades, anthropology 
has been concerned with the study of foreign communities and tribes. In-
deed, traditionally, anthropologists have had the tendency to reveal the 
conventional in the unconventional. To show that ‘they’, albeit their cul-
tural and physical differences, are essentially like ‘us’. While this focus on 
‘foreignness’ has resulted in rich empirical works and grand theories, in-
creasingly scholars have highlighted the relevance of doing anthropology 
in local contexts (e.g. Nader 1974[1969]; Katz 1997; Turco 2016). For exam-
ple, scholars have done their ethnographies in their own organizations (e.g. 
Ho 2006). Organizations, just like tribes, consist of groups of people who 
engage in collective action and share particular values. In organizations, 
people accept certain behaviors while labelling other behaviors a taboo. It 
is up to the anthropologist to shed light on this, and create a better under-
standing of how people organize their work in the workplace. 

Intrigued by the opportunity to study organizations with an anthro-
pological approach, I did my PhD at the KIN Center for Digital Inno-
vation (KIN) at the School of Business and Economics, VU University 
in Amsterdam. KIN is a motley crew of anomalies, including sociolo-
gists, designers, engineers, computer scientists, management scholars and 
anthropologists, who are interested in studying what people actually do 
in organizational environments. In particular, our research group studies 
how people in organizations create technologies and vice versa, how tech-
nologies shape work and occupational emergence. My own dissertation 
research balances somewhere in the middle. It is a study of people that 
develop new technologies (e.g. designers), but it is done by studying their 
everyday action. 

It took time to find my sweet spot in academia. At the start of my PhD, I 
had to learn the language of business schools. Getting familiar with organi-
zational concepts like ‘coordination’, ‘innovation’ and ‘brokerage’. Halfway 
into my PhD, I designed and developed my first ethnography. For more 
than a year, I lived among designers at a design firm in Spain. While doing 
such intensive research was demanding, it also made me realize that I love 
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to conduct embedded research. It allows me to do what I love most: get to 
know people and understand how they give meaning to their life. To connect 
their stories to existing theories, and explain why people do what they do. 

For my dissertation I chose to study the changing work of creatives. 
Since I was young, I have been interested in creativity. Equipped with quite 
an imagination, I have always loved the process of creating and discovering 
something new. In particular, I enjoy the experience of being in a creative 
flow. In such moments, time softens out while it actually passes by rapidly. 
When I participated in the National Think Tank in 2013, I first came into 
touch with creativity as a domain of work. During an innovation workshop, 
I learned that creativity is not just about using tools and techniques, but it 
is also about moving people out of their comfort zone and letting them 
engage in collaborative behaviors. I was so fascinated by the organization 
of creativity that I worked at the Creative Leadership School THNK after 
the Think Tank finished.

My thirst for better understanding creative work and organizing was 
not satisfied. I picked up my connections with the academic world again. 
I combined my job at THNK with a teaching position at the Organiza-
tion Studies department, until I found a PhD position at KIN. Because 
of my interest in what creative workers do to spark digital innovation, my 
first study was at the innovation hub Waag Society. Here I conducted a 
qualitative case study that I presented at various conferences. The study 
turned into a work about how creative workers help their clients to become 
creative by acting as ‘ceremony masters’ and facilitating liminality - a trans-
formative experience in which people move from one state of being into 
another state of being (see Chapter 4). 

After my fieldwork at Waag, I felt the need for a more immersive 
research experience. In particular, I wanted to know more about the crea-
tive work of designers. One of the reasons to study design as a subset of 
the creative industries was mainly because popular management studies 
signaled that design was ‘the new thing’ in business. Further, my personal 
experience with design at the ThinkTank and THNK sparked my inte-
rest into this specific domain of work. I remember the moment when I 
decided to study design perfectly. I was holding the Harvard Business 
Review edition (2015) in my hands. The cover of the magazine read “Design 
Thinking Comes of Age”, alarming the rising popularity of design in business 
and the ongoing wave of acquisitions of design firms by business consultan-
cies. This brought me to do ethnography at Fjord, a design firm in Madrid 
that was recently acquired by management consultancy Accenture.

Fjord offered a revelatory case of collaborations between creatives and 
business professionals. Over a period of 17 months I travelled back and forth 
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between Amsterdam and Madrid. I participated in the daily lives of desig-
ners, both during and after work. In this period, I joined a design team for 
about 7 months, which allowed me not only to gather detailed data about 
the life worlds of designers but also to work as a ‘designer’ myself. My ethno-
graphy at Fjord resulted in two papers. One paper is about how designers 
as craftsmen respond to changes at work (Chapter 2) and the other paper is 
about the struggles of the emerging occupation (service) design (Chapter 3).

In conclusion, my PhD journey has brought me places. I crossed the 
boundaries between Anthropology and Business, Netherlands and Spain, 
empirics and theory. In the next pages the key insights of my PhD research 
are presented. Even though it feels like the end of an era, I am just starting to 
shape my own identity as a creative, ethnographer and scholar. 
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July 2nd, 2016. I was three months into my fieldwork at the design firm 
Fjord. Like every Friday around 2 p.m., the designers gathered with loud 
chatter in the common area for a design clinic. This time, Fjord’s strategic 
director Luca, reflected on the latest developments of the occupation ‘de-
sign’, opening with the provocative words:

 
 “It is time for a wake-up call. Design, as we now know it, will die!”

 
The designers immediately fell quiet. Luca continued and explained 

that especially due to the recent acquisition of their design firm by the 
management consultancy Accenture, the daily work of designers has 
changed significantly. Whereas before the designers “could do whatever 
they want”, now their work was subjugated to the pressures of bureaucracy 
and efficiency. He cautioned the designers: “we are moving from Fjord to 
Fjordism, the industrialization of Fjord has started”. He then talked about 
the implications for how designers organize their work:

 
“Design is changing and we cannot stay fixed to our manners and methods. 

Tempting as it is, this is not the solution. You need to get up from your desk 

and walk around. Talk with clients. Move away from your computer screen. 

It is time to open our eyes… Design is shaping the world that is coming, 

and going to places it has not been before. I do not know if we are aware, 

let alone, ready for it … We need to understand the game, how to play it... 

We are living in an Accenture world and there are a lot of opportunities.”

 
After Luca’s words, the atmosphere was tense in the common area. The 

designers looked worried. A vivid discussion among the designers started. 
They asked questions like: “what does this mean in terms of our training?”, 
“how do we to set a standard and have an impact?”, “how do we protect 
ourselves from becoming like Accenture?” and “how do we keep ourselves 
relevant in this context?” 

These observations capture the challenges of a particular group of crea-
tives, designers, who experience changes in their work as a consequence of 
an acquisition by a typical business firm. As an ethnographer interested 
in synergies between the creative industry and business, I was hooked. 
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Recognizing the inherent tensions between the world of creativity and 
business (Caves 2000), I decided to further explore the changing work and 
occupation of creatives as a result of collaborating with business.

1.1. Increasing Collaborations between Creatives and Busi-
ness Professionals

There is a growing importance of the creative industries in today’s 
society. Attention for the creative industries especially emerged in the 
early 2000s. In 2002, Howkins argued that we live in a ‘creative economy’ 
in which most economic value is derived from creativity. In the same year, 
Florida (2002) published a book on the rise of the ‘creative class’, a group of 
workers employed in the creative industry. He argued that as of today, crea-
tives “make up roughly a third of the workforce and accounted for approxi-
mately half of all wages and salaries, even more in large cities and metros” 
(Florida, Mellander & Adler 2015: 97). Not only scholars, but also popular 
media outlets like Business week (Coy 2000) and Harvard Business Review 
(Florida & Goodnight 2005), alarmed the rise of the creative industries and 
its implications for business.

The term ‘creative industries’ is broadly defined and covers diverse 
activities ( Jones et al. 2015), as becomes visible in the lists of for example 
UNESCO (1986), Americans for the Arts (2005), and UNCTAD (2008). 
What these lists suggest, is that there is no simple definition of the crea-
tive industries. Over the years, the definition of creative industries has 
been broadening. Whereas first it spanned only the traditional artistic 
and cultural sectors, now it also covers more modern sectors like adver-
tising, digital media and design. A common feature of the two lists is that 
in all sectors of the creative industries, ‘creativity’ is the primary activity 
through which value is derived. Here, I define creativity as a process of 
creating novelty through (re)combining what already exists, such as ideas, 
resources, technologies, networks and so on (see the work of Amabile 1996; 
1997; Jones et al. 2015; Hargadon & Bechky 2006). Hence, building on the 
work of Jones and colleagues (2015), in this dissertation I define the crea-
tive industries as individuals and organizations that are both temporary 
and permanently involved in work that is oriented at developing ‘creative 
products’. Actors in the creative industries include, among others, architects 
( Jones, Maoret, Massa, & Svejenova 2012; Jones & Massa 2013), dancers 
(Harrison & Rouse 2014), film crews (Bechky 2006a), chefs (Stierand et al. 
2014), designers (Stigliani & Ravasi 2012; Fayard, Stigliani & Bechky 2017) 
and video game developers (Cohendet & Simon 2016). The majority of this 
dissertation focuses especially on the work of ‘designers’ (Chapter 2 & 3).
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Creative products are goods with both symbolic and material value ( Jones 
et al. 2015). The first dimension, ‘symbolic’ suggests that it is difficult to 
determine its concrete value. The value of creative products is shaped by 
both how artists and audiences perceive it (Caves 2000; Lampel, Lant & 
Shamsie 2000). So, creative products are multi-interpretable and their 
value is ultimately subjectively derived. The second dimension, the ‘mate-
rial’ base, “includes not only materials that give form to creative products, 
but also technologies and socio-technical systems that enable the produc-
tion and consumption of creative products” ( Jones et al. 2015: 6). The mate-
rial base might vary from ‘the body’ in the work of dancers, to ‘tools’ like 
instruments in the case of musicians, to ‘technologies’ like digital software. 
The material base of creative products shapes people’s judgements of 
whether the products are ‘originally’ made and how much efforts people 
put in the development of creative products. While most of us associate 
creative products with finished products, like a painting or a chair, this is 
not necessarily the case. Creative products might also be performances, 
such as a dance performance (Harrison & Rouse 2014), a movie (Bechky 
2006a) or even services such as online user experiences (Fayard et al. 2017). 

The creative industries grew in importance because of various develo-
pments. To begin with, globally there has been a heightened demand for 
creative products (Svejenova, Mazza & Planellas 2007), driving fads and 
fashions in society (Simmel 1957). Further, the arrival of digital technolo-
gies – products and services that are developed and implemented based on 
“new combinations of digital and physical components” (Yoo, Henfridsson, 
& Lyytinen 2010: 725) - heightened the popularity of the creative industries 
( Jones et al. 2015). Digital technologies changed products, business models 
and mindsets, offering new opportunities for creatives. For example, now 
information can be spread online via signals and stored in ‘the cloud’. This 
gave creatives new platforms to promote themselves, for example on online 
platforms like Etsy, Airbnb Experiences or Netflix. Also, because of the 
arrival of digital technologies, creatives can develop new kinds of products 
and engage in new kinds of work. This, in turn, has led to the development 
of new creative occupations like Service Design (Fayard et al. 2017), tech-
nology bloggers (Vaast & Safadi 2016) and influencers. The growth of the 
creative industries is also stimulated by public policy (Florida et al. 2015). 
In Western economies like the Netherlands, Sweden and Canada, the crea-
tive industries are promoted as one of the most promising sectors for inno-
vation and value creation ( Jones et al. 2015). In such countries, it is common 
to provide public subsidy for initiatives from the creative industries. While 
public policy efforts are different across the globe, there has been a general 
agenda to promote the creative industries and, especially, encourage its 
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collaboration with business. Taken together, the creative industries can be 
seen as a subset of work which has been growing in importance over the 
past years. In the next paragraph, I further specify this and explore why 
business in particular are interested in creativity and collaborating with 
the creative industries.

1.2. Organizing Creativity for Business

Creativity is key to business. Creativity is required on various levels of 
the organization, from coordinating work between diverse organizational 
members to innovating strategies. Creativity can be performed by indi-
viduals (Amabile 1996; 1997; Kaufman & Sternberg 2015), within teams 
(Hargadon & Bechky 2006) and networks (Cattani, Ferriani & Colucci 
2015; Sgourev 2013). As creativity is about reshuffling that what already 
exists, whether it recites in the individual or is enacted through group 
work, it is necessarily a collaborative process (Hargadon and Bechky 2006). 
It demands a certain ‘collectivity’, a group of people interacting with each 
other. Further, while creativity demands certain routines and structures to 
be in place (Cohendet & Simon 2016), it is primarily about breaking with 
what is regarded as ‘normal’. As Jones and colleagues (2015: 3) write: “crea-
tivity hinges upon individuals’ and organizations’ capabilities and willing-
ness to engage in non-routine, experimental, and often uncertain activities” 
(Italic own emphasis). Such activities might include brainstorming (Sutton 
& Hargadon 1996), creating slack (Lingo & O’Mahony 2010) or creating 
unfinished prototypes (Boland & Collopy 2004).

While organizations generally recognize the importance of creativity, 
and some even define creativity as a key competence in the corporate realm 
(Boland, Collopy, Lyytinen & Yoo 2008; Kelley 2005; Martin 2009), firms 
often find it hard to kick start creative processes at their own initiative. 
Not all companies might have the resources - such as expertise or money 
- to ignite creative projects by themselves. For example, without emplo-
yees dedicated to research and innovation, whether as part of their own 
role or in a separate function or department, there might be little chance 
for creativity to arise. And, even if companies have sufficient human and 
financial capital, it is not easy to become aware of beliefs and behaviors 
that have become innate to the organization, let alone to deviate from 
these and envision alternative realities (see Chapter 4). Further, people in 
organizations might not have enough space and time to train their creative 
thinking skills, and develop creative solutions. For creativity to arise, it is 
important that people are embedded in a welcoming environment, whether 
this is at a doorstep (Shortt 2015), an office meeting room (Hargadon & 
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Bechky 2006) or a city (Florida 2002). In such settings, people can sense 
the freedom to interact with each other; to break with routines; to express 
opinions; and to engage in all behaviors that might seem abnormal or even 
‘crazy’ in other contexts. All such behaviors can contribute to the genera-
tion of creativity. Finally, not all companies have the motivation to pursue 
creative endeavors. Because managing creativity can be a challenging and 
tiresome endeavor with an unclear purpose and value (Lingo & O’Mahony 
2010; Townley, Beech & McKinlay 2009; Gotsi et al. 2010), it might not 
be prioritized in the workplace (Amabile 1997). Taken together, the gap 
between an organization’s desire to be creative and its ability to be creative 
is often larger than expected.

The difficulties that businesses experience in triggering creativity by 
themselves, generates opportunities for creatives. Creatives are comfor-
table in ambiguous realms (Lingo & O’Mahony 2010; Sgourev 2013), have 
the skills to transform intangible ideas into something tangible (Stigliani 
& Ravasi 2012; Chapter 2), and are accustomed to think out of the box and 
identify new opportunities (Boland & Collopy 2004). They can help orga-
nizations to create the right setting and mindset to pursue novel directions. 
So, creatives have an overall attitude (Michlewski 2016), culture (Elsbach 
& Stigliani 2018) and practices (Fayard et al. 2017) that can be complemen-
tary to business, and help firms to kickstart creativity.

Collaborations between creatives and business professionals can take 
many forms. Collaborations can take place in terms of fixed employment 
(Catmull 2008; Obstfeld 2012), for example through building a creative 
department, or through temporary collaborations, or through projects 
with creative firms (Hargadon & Bechky 2006). In both cases, organiza-
tions can either outsource creativity to creatives or ask creatives to teach 
organizational members the right skills and mindset to pursue creativity 
individually, or a combination of both (see Chapter 4). The studies in my 
dissertation are done in the context of temporary projects between crea-
tives and businesses.

In helping business to trigger creativity, creatives in a way take the role 
of ‘jesters’. Originating in the 19th century, jesters are people who worked 
at the court and were “not only appreciated for [their] entertainment, but 
also for [their]… political and critical look on things. (...) [using their] job to 
criticize and challenge [their] contemporaries through satire” (Michlewski 
2016: X). In a way, then jesters are at the same time insiders and outsiders 
to the court. Through performances and short dialogues, jesters confront 
the members of the court with ‘the status quo’. Jesters can either downplay 
or explicate problems so that people can speak about these more openly. 
They can achieve this through asking provocative questions that people 
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normally do not dare to ask; being skeptical and offering an ‘upside down 
view’ and producing laughter (Ybema et al. 2009).  Similar to jesters, crea-
tives might take such an insider/outsider role. They might help their clients 
to become aware and break away from existing realities, while orienting 
them to alternative futures through making things, play and doing acti-
vities different from normal work tasks (Obstfeld 2012). In doing so, crea-
tives must get to know the intimate realities of their clients and at the same 
pursuing critique on these realities. In my fieldwork, one of my informants, 
explained this as follows:

“If you think of the role of designers, inventors, artists, and other creatives 

along the history, they have always been invited to an atmosphere in which 

they are not supposed to be. An atmosphere [in which people] are so ex-

hausted of themselves that they need someone to cheer them up, provoke 

them, make them feel something else apart from boredom and routine. (...) 

We are the ‘Prozac’ of companies, we are here to wake them up”.

As this fragment suggests, creatives can help organizations to create an 
atmosphere of positivity and possibility. The interviewee here compares 
creatives with the ‘Prozac’ of companies, and thereby emphasizes the 
temporary function of creatives: they can allow for a periodic release of 
stress or a breeze of fresh air. They can defog the mirror for organizational 
members, enabling them to look at themselves with fresh perspectives. 
Moreover, as ‘organizational jesters’ (Ybema et al. 2009) or ‘professional 
strangers’ (Agar 1990), creatives can function as an organization’s alter ego: 
they can help them to identify the constraints of their own organization 
and envision innovation possibilities. They can help organizations move 
out of the box, or better “on the edge of the box” (Moeran 2013: 3-4). In 
Chapter 4 of this dissertation, I extend this thought of creatives as jesters, 
and explore how creatives as ‘ceremony masters’ facilitate liminality for 
their business clients.

While collaborations between creatives and business professionals 
appear promising, there are also tensions that might complicate these 
collaborations. It is no surprise that there are significant differences 
between the world of creatives and business. Scholars have argued that 
creatives and business have different identities (Elsbach 2003; 2004), logics 
(Eikhof & Haunschild 2007), output (Townley et al. 2009), approaches 
to decision making (Calabretta, Gemser & Wijnberg 2017), and values 
(Fayard et al. 2017). For example, for creatives it is normal not to know what 
comes out of their work and, as such, their work processes are riddled with 
‘inherent unknowability’ (Caves 2000). As a consequence, creative efforts 
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require a degree of experimentation and can perish in too close moni-
toring (Harrison & Rouse 2014). This is different to business, in which 
commonly “economic production relies on certainty, or at least efforts to 
reduce unpredictability and ‘manage risk’” (Townley et al. 2009: 941). This 
is only one of the many examples that highlight the differences between 
the worlds of creatives and business. 

Yet, at the same time, each assumed dualism between the creative and 
business world is problematic. Instead of being each other’s opposites, 
they are two parts of the same coin. In his famous work, Caves (2000) 
build a convincing argument in which he proposes that creatives need to 
operate like business, and vice versa, business need to engage in creativity, 
in order to survive. For example, for creatives it is important to develop 
some kind of measurement system to determine the value of their work 
and create a sustainable business model around their activities. Vice versa, 
for business it is important to engage in creativity to develop innova-
tions and change strategic directions. Moreover, a danger in buttressing a 
dichotomy between ‘the creatives’ and ‘the humdrum’ is that explanations 
portray creativity and business as anti-ethical (Townley et al. 2009). Taken 
together, even though the world of creatives and business are not entirely 
contrasting, there are significant tensions between the two worlds which 
makes it interesting to further explore how collaborations between crea-
tives and business develop, and in particular affect the work and occupa-
tions of creatives. In the following, I further elaborate on this and define 
the research focus of this dissertation. 

1.3. Research Question

While the value of collaborations between creatives and business is 
demonstrated, it is interesting to study what actually are the implications of 
such collaborations for how creatives organize action. That is what I set out to 
do in this dissertation research, in which I follow the pursuit of creatives who 
experience changes in their work and occupations as a consequence of colla-
borating with business in today’s society. It is relevant to explore this pheno-
menon for various reasons. To begin with, while studies on collaborations 
for purposes of innovation are growing (e.g. Deken et al. 2018; Berends et al. 
2011), to date we still know very little about the specific emerging context of 
collaborations between creatives and business professionals. It is interesting 
to know more about this not only because it is a timely topic, but also because 
the approaches of creatives and business professionals are significantly diffe-
rent (Townley et al. 2009; Caves 2000) and likely to yield new challenges in 
collaborations that cannot be fully explained by existing research. 
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Another motivation for this dissertation research is that, so far, most 
research on creatives explored the phenomenon of ‘creativity’ or how crea-
tives themselves become ‘creative’ (Carlsen, Clegg & Gersvik 2012). As a 
consequence, our knowledge of how creativity is triggered and managed 
in the workplace is growing (Hargadon & Bechky 2006; Rosso 2014; Jones 
et al. 2016; Cohendet & Simon 2016; Fortwengel, Schüßler & Sydow 2017). 
Yet, at the same time, we still know little about the ‘mundane’ activi-
ties of creatives, or the other activities in which creatives engage beyond 
their own creative processes (Rahman & Barley 2017). This is problematic 
because the work of creatives is as much about managing creative processes 
as it is about other ‘mundane’ activities. Hence, a better understanding the 
wider social context and interactions of creatives is warranted (Hargadon 
& Bechky 2006), looking at diverse interactions such as those with each 
other, with clients and with their work materials. 

Finally, it is relevant to explore how collaborations between crea-
tives and business shape the work and occupations of creatives because it 
can shed light on the occupational developments of creatives. In today’s 
society, occupations constantly change and evolve (Barley & Bechky 2017). 
In particular, Rahman and Barley (2017: 405) write that “as occupations 
continue to evolve and as people and as people find themselves working 
in entirely new fields, as well as in organizations whose forms depart from 
standard bureaucracies, detailed fieldwork on the mundane activities of 
members of the so-called creative occupations become increasingly impor-
tant for our understanding of what work is, how it is accomplished, and 
how it is organized”. Recognizing these opportunities for research, in this 
dissertation I will address the following research question: 

How do creatives cope with their changing work and occupation as a result 

of collaborating with business?

In order to answer this question, I designed and conducted three quali-
tative studies at two different creative organizations. I conducted two 
studies at one design firm (‘Fjord’) and one study at an innovation hub 
(‘Waag Society’). As this dissertation research aims to answer an ‘how’ 
– questions and explore the mundane activities of creatives, a practice 
approach is adopted (Nicolini 2012; Feldman & Orlikowski 2011; Bechky 
2011). In accordance with the practice approach, I collected data through 
conducting field research. Being physically present in the two creative 
organizations allowed me to capture detailed data. In particular, most of 
the data of this dissertation was collected through ‘doing ethnography’, an 
immersive approach through which I did not only observe the daily acti-
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vities of creatives, but also participated in them (Malinowski 1984 [1922]; 
Hammersley & Atkinson 2007). While this dissertation develops insights 
about the changing work and occupation of creatives as a broader category 
of workers, most of the studies are done in the context of the emerging 
occupation Service Design. 

In what follows in this introductory chapter (Chapter 1), I will first 
motivate why this dissertation research in particular focuses on collabo-
rations between design and business. In particular, I will provide a small 
history of Service Design, a creative occupation that only emerged since the 
1990s and since then gained significant attention by business. Then, I will 
explain how the three following chapters (Chapter 2, 3 & 4) of this disser-
tation research are empirically and theoretically related. In particular, I 
will provide more information about ‘the practice approach’ adopted in 
this study and identify the three separate practice domains around which 
the studies of this dissertation research are developed. Then, I will discuss 
the research methods and methodology of this dissertation research. I will 
conclude with my dissertation outline, in which I give an overview of all 
the chapters included in this study.

1.4. The Lure of Design in Business

Especially in the last five years, the popularity of design in business has 
been flourishing. “There’s a shift underway in large organizations, one that 
puts design much closer to the center of the enterprise”, reads the first line 
of a 2015 edition of the Harvard Business Review (Kolko 2015) that is largely 
dedicated to the rise of design in business. Since 2010s, various media outlets 
emphasize the rising popularity of design. In one of McKinsey’s reports 
(Agrawal, Dziersk, Sabburai & West 2017), it is stated that there is a wides-
pread belief that “infusing your organization with a design-driven culture 
that puts the customer first may provide not only real, measurable results 
but also a distinct competitive advantage”. Similarly, in a report of Accen-
ture (Neuberger-Fernandez & Barton 2017), design is described as “the skill 
of the future”. Further, the topics ‘design’, ‘design thinking’ and ‘design 
process’ have received significant attention in various popular management 
books (like the work of Brown 2009; Kelley 2005; Verganti 2009).

Attention for design also picked up in the scholarly domain of business 
and management studies. Researchers have explored the inclusion of design 
in business (e.g. Elsbach & Stigliani 2018) and demonstrated that design can 
make firms more profitable (Gemser & Leenders 2011), positively influence 
stock market prices (Hertenstein, Platt & Veryzer 2005), and help firms buil-
ding innovation capabilities (Filippetti 2011; Calabretta & Kleinsmann 2017). 
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Scholars also argued that it can be beneficial for managers to develop design 
skills (Boland & Collopy 2004) and develop a ‘design attitude’ (Michlewski 
2016).  Indeed, in the academic world it has become a more dominant thought 
that design is more than a tool to update and improve existing products and 
services (Gardien et al. 2014). In most firms, design is seen as a strategic capa-
bility and a core part of innovation processes. Before further delving into the 
application of design in business, let me further explain how I understand 
‘design’ in this dissertation research.

Throughout the history, design is associated with a process of creating 
physical objects or spaces. Frank Lloyd Wright designed houses. Charles 
Eames created chairs and other pieces of furniture. Coco Chanel became 
famous for designing haute couture. What all these designers have in 
common, is the shared belief that ‘good design is good business’. In other 
words, design ‘sells’. Over the years, this principle has been applied in more 
and more contexts and in particular in the corporate sector. It started 
with Herbert Simon (1969) who described design not so much as a physical 
process but as a system of knowledge. This means that he saw design as a 
rigorous and scientific method aiming at transforming “existing conditions 
into preferred ones” (Simon 1969: 4). Later conceptualizations of design, 
challenged Simon’s positivist stance and rather embraced a more cons-
tructivist approach to design. In particular, Schön (1983) described design 
as a “reflective practice”, which is not oriented at solving neatly defined 
problems but at designing solutions for messy and, what Buchanan (1992) 
called, “wicked problems”. It was therefore the responsibility of designers 
to develop a more artistic and intuitive approach that can help “organi-
zing complexity [and] finding clarity in chaos” (Kolko 2010: 15). Building 
on the work of Schön, scholars introduced notions like ‘designerly ways of 
knowing’ (e.g. Cross 2001) and ‘design skills’ (Boland & Collopy 2004) and 
‘design attitude’ (Michlewski 2016) and argued that acting like a designer 
could help business solve complicated problems.

In expanding the meaning of design, interest in design moved from the 
purview of design practitioners, such as architects and product designers, 
to the field of business and management. This started in the late 1990s, 
when high tech firms asked designers to design the layout of hardware. 
For example, IDEO was asked to design the first mouse for the Apple 
computer. Around 2000s, designers were also asked to use their skills to 
create the look and feel of software, such as graphic user interfaces on 
desktop websites. It did not take long until designers were asked to move 
beyond the hardware and software, and design the overall user experience 
around products and services offered by companies. For example, desig-
ners were asked not only to design airplane chairs but also the entire (non-)
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digital travelling experience of customers. As of today, design is even more 
‘elevated’ in organizations (Micheli et al. 2018) and applied to corporate 
strategy making and developing stakeholder relations. Krippendorff (1997) 
labelled the progress of design ‘a trajectory of artificiality’, and explained 
that design is shifting from an emphasis of technologies to that of human 
considerations, from hardware to information, and from goods to services, 
systems and discourses. Hence, instead of a narrow focus on the product, 
designers adopted a broader perspective including attention for culture, 
system and society in which their products are embedded. Along with this, 
designers have shifted from the design of tactile products to the design of 
more abstract outcomes.

While design moved further into the domain of business, scholarly inte-
rest in design changed as well. Previously, studies mainly focused on revea-
ling ‘design tools’ that could be transferred from the domain of design to 
the domain of business and help generating new ideas (Brown 2008; 2009). 
Now, interest moved to explaining design as a way of thinking, a culture 
that can help organizations achieve competitive advantage and innovate. A 
famous example is the work of Brown (2009) who introduced the concept 
‘design thinking’ in his work Change by Design. Later scholars defined 
design thinking as “a loosely structured organizational process, based on a 
set of tools that fostered innovation, [when there is a] need to solve abstract 
and multifaceted problems” (Elsbach & Stigliani 2018: 2277). 

The increased demand for design in business is not a cry for aesthetics, 
fashion or hype, but rather can be seen as the outcome of various inter-
secting trends. To start with, the business landscape is now increasingly 
permeated with digital technologies that create new opportunities for 
innovation. Digital technologies have reshaped the core of products and 
how business are organized. As explained before, digital technologies are 
products and services that are developed and implemented based on “new 
combinations of digital and physical components” (Yoo, Henfridsson & 
Lyytinen 2010: 725). Examples of digital technologies range from pervasive 
computing, Web 2.0 to service-oriented technology architectures (ibid: 5). 
In various ways, “the digital materiality enabled by pervasive digital tech-
nology presents new possibilities for creating experiences, relationships, 
processes and organizational forms” (Yoo et al. 2012), yielding possible 
“wakes of innovation” (Boland et al. 2007) and offering “new possibilities 
for creating experiences, relationships, processes and organizational forms” 
(Yoo et al. 2012). Recognizing its potential, organizations have expressed 
the wish to go ‘digital’. A McKinsey survey (Gottlieb & Willmott 2014) 
showed that digital innovation is high on the agenda of executives. Yet, 
because digital innovations are not only new but also complex of nature, 
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organizations increasingly ask digital natives like certain designers (e.g. 
digital designers like interaction designers and user-interface designers) 
with knowledge of both hardware and software, to help them take hold 
of opportunities in the digital market. The interest in designers further 
heightened because of the need to develop more advanced customer expe-
riences, upon which I elaborate next.

Further, popularity of design in business can also be explained by busi-
ness’ interest in the customer perspective. In an Accenture report (Brozek 
2015), our current era is called the ‘age of the customer’. Having access 
to an unlimited amount of information, the expectations of customers 
shifted. Whereas before the expectations were focused on one channel 
(for example; GPS location) now they are spread across various channels: 
customers now want a seamless experience regardless of the technology 
they use. As of today, customers expect to have access whenever and 
wherever they want, demanding that content is not only personalized but 
also relevant in the context of what they are doing. Moreover, customers 
nowadays expect “contextualized interactions; seamless experience across 
channels; anytime, anywhere access to content and services; transparency; 
and access to peer review and advocacy” (World Economic Forum 2016). 
Meeting such expectations is challenging for businesses. For businesses 
it has become more difficult to attract, win and keep customers. They 
need to engage in ‘ongoing innovation’ (Bartel & Garud 2009) by cons-
tantly improving existing products and services. Because business profes-
sionals are trained to think in terms of risk aversion and efficiency, they 
increasingly expressed their desire to collaborate with designers who are 
comfortable with messy problems and generating novelty (Brown 2009). 
Especially, companies expressed their interest to work with designers that 
apply principles of ‘human-centered’ design, by putting customer demands 
instead of business constraints at the center of innovation. 

Another trend that heightened the business interest in design is that 
companies have embraced services as an engine of growth (Barrett et al. 
2015). As of today, services account for around 60-75% annual gross value 
in the majority of the EU (UNCTAD 2004). An implication of this is that 
in the past years numerous organizations have reinvented their offerings. 
Instead of focusing solely on products, companies have shifted their orien-
tation to developing the entire system around products, also referred to as 
‘service’ (Secomandi & Snelders 2011). A notable example is Rolls Royce 
that offered ‘Power by the Hour’. Instead of selling car equipment such 
as aero engines, Rolls-Royce allowed its customers to buy the power that 
the aero-engine delivers. At the same time, Rolls Royce offered suppor-
ting services to ensure that the aero-engines functioned well. Offering 
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such service to their customers, helped Rolls Royce to create competi-
tive advantage (Calabretta & Kleinsmann 2017). Yet, because companies 
often lack the resources, motivation and capabilities to develop innovative 
services alone, companies have displayed interest in collaborating with 
design firms which can help business to develop better services for their 
customers. This has opened up a domain of work for designers, which 
shaped the occupational development of design.

1.5. The Emergence of Service Design

Along with the elevation of design in business, a new design occupation 
has been emerging: ‘Service Design’. While the term is explained in diffe-
rent ways, there is an agreement amongst practitioners and researchers 
of the field that Service Design broadly refers to the creation of abstract 
outcomes like the design of an overall experience of a service, as well as 
the process and strategy to provide that service. Fayard and colleagues 
(2017: 272) explain Service Design as the occupation “which uses design 
principles to help clients improve existing services or develop new ones in 
instances as varied as the facilitation of a more patient-focused healthcare 
experience to the design of a unique travel experience for airline custo-
mers (Mager 2004; Moritz 2005)”. In a similar vein, it is also explained as 
“the activity of organizing and planning people, infrastructure, communi-
cation and material components of a service in order to improve its quality 
and the interaction between service providers and customers” (EU report 
2014 ‘Design for Innovation’: 4). So, in this dissertation research, Service 
Design is used for an emerging occupation of design in which a multidis-
ciplinary group of practitioners, including business strategists, creative 
technologists, and interaction designers, develops services for business 
clients with a human centered approach (Fayard et al. 2017; Michlewski 
2016; Secomandi & Snelders 2011). 

Instead of specializing into one skill-set and field of knowledge, service 
designers strive to develop a broad array of skills by borrowing techno-
logies and methods from different disciplines such as marketing, mana-
gement, research and engineering. They might use ‘the business model 
canvas’ from business studies, ‘ethnographic research’ from anthropology, 
‘technological prototypes’ from engineers and ‘branding theories’ from 
advertising, among others. At the same time, Service Design maintains a 
hard core of design tools and techniques, such as customer journeys, service 
blueprints and user interviews (Dunne & Martin 2006: 518). Also, Fayard 
and colleagues (2017) have argued that Service Design differs from other 
occupations in its ethos. They suggest that Service Design stands apart in 
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adhering to principles including ‘co-creation’, ‘empathy’ and ‘holism’. They 
show that Service Designers practice these principles in their own work 
practices, which vary from doing ‘user interviews’ and ‘organizing collabo-
rative workshops’. So even when the definition of Service Design is rather 
broad and can be conflated with other service work, Service Design can be 
distinguished as a separate occupation in its usage of specific design tools, 
practices and the belief in a specific ethos. 

The popularity of design in business, and in particular service design, 
is visible in the organizational landscape. Collaborations between desig-
ners and companies are more and more common. For example, the CEO of 
Intercorp, one of Peru’s biggest corporations, collaborated with the design 
firm IDEO in 2010 to make affordable education for middle class fami-
lies possible. Also, an increasing amount of companies collaborate with 
designers to develop a design-centric culture and develop design capabili-
ties (Kolko 2015; Elsbach & Stigliani 208). For example, IBM invested 100 
million and hired 2000 designers in 2016. Similarly, Uber’s design team has 
grown seventy times since 2012 and diverse companies, ranging from 3M 
to Apple Inc., have appointed designers to senior executive roles adopting, 
for example, the title of a Chief Design Officer. Mark Curtis, co-founder 
of Fjord said in an interview on the popular technology blog Wired (2012): 
“The integration of the CDO role into the boardroom is indicative of a 
greater shift across the corporate landscape, one that has greater reverence 
and places increasing importance on the role of the designer into the top 
line strategy of the business”. 

The pursuit of design is not limited to established brand-name compa-
nies like IBM and Apple Inc. Especially from 2013 on, there has been a wave 
of acquisitions of design agencies by strategy and management consultancy 
firms (D’Emidio et al. 2015; Kolko 2015). Since 2004, over seventy design 
agencies have been acquired by companies as diverse as Adobe, Google and 
New York Times. More than half (71%) of these acquisitions have been 
done in the last three years, since 2015 (Maeda 2017). Especially professional 
service firms, such as Accenture, BCG, Deloitte, PWC, Ernst & Young 
and McKinsey, displayed their interest in design firms. In 2013, the first 
management consultancy to acquire a design firm was Accenture when 
they bought design and innovation consultancy Fjord – the company that 
is at the center of this dissertation research. About this, Olof Schybergson, 
co-founder of Fjord, said in an interview on a popular blog (Medium 2017): 
“Going direct to consumers is a big disruptor ... There are new opportu-
nities to gather data and insights about consumer behaviors, [their] likes, 
[and their] dislikes”. So, he highlighted that the sensitivity for customers’ 
demands is fundamental to the success of design in business.
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Design has not only been embraced in corporate worlds but also in 
the public domain. In a report of the World Economic Forum (2016) it 
is discussed how organizations can better meet customer expectations 
through including design thinking in their business processes. Interes-
tingly, it is posed that “to succeed, companies will need to evolve into a 
world of design doing – enhancing their design process with a much deeper 
understanding of the individual customer context, and at the same time, 
accelerating the pace at which they develop and take products to market, 
learning rapidly from customer responses to scale or fail”. In the govern-
ment of Canada, they have started the program called ‘Canada beyond 150’ 
that includes design thinking tools and strategies to train its employees to 
define policy problems from the citizens’ point of view. Something similar 
is happening at New York’s Mayor’ office, where there is even an indepen-
dent design department installed. Also, in education there is increasing 
attention for design. Scholars argued for a consideration of design in the 
field of education, and in particular “to explore the extent to which design 
thinking can address the problems afflicting business schools” (Dunne 
& Martin 2006: 512). As of today, most of the vested business schools 
like Harvard Business School, IESE or Stanford, offer degrees related to 
design thinking (for more about this, see Chapter 5, the discussion chapter 
of this dissertation). 

While design is praised among many, there are also critical voices. 
Especially in popular media, a dominant criticism is that design does not 
have an established deep skill set, and everyone can become a designer by 
attending ‘crash courses’ or ‘boot camps’. Indeed, popular design schools 
like Stanford D-School offer online courses in which students can learn 
‘how to think like a designer’ and ‘include design thinking into their own 
skillset’. Another form of critique is that design thinking is ill-defined. 
In my own fieldwork, a designer said: “Design products. Design the city. 
Design the government. Design can mean everything and [therefore] risks 
being nothing at all”. Finally, a common criticism is also that designers 
might be overly focused on developing products that they can include in 
their portfolio instead of developing services with significant impact for 
business (for more context and an explanation for this, see Chapter 2). 
Moreover, design has raised a lot of expectations as well as its fair share 
of controversy. 

While research on the implications of integrating design in business 
is growing (Elsbach & Stigliani 2018), we still know little about how these 
developments shape the work of designers. So, it is time to flip the coin, 
and explore how designers themselves experience collaborations with busi-
ness, and more specifically how this influences their organization of work. 
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These questions are central in this dissertation research in which I explore 
how creatives cope with their changing work and occupations as a conse-
quence of collaborating with business. 

1.6. Adopting a Practice Lens

In this dissertation, I adopt a practice lens. A practice lens denotes a 
family of theoretical approaches that start from the assumption that social 
life is being produced in people’s ongoing (inter)actions (Schatzki et al. 
2001; Feldman & Orlikowski 2011; Nicolini 2012; Nicolini & Monteiro 
2016). Scholars adopting the practice lens share the idea that organiza-
tional reality is not a static entity or stable disposition, but rather consti-
tuted through the (inter)actions of people. In terms of research methods, 
a practice lens therefore benefits from “bringing work back in” (Barley & 
Kunda 2001: 84), collecting detailed data of the actual work people do.

In their study, Feldman and Orlikowski (2011) specified three different 
ways in which organizational scholars can adopt a practice lens. They diffe-
rentiate between the empirical, theoretical and philosophical focus. To 
begin with, the empirical focus foregrounds the study of the actual work 
of practitioners to better understand organizational outcomes, answering 
the question of ‘what’ people do in organizational settings. Scholars in 
various domains of organizational studies might adopt this approach, not 
necessarily contributing to existing theories of practice (see for example 
the work of Dougherty 2004; Weick & Roberts 1993). Similar to the empi-
rical focus, the theoretical focus also explores people’s doings. Yet, the 
theoretical focus moves beyond the level of everyday actions by identif-
ying and explaining recurrent behavioral patterns. In other words, studies 
adopting the theoretical focus develop theory that explains ‘how’ actual 
work is generated and maintained across space and time (see for example 
the work of Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984; Schatzki et al. 2001). Finally, the 
philosophical focus moves to an even more conceptual level of analysis. 
The philosophical focus is grounded in the ontological statement that 
the world is made through people’s actions, rather than external to people 
themselves. Research with a philosophical focus tries to answer the ques-
tion ‘why certain practices are enacted’, exploring for example the status 
of a phenomenon (see the work of Schatzki et al. 2001). While the studies 
in dissertation draw on core elements of the theoretical and philosophical 
focus, the empirical focus is leading. 

Although the practice lens draws from different perspectives and 
propels various forms of organizational research, there a few features 
that all practice studies share. Below I outline three key features, which 
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are consecutively ‘overcoming the agency and structure divide’, ‘attention 
for the material’ and a belief that ‘action is imbued with power’ (Nicolini 
2012). To begin with, the practice lens moves beyond the divide between agency 
and structure. The practice lens has been partly developed as a response to 
earlier organizational studies that explained social life in terms of struc-
tural features. Following the practice lens, social reality is not merely the 
result of structures but also of ‘what people do’. Hence, instead of percei-
ving reality in terms of dualisms, such as agency and structure, mind and 
body or change and stability, following the practice lens, “phenomena 
always exist in relation to each other, produced through processes of mutual 
constitution” (Feldman & Orlikowski 2011: 1242). As a consequence, rather 
than studying agents or structures, practice scholars look at the activities 
performed in specific contexts. In the context of work and organizing, this 
means that research starts with “workplace interaction and explores how 
work processes both constitute and are situated in organizational dyna-
mics and structures” (Maines 1982 in Nicolini 2012: 9). A famous example 
of practice research is the work of Strauss and colleagues (1963) who show 
how the norms and structures in a psychiatric hospital are shaped by the 
interactions between doctors, nurses, administrates and hospital staff. A 
more recent example is the work of Bechky (2006a), who demonstrates 
that despite the temporary character of jobs in the film industry, film crew 
members can establish a sense of ‘stability’ in the organizational struc-
ture of the film industry through enacting similar roles across diverse film 
projects and work settings. These studies show that even though the atti-
tude and cognition of people are important, the key focus is on the situated 
action and how this progressively develops over time (Nicolini 2012).

Further, practice scholars believe that social reality is inherently mate-
rial. It is argued that people use their bodies, objects and technologies in 
their daily interactions (Nicolini 2012). Following the practice lens, then, 
‘the material’ is not simply instrumental to performing or reinforcing our 
actions, but our actions are also inscribed in the material. Let me explain 
this with an example. In the office, we use our body in certain ways that 
show we are listening, learning and curious. Our body, in a sense, helps us 
to identify as ‘a good employee’. In other words, we were not only socialized 
that being a good student means to ‘listen’, but also through ‘listening’ and 
employing our body in certain ways we reinforce this social construct. In 
other words, the social and the material are mutually constitutive. Accor-
dingly, materials can help us make our actions durable in ways that go 
beyond our individual actions. The ways in which the chairs and tables are 
organized in the office, all contribute to the social order, and reinforce the 
actions we are taking. Moreover, when studying practices, scholars must 
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not only take into consideration the practices itself but the entire system 
of practices, objects, bodies and other materials in which it is embedded. 
In Chapter 2, I further explain the relations between people’s interactions 
and the ‘material’, as I explore how designers cope with changing material 
practices at work.

Related to all of the above, the practice lens also is based on the belief 
that all practices are imbued with power. Nicolini (2012: 6) explains this 
as follows: 

“Practices, in fact, literally put people (and things) in place, and they give 

(or deny) people the power to do things and to think of themselves in cer-

tain ways. As a result, practices and their temporal and spatial ordering (i.e. 

several practices combined in a particular way) produce and reproduce dif-

ferences and inequalities”.  

As a consequence, interactions can both reinforce and compromise 
power positions. To stick with the example of the office, the relationship of 
authority between employee and employer might be reproduced through 
various interactions. For example, hierarchical relations might be repro-
duced in the way in which the employer is using her voice when having a 
conversation or where her desk is located. Interactions, hence, are not stan-
dalone activities but have consequences for all those involved. Following 
the same logic, interactions can be contested and challenged, and ultima-
tely change into new interactions. Chapter 3 of this study might offer an 
illustration of how previously dominant interactions can be renegotiated 
upon the arrival of new people in the social context.

Taken together, the practice approach compels a worldview that sees 
social life as emergent and constantly changing.  When studying organi-
zations, this means that it is important to give center stage to questions 
like ‘what people do’, ‘how they do it’ and ‘why they do what they do’. In 
this dissertation, I explored the questions in three specific areas of inte-
ractions: ‘interactions with artifacts’, ‘interactions within occupations’ and 
‘interactions with clients’.

1.6.1. Interactions with artifacts

One of the areas of interactions that this dissertation addresses is: 
‘interactions with artifacts’. The importance of artifacts is mundanely 
obvious in what we do at work (Bechky 2006b; 2008). We use our car for 
transportation to work; we use rooms to have meetings in; send an email 
with our laptop, and use the coffee machine in our breaks, among others. 
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Artifacts are created through different media and can be tangible or intan-
gible, physical or digital, and might refer to the collection of “objects, the 
numbers, blueprints, faxes, parts, tools, and machines that individuals 
create, measure, or manipulate” in their work (Carlile 2002: 446). Scholars 
that study how artifacts are made and used in organizations also refer to 
this as ‘material practices’ (Stigliani & Ravasi 2012; Bechky 2003a).

Even though it is clear that the material is important, scholars argue 
that there are still little organizational scholars studying interactions with 
artifacts in the workplace (Bechky 2003a; Comi & Whyte 2018; Rafaeli 
& Pratt 2006). The limited attention for artifacts in organizational and 
management studies might be explained by the fact that artifacts are often 
treated secondary as supportive to text and talk (Comi & Whyte 2018; 
Whyte & Harty 2012; Bechky 2003a). Only recently, along with the ‘mate-
rial and visual turn’ (Carlile et al. 2013; Boxembaum et al. 2014), scholars 
gave more attention to artifacts in studies of organizing and work (such as 
Stigliani & Ravasi 2012; Ewenstein & Whyte 2009; Nicolini 2012; Nicolini, 
Mengis & Swan 2012; Bechky 2003a). For example, organizational studies 
on design have shown that material practices are key in the work of desig-
ners (Fayard et al. 2017), as they use artifacts as instruments to develop 
innovative solutions (Boland & Collopy 2004) or to share knowledge 
between diverse people (Fayard & Stigliani 2010).

Taking seriously the importance of material practices at work, in 
Chapter 2 I explore what happens if the material practices change. In 
particular, I explore how designers cope with their work which is beco-
ming increasingly abstract and difficult to design. This setting is particu-
larly interesting because designers are ‘craftsmen’. Different than most of 
the knowledge workers (Alvesson 2004), craftsmen are intertwined with 
their material practices. Because craftsmen seek to perfect their craft and 
become better in what they do, they engage in the same action over and 
over again (Sennett 2008). As a consequence, they might perform certain 
material practices as a matter of habit. These observations suggest that 
even when designers are encouraged to change their material practices, 
this might prove to be difficult. Hence, in Chapter 2, I ask: How do designers 
as craftsmen cope with changing material practices at work?

To enlighten this question, I did an ethnographic study at Fjord, a 
design firm located in Madrid. Partly a result of a large organizational 
transformation, the work of Fjord’s designers changed from designing 
tangibles - technical products such as ‘mobile screens’- to designing intan-
gibles – services such as ‘stories’. As a consequence, the material practices 
of designers changed significantly. Now, the design processes themselves 
did not demand them to use former design tools and engage in the same 
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routines. In order to better understand how designers cope with this shift 
in material practices, this study explores not only what the responses of 
designers are but also why designers respond the way they do. In doing so, 
this study does not only contribute to organizational studies on design in 
better understanding the material practices of designers but also helps to 
enlighten how craftsmen cope with changes at work.

1.6.2. Interactions within occupations

Chapter 3 elaborates on Chapter 2 and explores how ‘interactions within 
occupations’ change as a consequence of collaborating with business. 
Occupations are a key part of organizational life (Abbott 1988; Bechky 
2003b; 2011). Occupations are created, sustained and changed by groups of 
likeminded people, also referred to as “members of occupational commu-
nity” [hereafter: occupational members], who are engaged in similar work 
tasks (Nelsen & Barley 1997), share a similar ethos (Fayard et al. 2017) and 
have similar “work schedules, job training, peer relations, career patterns, 
[and] shared symbols” (van Maanen & Barley 1984: 291). While occupations 
shape organizations, and vice versa organizational environments have 
impact on the development of occupations, occupations are not limited to 
the boundaries of organizations (Bechky 2011). 

As a product of social processes, occupations change and emerge cons-
tantly. The literature has identified various mechanisms that trigger occu-
pational shifts, among which technology change (Nelson & Irwin 2014), 
an encroaching neighboring occupation (Goodrick & Reay 2011), insti-
tutional pressures (Kellogg 2011) or increased heterogeneity inside occu-
pations (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017). Moreover, occupations change 
because of both external and internal pressures. At the same time, scholars 
argued that for an occupation to survive, it is important for its members to 
develop an occupational mandate (Abbott 1988). An occupational mandate 
is a common understanding about ‘how work ought to be done’ (Nelsen & 
Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 2017). Yet, as occupations emerge from different 
constituencies, involving people from diverse backgrounds that often did 
not meet each other before, it can be difficult to establish common ground. 
Developing an occupational mandate can especially be difficult when an 
emerging occupation is growing and attracting a significant number of new 
members with different perspectives and performances (Reay et al. 2010). 
Recognizing that collaborations between creatives and business is chan-
ging creative occupations, in Chapter 3 I further explore this and ask the 
question: How do members of an emergent and changing occupation define their 
occupational mandate? 
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To answer this question, I studied the occupation Service Design 
at the design firm Fjord. Service Design is an emerging occupation that 
only exists as a paid form of work since the early 1990s (Fayard et al. 2017). 
In recent years, and especially since business interest in Service Design 
increased, the occupation has rapidly grown (Elsbach & Stigliani 2018). As 
a consequence, the occupation does not only include more members, but 
also more diverse members. Especially, the occupation is attracting profes-
sionals with MBA degrees and former experience in the corporate sector. 
The work approaches of these business professionals differ from existing 
members in the occupation Service Design, people who have been trained 
in traditional design disciplines such as product design or interface design. 
Moreover, my ethnographic study of Service Design offers interesting 
opportunities for further exploring how an occupational mandate is deve-
loped while heterogeneity inside the occupation is increasing.

1.6.3. Interactions with clients

Finally, in Chapter 4 of this dissertation research, I explore how ‘inte-
ractions with clients’ change as creatives collaborate with business. Earlier 
in this introductory chapter, I mentioned that increasingly business 
professionals have approached creatives for purposes of innovation. In a 
way, then, creatives have been asked to act as the ‘catalysts’ (Sgourev 2015) 
and help organizational members to change their mindsets and trigger 
creativity. In this dissertation, I argue that creatives help business clients 
to ‘become creative’ in temporary projects. To achieve this, creatives faci-
litate liminality for their business clients. Organizational scholars used the 
term ‘liminality’ to capture temporary and transformative experiences in 
organizational settings (Garsten 1999; Czarniawska & Mazza 2003; Sturdy 
et al. 2006; Howard-Grenville et al. 2013), such as innovation trajectories 
(Henfridsson & Yoo 2013).  Liminality is a concept that originates from 
anthropology and refers to a transformation in which people move from 
one state of being to another state (van Gennep 1960; Turner 1982; 1987). 
So far, the organizational literature on liminality has explored how people 
undergo liminality, such as management consultants (Czarniawska and 
Mazza 2003; Sturdy et al. 2006), MBA students (Simpson, Sturges and 
Weight 2010), temporary workers (Garsten 1999; Borg and Söderlund 
2014), managers (Swan et al. 2016), or other organizational employees 
(Howard-Grenville et al. 2011; Shortt 2015). While we begin to understand 
how people undergo liminality, we now very little about how liminality is 
created. Traditional literature on liminality pointed at the role of ‘cere-
mony masters’ leading others through a process of transformation (Turner 
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1982; 1987). In particular, it is suggested that ceremony masters can help to 
manage feelings of heightened ambiguity and guard the fine line between 
confusion and creativity. Hence, in Chapter 4 of this dissertation I ask: 
How do creative workers as ceremony masters facilitate liminality?

In order to answer this question, I conducted a qualitative case study 
of the social innovation hub Waag Society (hereafter: Waag) in the 
Netherlands. Creative workers at Waag can be seen as ceremony masters 
as in innovation projects, they help their clients to move away from exis-
ting realities and envision new ones. Typical questions with which clients 
approach Waag include “what does it mean to have a digital identity in 
today’s world?” or “how can we improve the customer experience of museum 
visitors through digital technologies?”. In order to better understand how 
creative workers at Waag act as ceremony masters and facilitate limina-
lity, in Chapter 4 I explore typical examples of Waag’s work. In particular 
I offer a processual analysis of a project that reveals how Waag’s creative 
workers facilitated liminality in various phases. I distinguish two practices 
in which they engage: ‘activating’ and ‘morphing’. This study contributes 
to organizational studies on liminality by arguing that ceremony masters 
can facilitate liminality by adopting a liminal position themselves. 

In conclusion, each chapter of this dissertation research targets a diffe-
rent domain of practices of creatives, namely ‘interactions with artifacts’, 
‘interactions within occupations’ and ‘interactions with clients’. Together, 
the three empirical chapters of this dissertation research, help to develop 
a better understanding of the changing work and occupations of creatives 
as they collaborate with business. For an overview of the three practice 
domains discussed in the chapters, see Table 1.1.

1.7. Doing Qualitative Field Research

A research methodology that is well in line with the practice lens 
adopted in this dissertation is ‘qualitative field research’. Qualitative field 
research broadly refers to the timely study of (groups of) people as they go 
about in their daily practice (Emerson et al. 1995; Bryman (2016 [1995])). 
Qualitative field research follows an inductive approach. The inductive 
approach builds on the premise that social reality is interpreted and cons-
tructed in people’s actions, and helps to build a grounded understanding 
of complex phenomena as they naturally occur (Eisenhardt 1989; Locke 
2000; Strauss & Corbin 1990). Therefore, the inductive approach is well 
suited to study new phenomena with little theorization such as the focus 
of this dissertation, how creatives in today’s society organize their work 
and occupations.
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Table 1.1  Overview of Three Practice Domains Explored in this Dissertation

 
How do designers as 
craftsmen cope with 
changing material 
practices at work? 

 
The projects of design-
ers change from making 
finished products (tangi-
bles) to making abstract 
outcomes (intangibles). 
This shift in material 
practices demands 
designers to change 
their work processes 
and mobilize different 
skills. 

 
A key challenge for de-
signers in this renewed 
situation is to maintain 
a connection with 
work even though ma-
terial practices at work 
changed completely.  

 
Fjord, Design Firm 

 
Fjord, Design Firm Waag, Innovation Hub

 
Chapter 2 

 
Interactions 
with Artifacts 

 
Chapter 3 

 
Interactions 
with Artifacts 

 
Chapter 4 

 
Interactions 
with Artifacts 

 
Sub question

 
Situation

 
Challenge

 
Setting 

 
How do members of an 
emergent and changing 
occupation define their 
occupational mandate?  

 
As design moves in the 
domain of business, 
a new occupation is 
emerging and quickly 
changing: Service 
Design. While it is 
still defining its core 
practices and values, 
the occupation quickly 
grows and welcomes 
new members. As a 
result, heterogeneity 
inside the occupation 
enhances while the 
occupational mandate 
still needs to be defined, 
for the occupation to 
survive and grow. 

 
A key challenge in 
emergent occupa-
tions is to develop an 
occupational mandate 
even though there is 
ambiguity around 
the occupation and 
occupational members 
come from different 
backgrounds. 

 
How do creative workers 
as ceremony masters 
facilitate liminality? 

 
Creatives organize tem-
porary projects for their 
business clients to help 
them become creative. 
In these temporary pro-
jects, creatives act  
as ‘ceremony masters’ 
and facilitate liminal-
ity for their business 
clients. Liminality helps 
the business clients to 
move away from existing 
structures and envision 
new organizational 
realities.  

 
A key challenge for 
creatives is to facil-
itate liminality for 
their business clients, 
allowing their clients 
to enter in a state of ‘in 
betweenness’ without 
getting frustrated or 
taking over creative 
processes themselves. 
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An assumption upon which qualitative field research rests, is that one 
cannot know what is really going in the life worlds of research subjects, 
if one is not personally experiencing these life worlds. In other words, it 
is important to understand the experiences of research subjects in their 
‘natural context’ and to collect detailed stories – whether through inter-
views, observations or focus groups - that capture these experiences. Accor-
dingly, the main research approach of qualitative researchers is ‘embedded 
research’. This idea of embedded research was already promoted in early 
work of the anthropologist Malinowski (1922) who made a case against 
‘armchair anthropology’, meaning that instead of studying people from a 
distance, like the comfort of university libraries, it is important to go into 
the field. As a consequence, qualitative researchers do not only do ‘desktop 
research’, but immerse themselves in the local contexts of their research 
subjects for a prolonged time. In my case, this means that I was physically 
present and followed the daily lives of my informants for a specific time 
period. Just like the other employees, I entered the company with my own 
access badge, shared lunch with them, learned their jokes and celebrated 
positive feedback of clients.

Another assumption that is informing qualitative field research is that 
for the field researcher, it is important to understand how research subjects 
interpret their own actions, a practice that Geertz (1973) also referred to as 
verstehen. The task of a field researcher, hence, is not to uncover the truth, 
but to interpret the multiple and sometimes conflicting truths that others 
create about their lives and to craft a, insofar possible, coherent story 
around it. Accordingly, field research builds on a ‘social constructivist’ 
research paradigm (Bryman (2016 [1995]). Different than positivism, where 
it is believed that there is one reality that can be measured, tested and gene-
ralized, in social constructivism it is believed that social reality cannot be 
separated from people’s interpretations and actions.  Social reality, from 
this perspective, does not exist ‘as such’, but is constantly in the making in 
people’s (inter)actions and it is up to the researcher to uncover these.

The rationale for doing qualitative field research in this dissertation 
research can be motivated as follows. First, field research can create a more 
contextualized account of what happens in organizations. By taking into 
consideration one’s own experiences and the actions and interpretations of 
informants, field research allows to develop a more holistic understanding. 
This for example, might help to better understand the context in which the 
actual work of creatives changes. Another advantage of field research is the 
immersive and timely approach.  This allows, among others, studying pheno-
mena that are hard to grasp such as playing with ambiguity (Chapter 4) or 
the routinized interactions with materials (Chapter 2). Finally, interesting 
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phenomena can be captured ‘in situ’, as they unfold in practice. This can help the 
researcher to reveal empirical details about the dynamic nature of people’s 
actions. This is especially helpful when studying new and quickly changing 
phenomena, the emergence of occupations like Service Design. Studying 
emergent occupations is difficult, as they do not have identifiable institu-
tional frameworks yet and occupational members are often dispersed across 
geographical locations and are sometimes not even aware of their position 
in a growing occupation (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 2017). 

The field research for this dissertation research was longitudinal in 
character, spanning about three years. My field research took place in two 
different organizations. The majority of this dissertation data is collected 
at Fjord (Chapter 2 & 3), and my first study took place at Waag (Chapter 4).  
Key sources of data collection in all of my studies were observations, inter-
views and documents. The details of my data collection are summarized 
below and further described (for example in tables) in the empirical chap-
ters in this book. Hence, there may be some overlap between the summaries 
and the empirical chapters.

1.7.1. Doing ethnography at Fjord

The majority of the data for this dissertation has been collected at 
Fjord, where I did an ethnography for about 17 months. An ethnography is 
a form of qualitative field research which “usually involves the researcher 
participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended 
period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said and/or 
asking questions through informal and formal interviews, collecting docu-
ments and artefacts - in fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw 
light on the issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry” (Hammersley 
& Atkinson 2007: 3). As my research is exploratory and inductive in its 
nature, an ethnography is a suitable approach (van Maanen 2000[1988]). 

Doing ethnography has its roots in Anthropology, pioneered by Mali-
nowski (1922) who left to the Trobriand Islands to study the local exchange 
system. He argued that to understand the nature of a social phenomenon, 
researchers need to live the lives of those under study. Today, we know this 
process of immersion also as ‘participant observation’. Doing ethnography 
by means of participant observation “is an active enterprise” (Emerson et 
al. 1995: 15). It demands not only longitudinal immersion in daily lives of 
others, and distancing from one’s own life, but also the fieldworkers needs 
to be constantly aware about what is happening in the field, making deci-
sions about what to observe (and what not), asking clarifying questions and 
capturing insights (Emerson et al. 1995).
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My ethnography at Fjord was phenomenon driven, triggered by the 
flourishing interest in design in business especially since 2013, and more 
generally by the emergence of the occupation Service Design since late 
1990s. Fjord is a top-tier service design and innovation consultancy (Maeda 
2017), specialized in developing customer experiences through designing 
digital products and services. Fjord opened its doors in 2001 and was 
globally acquired in 2013 by the well-established management consultancy 
Accenture. In popular media, the take-over of Fjord is described as the 
start of a wave of acquisitions of design firms by management consultancies 
(Kolko 2015). In 2017, when I left the field, Fjord had 28 studios in places 
like Helsinki, New York and Sao Paulo, with a headcount of 800 emplo-
yees in total. 

My fieldwork took place in one of the Fjord’s studios in Madrid, Spain. 
At the time of data collection, around 40 designers worked here. Besides 
the designers, Fjord employed around 15 other staff members in manage-
ment functions. The studio was located in the city center of Madrid, around 
2 kilometres from the Accenture offices that were located in the business 
district of the Spanish capital. The designers described the Madrid studio 
as an ‘adult’ studio compared to other Fjord studios. They argued that the 
Madrid studio was not only one of the first studios to open its doors, but 
also it was successfully operating for more than a decade and guiding the 
opening of ‘satellite’ studios, in among others Barcelona, Milan, Paris, Sao 
Paulo and Istanbul. 

The Madrid studio is a welcoming environment. There is a constant 
buzz of people talking, laughing and walking around. It looks similar to 
work spaces in creative hubs. With open-plan spaces, shared work desks 
and visual objects, it breathes an air of creativity. The studio is divided 
in various sub-spaces, in which each design team works on a project. The 
separate spaces are physically marked a collection of desks and large white-
board walls that are covered in posters, illustrations and texts. In their 
own project space, it happens often that designers stand up, walk around 
and sit behind each other’s desk to do collaborative work. Another impor-
tant area in the studio is ‘the Kitchen’. This common area includes a large 
table, the coffee machine, fridge and even a corner where an Xbox is insta-
lled for play during lunch time. In the Kitchen, important organizational 
meetings are organized like the weekly Breakfast meeting in which project 
updates are discussed. Next to the Kitchen, is the printing area, another 
frequented space for the designers. Here, they print their design concepts 
such as the large posters on which for example ‘the customer journey’ are 
designed. The designers are not always in working in their studio. Espe-
cially since the acquisition by Accenture, the designers worked more often 
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in the offices of their clients. This brings along various challenges - like 
creating a creative workspace in corporate office environments - which are 
further described in Chapter 2 and 3.  

Before starting my fieldwork at Fjord, I needed to gain access. Access 
refers to the possibility of entering a research site, the degree to which you 
are allowed to involve in the lives of those studied (Bryman (2016 [1995])). 
As Fjord is an organization, my field research took place in a closed setting 
(Bell, 1969). I gained access to the organization via personal networks. 
One of the members of my supervising team at that time, had connections 
within Accenture in the Netherlands, and connected me to a manage-
ment consultant that collaborated with Fjord before. He brought me into 
contact with the strategic director of Fjord named Luca. First, we had a 
Skype conversation to meet each other. Then, I made a research proposal 
in which I clearly outlined my research aims and the potential benefits for 
the organization, which I also presented to the managing director and the 
HR manager of the studio. When Fjord’s management agreed, Luca sent 
my application to Accenture. After a few months of radio silence, I got a 
positive response. While I received the official approval, I still needed to 
negotiate access to routines and lifeworld of Fjord designers. Again, Luca 
proved to be my ‘gatekeeper’. He opened doors within Fjord, by connecting 
me with diverse employees. Also, he introduced me to various consultants 
at Accenture and clients. Next to this gatekeeper strategy, I maintained 
access by generally making myself part of the design studio. I adopted an 
‘overt role’ (Bryman, 1995, 294) by making my role of ethnographic resear-
cher explicit to others. Also, my participation in a design project helped me 
to maintain access to the life worlds of designers.

1.7.2. Daily Work at Fjord

At Fjord, the designers organize their work in projects. Projects often 
target complex and open-ended questions, varying from reinventing the 
billing process of retail firms, creating a better shopping experience for 
retail customers, and even to redesigning a workspace. The projects vary 
in duration. Mostly, projects last between three to six months. On average 
Fjord conducts between 30 and 40 projects a year both nationally and 
internationally. Especially in recent years, most of the projects enter via 
Accenture instead of directly via Fjord. Previously, their business clients 
especially came from the sector of banking and telecommunications. Now, 
projects target all sorts of industries, varying from aircraft, education, 
retail to financial services. A major change in the projects of Fjord is the 
rise of “concept strategy” projects. Such projects are oriented to design 
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services, systems and strategies for business. Based on my own analysis 
and development of a project database at Fjord (see data collection below), 
concept strategy projects increased six-fold in two years (between 2012 – 
2014). At the same time, where in 2012 around 31 projects were “detailed 
design”- meaning the design of finished products such as “interfaces” or 
“screens”- in 2015 this number was only 4. Moreover, the projects of desig-
ners at Fjord became increasingly abstract.

Each project is assigned to a design team. Each team includes around 
six to eight designers, depending on the complexity of the project. Desig-
ners fulfil different roles in projects. Key roles in teams, that are part of the 
standard project teams, include a service design lead, a service designer, an 
interaction designer, a business designer, a visual designer, and a project 
manager. Depending on requests from clients and other emerging needs, 
also a creative technologist, a content strategist, researcher or branding 
expert might join projects. When there are not enough designers available, 
or expertise moves beyond the capabilities of the available designers, free-
lancers are (temporarily) included in teams. While designers have a rather 
clear-cut role, in practice their tasks overlap. Designers work on a full-time 
basis on projects, this means that visual designers can be involved both in 
doing user interviews and developing the visual lay out of presentations. 

Typically, the projects at Fjord follow a standardized structure. As is 
common in design approaches, the project structure is based on the ‘double 
diamond model’ (Norman 2013). The double diamond model is a visual 
map that displays the design process as four successive phases: discover, 
define, develop and deliver. Fjord renamed these phases and added an extra 
phase to it, moving from ‘discover’ (research), ‘describe’ (analyze), ‘design’ 
(develop solutions), ‘refine’ (iterate solutions) to ‘realize’ (implement solu-
tions). Most projects target the ‘fuzzy front-end’ and run from ‘discover’ to 
‘design’. Each phase is associated with specific deliverables. For example, 
the end of the research phase is marked with an insight report and the 
start of the describe phase often starts with a co-creation workshop called 
‘Ramble’. To achieve these intermediate design deliverables, the designers 
make use of design tools. These design tools are often standardized but 
the content, lay-out and shape varies per project. For example, in each 
project, the designers make a ‘customer journey’, a design tool used to 
display a customer experience chronologically, from the first moment of 
asking for the organization’s service to actually receiving it. Yet, whether 
the customer journey is visualized on a poster or visualized in a 3D-object, 
depends on the decisions made by the design team. 

During my data collection I followed several projects. The most inten-
sive data collection was done during my participation in the Pensio project, 
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1 For purposes of anonymity, the name of client organization is changed along this 

dissertation research.

a collaboration between Fjord and the client organization Pensio1. This 
project lasted about seven months, between September 2016 and April 
2017.  The project came to Fjord via Accenture, and was part of a larger stra-
tegic alliance between Accenture and Pensio. Pensio is among the largest 
Dutch financial services providers, offering services like executive consul-
tancy, asset management, pension administration, pension communica-
tion and employers services. When Pensio approached Fjord, partly due 
to the emergence of digital technologies, the Dutch pension system was 
shifting from a highly regulated market to a more open market in which 
employees can independently choose their own pension fund product 
instead of arranging it via their employer. For pension funds, this means 
that their customer base is changing from primarily employers to emplo-
yees. Another motivation of the project was that the Dutch population is 
aging and there is not sufficient money to offer everyone their complete 
pension. Hence, employees need additional products and services to ensure 
sufficient income for later. 

In the Pensio project, the design team comprised of, on average, seven 
members. Although the composition of team members shifted along the 
project, key roles included: a service design lead (project lead), a business 
design, an interaction designer, a service designer, a visual designer, resear-
cher (me) and a project manager. While the ‘home base’ of the designers 
was in their studio in Madrid, they often travelled to the Netherlands and 
stayed there for days, sometimes weeks, in order to give presentations or 
conduct user research. 

1.7.3. Data collection at Fjord

At Fjord, I collected ethnographic data between March 2016 and August 
2017. While doing fieldwork can be organized, it cannot be planned. In order 
to stay close to the messiness of doing ethnography, below I tell the story of 
my data collection at Fjord. Broadly speaking, in my research I moved from 
a more observatory role - ‘participant as observer’ role - to a more participa-
tory role - the ‘observer as participant’ (Lofland & Lofland 1999).

Creating familiarity as ‘participant observer’. In the first round 
of fieldwork, between the 22nd of March 2016 and the 2nd of July 2016, I 
adopted a ‘participant as observer’ role. For over three months, I followed 
the designers in their daily activities, both during and after work hours. All 
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of this fieldwork took place in Spain, mostly in the office of the designers 
in the Madrid Studio and sometimes also at the Accenture office. Mainly 
in the beginning of my field research, my focus was on creating a mutual 
sense of familiarity. In order to achieve this, I conducted interviews. My 
interview sample was informed by a combination of a snowball-sampling 
strategy and a random sampling strategy (Emerson et al. 1995). The stra-
tegy director Luca, who helped me gaining access to Fjord, suggested me 
to speak with some people, designers or clients, and those people again 
recommended me to speak with other people. Also, I randomly approa-
ched designers for interviews, and on a more unstructured basis, grasped 
whatever opportunity I saw to conduct interviews. I saw doing inter-
views not only as a means of gathering information, but also as a means of 
‘befriending’ and establish ‘rapport’ with my informants. 

In total I did 67 interviews with 55 people, among which 32 desig-
ners, 6 Accenture consultants, 3 freelancers and 6 clients of Fjord (tota-
ling to 79,2 hours). Interviewing such a broad array of actors helped me to 
develop a heterogeneous perspective on what it means to work at Fjord. 
In interviews, I asked the informants to reflect on the last Fjord project 
they did, how they perceived their own role and that of the designers in it, 
what surprised them and what they saw as challenges. Especially, I asked 
them to support their reflections with real-life examples. Interviewing the 
designers was especially helpful to get an ‘inside view’ and better unders-
tand how the designers perceived and performed their work. It helped me 
develop a more concrete image of what they considered key challenges of 
the acquisition by Accenture and overall, moving into the domain of busi-
ness. Interviewing the Accenture consultants helped me to nuance the 
stories of designers. In particular, it was useful to better understand the 
motivations of acquiring Fjord, their expectations of the work of desig-
ners and what they considered unresolved problems. The interviews with 
Fjord’s clients helped me to better understand why certain challenges in 
projects emerged, and what the external image that Fjord conveys to its 
audiences is. Finally, interviewing freelancers helped me to compare the 
work of Fjord designers with that of other designers, and was especially 
helpful in discovering what behavioural patterns are worth exploring 
further. All the interviews were recorded and transcribed during fieldwork 
or after I returned from the field, with the help of student assistants.

In addition to interviews, I did observations. In particular, I took the 
role of a ‘shadowing observant’ (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007). I followed 
the designers to their formal meetings, such as weekly breakfast meetings, 
design clinics and professional meetings. Also, I tried to ‘strategically hang 
around’ whenever and wherever possible (Watson 2011). At Fjord, designers 
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spend a lot of time socializing with each other. Hence, it was useful to join 
social events, such as after work ‘cañas’ (beers), group lunches and coffee 
talk. Even though the key aim of attending these events was not collecting 
data, it helped me to create a better understanding of their work and smoo-
then my process of ‘resocialization’ at Fjord. In particular it helped me to 
better understand subtle clues, implicit assumptions and taboos among 
designers. In line with Schultze’s (2000) work on writing confessional 
accounts, I took note of situations that surprised me or ran counter to my 
expectations and took my own personal experiences as a key starting point. 
Mostly, I captured my observations in my notebook. I tried to jot down 
what I saw and experiences as fast as possible, making pictures of what 
I observed if this appeared handy. Also, I often caught myself recording 
voice messages, writing insights down on napkins (during ‘dinners’), and 
sending text messages to myself. I tried to work with whatever was at hand. 
When I returned ‘from the field’, I typed out my field notes on my laptop 
in an online document to which my supervisors also had access. In the first 
three months of my fieldwork, I typed a total of 120 pages of fieldnotes, and 
wrote 4 notebooks full (by hand).

Also, I collected documents and other archival data, among which 
was information about projects that Fjord undertook. In particular, based 
on the available data in Fjord’s archives, I developed a project database 
in which I included all the projects Fjord completed since 2011 (as there 
was only data available on project from this moment on). I categorized the 
projects on the basis of: type of project, client, industry, roles involved, 
and whether the project came in via Accenture or not. Developing the 
table helped me understand better how the nature of the work of desig-
ners changed over time. In the beginning of July 2016, my first round of 
fieldwork came to an end. At this point, I remember one of my supervisors 
saying that I was defending the work of designers and taking over their 
language. Even though intermediary meetings with my supervisors helped 
me to ‘jump out’ of the field, I was immersed in my process of ‘resocializa-
tion’ and I risked ‘going native’ (Bryman (2016 [1995]): 294). It was time to 
take some distance from the field. 

Diving deeper as ‘observer as participant’.  Only one month after 
settling back in the Netherlands, I received a call from the Fjord studio. 
The design director asked me whether I was interested in participating in 
a project with a client in the Netherlands. I smiled out of excitement. I saw 
this as an opportunity for me to adopt a more participatory role. A few 
months later, I joined a design team in the role of ‘design researcher’. This 
was the start of my second round of fieldwork, which took place between 
September 14th 2016, and lasted until the end of August 2017. In this 
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period, I followed the Pensio project (see previous) and juggled between 
two roles. On the one hand, I was wearing the ‘hat’ of a designer, joining a 
design team and do research for them. On the other hand, I was wearing 
the ‘hat’ of an ethnographer, aiming to do research on the designers. 

Due to the highly participatory character of the second round of my 
field research, my primary data collection was concerned with capturing 
my own experiences in the field. As this project required the designers to 
move to the Netherlands and live in a hotel in the beginning of the project, 
for a period of almost two months, I spend 5 days a week almost 24-7 with 
the design team. One of the most valuable opportunities of such a ‘highly 
participatory role’ was that I had the ability to join both ‘front stage’ and 
‘back stage’ events (Goffman 1959). I was present ‘front stage’ when Fjord 
interacted with others, such as the involved Accenture consultant, clients 
or other audiences. Examples include client presentations, client meetings, 
‘escalation meetings’ with Accenture consultants, and small-talk with 
clients while walking to the coffee machine. Also, I was part of ‘back stage’ 
events. I joined the designers for breakfast before their workday started, 
sat side by side during team meetings and was part of social talk after ‘front 
stage’ presentations were done. In terms of data collection, it was especially 
helpful to be part of the team’s weekly project meetings. In such meetings, 
the designers did not only reflect on the progress of their work, but also had 
discussions among each other about design decisions and how to cope with 
clients’ involvement. 

Once back at the Madrid studio, I continued my focused data collec-
tion. As I was part of the Madrid studio for three months earlier that 
year, the designers knew me and I knew the designers’ habits, routines 
and approaches. Returning to the studio in Madrid felt a bit like ‘coming 
home’ again. As the designers were not so much on the road as during 
their time in the Netherlands, I could limit the physical setting of my 
field research to the project space in the design studio. Again, I captured 
detailed data during team meetings and (digital) client presentations. 
When I joined the design team, I captured most of my observations 
on my laptop. As the designers also used a laptop in meetings, this was 
a perfect opportunity for me to directly note down my observations in 
the online document. Whereas before my field notes before were more 
leaning towards my own interpretations of what I witnessed, now I 
gave more attention to the voices of designers. I tried to capture natu-
rally occurring conversations and their own reproductions of situations. 
My data became increasingly ‘polyvocal’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 15), 
allowing me to develop a more nuanced interpretation of how the work of 
designers changed.
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In an attempt to move beyond my own perspective, and especially to 
get a better sense of what designers considered significant, I also conducted 
interviews. Mostly, I asked the designers to reflect on their experiences 
in the project. I asked them to zoom in on challenges and zoom out on 
how they resolved these, and how this impacted the entire project. Also, I 
conducted interviews to capture data during moments I was not present in 
the field, for example when multiple designers were on the road doing user 
interview, only some of which I was able to join. Similarly, I asked Accen-
ture consultants and clients to reflect on their experiences working with 
the designers in the project. I conducted some of these interviews jointly 
with my supervisors, which helped me distance myself from my own inter-
pretations of what happened in the field.

While the project progressed, I also collected archival data. In total I 
collected 55 ‘internal documents’ like the project proposal, presentations, 
and informative email-threads. Further, I frequently turned to the project 
notes, which were saved in an Evernote folder and consisted in total of 357 
notes. These notes included summaries of telephone conversations with 
clients, notes of project meetings, content for design deliverables and other 
sources of knowledge. Finally, also the documents in the shared online 
‘Box’-folder of the designers was useful to gather data. Here, they saved 
copies of final deliverables, photos of their work activities, illustrations for 
design solutions, among others. This folder contained over 2500 files.

In September 2017, when I did the last interviews with designers and 
clients, I felt that my data collection could continue forever. Can one ever 
learn enough about an occupation that is still emerging and work that is 
rapidly changing? Yet, in reality I needed to return to my teaching duties 
and start writing the final two papers for this dissertation. I agree with 
Barley (2000[1983]: 189) who proposes that “finishing fieldwork is always a 
matter of definition, not of fact”. 

1.7.4. Data analysis at Fjord

In ethnography, the data collection occurs congruently with processes 
of analysing data (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007). My data analysis has 
been done on the basis of grounded theory techniques (Strauss & Corbin 
1990). My inductive approach included different elements, which are 
presented separately but were often overlapping in practice.

Writing empirical narratives. Where to start when analyzing so 
much data? In total, I conducted 67 interviews (79.2 hrs. recorded time), 
77 observations of events and countless other observations (yielding to 382 
typed field pages and 8 fully written notebooks) and 439 documents. Not 
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knowing where to start, I decided to write empirical narratives of my first 
interpretations. Besides a first attempt to analyze my data, this was an 
exercise in externalizing all the knowledge that I embodied. Even though 
the data was abundant, there was still so much more data in my head that 
I needed to ‘put out’. I wrote a first narrative on the “celebrating the culture 
of coolness”, trying to describe the fundamental norms, values and atti-
tudes of the designers in the field. Then, I continued and wrote a narrative 
entitled: “an unexpected marriage: the acquisition by Accenture”, reflecting on 
the motivations of both Fjord and Accenture to enter such collaboration, 
and especially what were the implications for the designers. Besides these 
‘setting the context’ Chapters, I wrote a more in-depth narrative in which 
I described the Pensio project in detail. Based on this Chapter I drafted a 
paper on how the designers took their clients on a ‘hero’s journey’, acting 
like a sort of organizational jester, trying to change their mindsets using 
all sorts of artifacts and symbolic performances, which is not part of this 
book. Then, I wrote a narrative entitled ‘a small history of service design’. This 
narrative has the basis of the paragraph ‘The Emergence of Service Design’ 
in this introduction chapter. Writing these empirical narratives took me 
six months, and helped me to move deeper into the analysis.

Thematic analysis. Developing the chapters was also the start of an 
inductive analysis of my fieldnotes, transcripts and the documents. After 
returning from the field, I read over these sources of data over and over 
again. This helped to identify emerging themes which I could further 
develop. Key themes that already emerged early on in the data collection 
were: “design in flux”, “creating jurisdictional authority”, “questioning 
value of design”, “designers as connectors”, “designer as a jester”, “arti-
facts in design work” and “the emergence of design”. I mainly identified 
these themes through coding by hand, marking important passages and 
making notes in the side lines. In addition, I used a qualitative data analysis 
software which yielded 352 codes. In order to link these codes and themes 
to a question, I then turned to the literature as a next step. The thematic 
analysis was a process mainly driven by my intuition of what appears inte-
resting or counterintuitive.

Moving between data and theory. In order to identify what empi-
rical insights might be worth further exploring, I turned to the literature. 
Especially I read studies on emerging occupations, and the challenges 
of becoming an established occupation that is recognized by outsiders. 
The work of Abbott (1988), Bechky (2003b; 2006a; 2011), Fayard, Stigliani 
and Bechky (2017), Howard-Grenville and colleagues (2017) and Nelsen 
and Barley (1997) were especially important to situating the challenges of 
designers into a theoretical debate. For example, I discovered that discus-
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sions around ‘what designers ought to do’ could be interpreted as efforts 
to establish an occupational mandate, which is further developed into a 
paper in Chapter 2. Then, to better understand the habits of designers, 
and their turn to artifacts, I read the literature on the role of materia-
lity in organizations (Bechky 2003a; Rafaeli & Pratt 2006; Elsbach 2006; 
2009; Carlile et al. 2013) and in particular turned to the work of Sennett 
(2009), who unpacks the concept of ‘craftsmanship’. During my data 
analysis, I turned back and forth between these studies and my empi-
rical data, sometimes adding new studies to it, sometimes rereading a 
study and reinterpreting its findings. This iterative process helped me to 
move beyond the intuitive analysis of my data, while identifying potential 
contributions for theorizing.

Collaborative meetings. All academic efforts are collaborative endea-
vors. Whether scholars draw on the work of others, pick the brains of 
others or write on an article together, collaboration is unavoidable. During 
my dissertation research much of my data analysis was shaped by colla-
borative meetings in which I presented my work to others. Especially my 
meetings with my supervising team at the KIN Group and professor Beth 
Bechky (New York University) were helpful. With their fresh perspec-
tives and critical questions, they helped me shed a new light on my data. 
In particular, these meetings helped to identify what insights were worth 
to further explore empirically and theoretically. My data analysis at Fjord 
resulted in two papers, which are presented in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3.

1.7.5. Qualitative case study at Waag

Next to doing ethnography at Fjord, I also conducted a qualitative case 
study at Waag. Waag is a non-profit Dutch innovation hub. On its website, 
the organization is described as an independent and multidisciplinary 
institute for art, science, and technology. In projects, Waag develops new 
technologies and explores social innovation challenges across a variety of 
domains related to digital society (like ‘e-health’ or ‘digital citizenship’). 
Waag is already in existence since 1994 and has reached the status of a 
key player in creative projects in the Netherlands, and lately also inter-
nationally (Bria 2015). One of their products, the FairPhone, has become 
a famous example of a creative social digital innovation (www.fairphone.
com). Waag employs over 50 creatives, and has a broad network of freelan-
cers and partners related to it. It fuels its efforts through a combination 
of funding from national and international public subsidies and grants (80 
percent of their income), client organization co-financing and income from 
spin offs of their projects (20 percent of their income).
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Waag is an appropriate research setting for multiple reasons. First, their 
projects are often oriented toward guiding their clients toward important 
transformations. Thus, the phenomenon of interest is highly present and 
transparently observable (Pettigrew 1990). Second, with over 20 years in 
existence, Waag is the largest independent creative center in Europe. It 
houses a FabLab, a FashionLab, and a BioLab, and hosts a Makers Guild. Its 
facilities are equipped with state-of-the-art digital technologies and creative 
tools. Further, Waag has clients in public and private sector industries: they 
work with research, private, and public organizations. Most of its projects 
are broadly defined, target far-ranging questions (e.g. How to digitalize the 
cultural heritage sector?), and explore innovative solutions to broad societal 
questions. All Waag projects include either experimentation with or develo-
pment of digital technologies. As the creative director said in an interview, 
‘[Our clients] come to us when they need a change, a disruption’.

1.7.6. Data collection at Waag

During my study at Waag, I collected data between May 2014 to 
February 2016. The first round of data collection, May 2014 until June 2014, 
was conducted by a research assistant. The second round of data collec-
tion, between March 2015 and February 2016, was collected by myself. I 
gathered diverse types of qualitative data, including interviews, observa-
tions and documents.

Doing interviews. The primary source of collecting data at Waag 
was doing interviews. In total I did 58 semi-structured interviews, lasting 
between 50 and 120 minutes. The interviews were held with members of 
Waag, in various functions from designer to creative technologist, and at 
various levels, from intern to director. On average, the interviews lasted 
between 50 and 120 minutes. All interviews were voice-recorded with 
permission of the interviewees. Interviewees were selected on the basis of 
snowball sampling and included members of Waag in different roles and 
with different experience, ranging from a creative director with 10 years’ 
work experience at Waag to an intern who only started a few months before 
the interview took place. In the first round of data collection between May 
2014 and August 2014, 31 interviews were collected by diverse research 
assistants. The central aim of the first round of interviews was to get a 
general sense of the work of Waag, and the challenges they encounter in 
their daily work. Hence, the interview guide included broad questions 
ranging from actors’ perceptions of their work, the design of the organi-
zation, main work responsibilities and other topics that helped understan-
ding what creative workers at Waag actually ‘do’. 



1. Introduction 43

A second round of 27 interviews were conducted by me from May 2015 
to November 2015. In total, I did 18 interviews with Waag’s members and 
9 with clients or partners. Interviews with clients and partners helped to 
understand ‘taken for granted’ behaviors that easily go unnoticed by Waag’s 
members. The majority of these interviews were focused on the specific 
work of Waag during three selected projects. I asked different people 
working in different projects to describe how the project developed from 
the beginning to the end (or the current moment), while zooming in on 
‘critical incidents’ such as moments of disparity, conflict, change and so on. 
I found that this strategy was helpful in getting more detailed stories about 
their work. Also, during several interviews with Waag’s members, I asked 
the informants to draw a timeline of the project in which they were involved. 
This strategy of visual mapping helped informants to recollect details and 
me to develop more sensitivity about the unfolding of the projects. 

Observing in projects. I supplemented my interview data with obser-
vations. I shadowed the practices of organizational members on various 
occasions, varying from co-creation workshops to organizational meetings 
and presentations. In total around 960 minutes (16 hours) of observations 
was conducted. In the first round of data collection between May 2014 
and August 2014, observations were done by ‘strategically hanging around’ 
(Watson 2011) during events. During the second round of data collection, 
observations were conducted in the selected projects. These observations 
often took a more participatory character as I joined various workshops. 
During these observations the first author jotted down notes about the 
general atmosphere, interesting situations and illuminating quotes. As 
soon as possible, these notes were translated into narratives and shared 
with other researchers in my research team. Also, secondary observations 
were made of video recordings of creative workshops that Waag facilitated 
during projects. Observations complemented interviews and documents, 
particularly in getting a grasp of fleeting behaviors and less tangible beha-
viors that informed Waag’s efforts to keep creative processes open-ended.

Gathering visual and textual archival data. Besides interviews and 
observations, I gathered visual and textual archival data. Examples include 
project proposals, reports, notes of meetings and strategy documents. Also, 
video recordings of co-creation sessions that Waag organized appeared 
helpful as secondary observations of events. The collection of archival data 
helped to create a richer understanding of the context of creative broke-
ring. In particular, it helped to understand how Waag Society members 
envisioned and planned their work over the course of innovation projects, 
and to find out what other actors involved in projects expected of them. 
The archival data also served as handhold to situate interviewees’ accounts, 
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for example when they shifted between time periods when talking about 
long lasting projects.

1.7.7. Data analysis at Waag

Data analysis was done concurrently with data collection, and especially 
took place between February 2015 and February 2016. I used grounded 
theory techniques to make sense of my data (Strauss & Corbin 1998). To 
avoid ‘death by data asphyxiation’ (Pettigrew 1990), I used an iterative 
approach by going back and forth between empirical findings and theore-
tical observations (van Maanen et al. 2007). The analysis was collaborative, 
including regular meetings between the authors in which insights were 
shared and developed. My data analysis broadly happened in two phases, 
combining a thematic analysis and a processual analysis.

Thematic analysis. First, I conducted a thematic analysis (Gioia, 
Corley, Hamilton 2013; Van Maanen 1979). To achieve this, I inductively 
coded for work activities that informed Waag’s work in innovation projects. 
The concept of ‘ambiguity’ appeared an important theme when infor-
mants talked about Waag’s work, illustrated by the frequent occurrence of 
words such as ‘vague’, ‘unclear’, ‘messy’ and ‘chaotic’. In the second round 
of coding, I further explored how this ambiguity related to the work of 
Waag. I found that Waag created ambiguity around their own position, 
by constantly adapting their role in projects (something I later labelled as 
‘morphing’) as well as ambiguity in creative processes of their clients (part 
of what I later called ‘activating’). This observation of ‘ambiguity’ brought 
me to the literature on liminality (especially the work of Turner 1987; Czar-
niawska & Mazza 2003; Swan et al. 2015), which showed that liminality is 
characterized by feelings of ambiguity, freedom and community. 

Case narratives. After getting a general feel of the work of Waag, I 
explored typical examples of Waag’s work to getter a deeper sense of how 
liminality is facilitated. I selected three of their projects (for motivation 
and selection of projects see Chapter 4), and developed case narratives 
(Langley 1999) of each of the projects. This helped me to better understand 
how the projects chronologically unfolded. At this point, I went back to the 
literature and especially based on the original work of van Gennep (1960) 
and organizational studies (e.g. Czwarniawska & Mazza 2003), I identified 
that liminality is the middle phase of a rite de passage that exists out of 
three phases, namely ‘separation’, ‘transition’ (liminality) and ‘incorporate’. 

Process analysis. Along with developing the case narratives, I 
conducted a process analysis (Langley 1999) in which I explored, based 
on van Gennep’s framework, how liminality was facilitated in projects. In 
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particular, I explored when and how the activities of ‘morphing’ and ‘acti-
vating’ were performed, and how this related to the attributes of liminality 
(ambiguity, freedom and community). So, inspired by theory, I did selective 
coding. Then, I compared how liminality was facilitated across the three 
projects. I identified similar patterns and some differences with respect 
to the action of ceremony masters. This comparative analysis offered the 
basis upon which the theoretical arguments are developed, in Chapter 4. 

1.8. The Structure of this Dissertation

Against this backdrop, I now outline the structure of this disserta-
tion. In order to explore how creatives cope with their changing work and 
occupations as a result of collaborating with business, I conducted three 
empirical studies. In this dissertation, I first present my most recent work, 
the papers that I developed based on my ethnography at Fjord, and then I 
discuss my first study, the qualitative case study of Waag.

Chapter 2 helps to explore how interactions with artifacts changed in 
the work of creatives as a consequence of collaborating with business. This 
chapter is set in the context of the design firm Fjord. Here, the work of 
designers has become increasingly abstract work, oriented at created intan-
gibles (such as ‘services’ and ‘experiences’) instead of tangibles (‘finished 
products’). In this renewed work context, the designers do not need to use 
all former material practices to achieve design success. Making a service is 
likely to demand different approaches and tools than the development of 
products. Yet, as craftsmen, designers closely relate their creative identity 
with the performance of certain material practices. In other words, desig-
ners are intertwined with material practices at work. Hence, ‘dropping’ 
their tools might not be desired or possible at all. In this chapter, I explore 
how designers as craftsmen cope with changing material practices at work. 

Chapter 3 explores how the changing work of creatives shapes inte-
ractions within occupations. It elaborates on Chapter 2. It is also located 
in the context of design firm Fjord and starts from the idea that as the 
work of designers is changing, the occupation Service Design is attrac-
ting different members. In particular, as designers now do work that is 
similar to management consultants that offer advisory services to their 
clients, there has been an influx of people with a background in business 
and management in the occupation. In this chapter, I explore how desig-
ners among themselves struggle to come to an agreement about ‘what 
service designers ought to do’. The newly arrived business designers have 
different approaches and perceptions than the already serving designers 
in the occupation. The study enlightens how occupational mandates 
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are (re)negotiated not only in inter-occupational struggles but also in 
intra-occupational struggles.

Finally, in Chapter 4 I study how interactions with clients change as a 
result of collaborating with business. Shifting from the design firm Fjord 
to the setting of the innovation hub Waag, in this chapter I explore how 
creative workers help their business clients to become creative. I suggest 
that creative workers act as ‘ceremony masters’ and facilitate liminality for 
their business clients. In this study, I explore the practices that help the 
creative workers to create a state of in-betweenness among their business 
clients, as they help them move away from existing organizational realities 
and orient to new ones. The study does not only illuminate how liminality 
can be purposefully created, but also how creatives do not only put them-
selves but also others at the center of creativity. 

Finally, in Chapter 5, I answer the main research question. After 
summarizing the key findings, I discuss theoretical contributions and 
outline areas for future research. Besides discussing the theoretical impli-
cations, I also identify the practical relevance of this study. I finish the 
chapter with a reflection on my methodology, in which I suggest that 
doing ethnography is like mastering craft. In Table 1.2, I offer the outline 
of this dissertation, including outlets in which my research has been peer 
reviewed and presented. 

For purposes of clarity, in this dissertation research I use the term ‘I’ 
or ‘first author’ when referring to research processes that are primarily 
designed and executed by myself or in texts that reflect personal opinions 
(especially Chapter 1 & 5). These references are especially used in form 
example paragraphs that recite data collection, procedures of analysis and 
methodological reflections. I use ‘we’ or ‘the authors’ in texts that have 
been developed collaboratively, such as co-authored empirical chapters 
(Chapter 2, 3 & 4). Taken together, the following pages offer diverse stories 
of how the work and occupations of creatives changed as a result of colla-
borating with business.
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Table 1.2  Dissertation Outline and Related Output

 
Purpose 

 
Chapter 

 
1. Introduction

 
2. Pixel Perfect: 
Designers as Craftsmen

 
3. (Re)Negotiating Service Design: 
Discovering the Occupational Mandate
in Intra-Occupational Struggles

 
The introductory chapter sets the scene for this dis-
sertation research both empirically and theoretical-
ly. It introduces the research question and method-
ology, and provides information about the research 
setting of this dissertation. 

 
Chapter 2 addresses how designers as craftsmen 
cope with changes in material practices at work. 
This chapter reveals how for a group of creatives, 
designers, interactions with artifacts changed as a 
result of new collaborations with business.

 
Chapter 3 explores how the arrival of new members 
in the occupation Service Design challenges the 
emerging occupational mandate in daily interac-
tions. This chapter reveals how interactions within a 
creative occupation (Service Design) changed as a 
result of new collaborations with business. 

 
Chapter 4 investigates how creative workers facil-
itate liminality for their clients to trigger creative 
processes in organizations. This chapter helps to 
better understand interactions between creatives 
and clients, in the context of collaborations with 
business.  

 
4. Facilitating Liminality: 
Creative workers as Ceremony Masters 

 
5. Discussion

 
Chapter 5 summarizes the key findings of each 
chapter, and addresses the main research question 
of this dissertation. Further, it presents theoretical 
contributions to three discussions in the organiza-
tional and occupational literature. Finally, it sheds 
light on the practical relevance of this dissertation 
and offers a reflection on the methodology of this 
dissertation.  
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Related Output 

 
Co-Authors 

 
—
 

 
—
 

 
Chapter 2 was accepted, peer-reviewed and pre-
sented at the Spring School for Organized Creativity 
(March 2019), Frei Universität Berlin, Germany 
(OMT listing). An earlier version of this paper was 
presented by one of the co-authors at a seminar 
at the business school of Anglia Ruskin University 
(December, 2018), Cambridge, United Kingdom.

 
Chapter 3 was accepted and presented at the annu-
al conference of European Group for Organization 
Studies (EGOS) (July, 2019) Edinburgh, Scotland.

 
This chapter is developed with Dr. Maura Soekijad 
and Prof. dr. Marleen Huysman. The analysis of 
the findings of this chapter is partly developed in 
collaboration with Prof. Dr. Beth Bechky (New York 
University).

 
This chapter is developed together with Dr. Maura 
Soekijad. The analysis of the findings of this chapter 
is partly developed in collaboration with Prof. Dr. 
Beth Bechky (New York University).

 
Chapter 4 is currently in the third round of revision 
at the journal Organization Studies. Earlier versions 
of this chapter have been accepted, peer-reviewed 
and presented at various conferences:
* Academy of Management Conference (AOM) (Au-
gust, 2017) Atlanta, USA.
* Paper Development Workshop (PDW) on Creative 
Industries, sponsored by Society for the Advance-
ment of Management Studies (OMT listing) (June, 
2017), Edinburgh, Scotland.
* Annual conference of European Group for Organi-
zation Studies (EGOS) (July, 2016) Naples, Italy.
* International Conference on Organizational Learn-
ing, Knowledge and Capabilities (OLKC), (April, 
2016) St. Andrews, Scotland
* Organization Studies Summer Workshop for the 
Special Issue ‘Organizational Creativity, Play and 
Entrepreneurship (March, 2015) Chania, Greece.
     An earlier version of this chapter is awarded for 
Best Student Paper Award 

 
This chapter is developed with dr. Maura Soekijad, 
Prof. dr. ir. Hans Berends and Prof. Dr. Marleen 
Huysman.





“Pixel Perfect”: 
Designers as Craftsmen

2

I wrote this paper together with Maura Soekijad and Marleen Huysman. 
Earlier versions of this paper were accepted, peer-reviewed and presented 
at the Spring School for Organized Creativity, March 2019, Frei Universi-
tät Berlin, Germany (OMT listing) and presented by one of the co-authors 
at a seminar at the business school of Anglia Ruskin University, December 
2018, Cambridge, United Kingdom.



Abstract

This study highlights the relevance of craftsmanship as a lens to better un-
derstand the work of designers, and to clarify the role of material practices 
at work. We did an ethnographic study at a design firm, in which designers 
had to radically change their work due to a major organizational transfor-
mation. Whereas previously the designers especially developed finished 
products (e.g. digital ‘screens’), they extended their remit to the design of 
abstract outcomes (e.g. ‘stories’). Even though the renewed situation called 
for the designers to ‘drop their tools’, they found it extremely difficult to 
let go of former material practices. Designers continued to make and use 
artifacts such as prototypes and poster presentations. Engaging in such 
material practices, helped the designers to emotionally connect with their 
work, to establish a sense of control over design processes, and to differ-
entiate themselves from other occupations. This study contributes to or-
ganizational studies on design by showing that designers do not only use 
material practices to develop innovative solutions but also to perfect their 
craft, and to research on craftsmanship by suggesting that for craftsmen 
it might be hard to change their work because they enact certain material 
practices out of habit.
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2.1. Introduction

In the Spring of 2016, the first author [hereafter: fieldworker] had an early 
morning meeting with the design team in which she participated as part 
of her fieldwork. In the previous weeks, the team members spent most of 
their time on doing ‘user’ interviews, developing textual documents and 
having conversations with a pension company who was their client. The de-
signers considered this period ‘stressful’ and ‘boring’, and were frustrated 
particularly because they could not practice their design skills. 

When the designers had the opportunity to do a second round of user 
research, they decided to create a new design tool for doing group inter-
views. Instead of making interview guides as usual, they developed “Pensi-
opoly”. Pensiopoly was a prototype of a board game that strongly resem-
bled Monopoly. Day in and day out, they sketched, digitalized, iterated, 
and printed their designs. They also spent hours discussing ‘how the game 
should look like’ and ‘how to make it user friendly’. This surprised the field-
worker because the designers never developed a board game before and 
were working under a tight deadline.

Right before that morning’s meeting took place, the team showed the 
final prototype of Pensiopoly to the other designers in the studio. Within 
several minutes, the team’s dedicated work area was crowded. Pensiopoly 
was admired by the other designers and the team was complimented for 
its ‘good work’. For the remaining part of the project, the other designers 
referred to the team as ‘Pensiopoly’ instead of by the name of the client 
organization which was commonly used.

These observations show that ‘material practices’ are key in the work 
of designers. Organizational scholars have explained material practices as 
recurrent patterns of action oriented at collecting, creating, changing or 
using artifacts (Rafaeli & Pratt 2006; Stigliani & Ravasi 2012), physical or 

2 The term ‘user’ refers to those for whom the designers design the product or 

service. Users might include the client organization itself, (potential) customers of 

clients, partners of clients and other stakeholders related to the emerging design 

problem and solution.
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Picture 2.1  Showing Pensiopoly to the rest of the designers

digital, such as drawings (Bechky 2003a; Boland et al. 2008), Lego bricks 
(Oliver & Roos 2004), PowerPoint slides (Kaplan 2011), organizational 
dress (Rafaeli et al. 1997; Pratt & Rafaeli 1997), and prototypes (Sutton & 
Hargadon 1996; Carlile 2002). Organizational studies on design showed 
that designers engage in material practices in various ways. They can use 
artifacts as ‘boundary objects’ (Carlile 2002) to facilitate knowledge sharing 
among designers and users (Kelley 2001) or designers and clients (Stigliani 
& Fayard 2010). Further, they can use artifacts as ‘probes’ to support crea-
tivity (Kimbell 2008; Boland & Collopy 2004) or gain aesthetic inspiration 
(Ewenstein & Whyte 2007; 2009). Moreover, existing studies have high-
lighted that designers enact material practices instrumentally, to better 
manage their work processes. 

In research on craftsmanship, however, it is highlighted that artifacts 
can also be used beyond instrumental purposes (Sennet 2008). Craftsman-
ship refers to “the efforts oriented at reaching a high level of proficiency in 
one’s craft” (Baer & Shaw 2017: 1213). In his book on craftmanship, Sennett 
(2008) explained that craftsmen might perform material practices without 
genuine awareness because perfecting a craft demands repeating the same 
action over and over again. For example, he explains that carpenters might 
be unaware of using the hammer and positioning their bodies in certain 
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ways when making furniture. Similarly, scholars have acknowledged the 
possibility that the material practices of designers are “intrinsically inter-
twined” with their values (Fayard et al. 2017: 29). In other words, designers 
closely attach ‘what they do’ to ‘who they are’ as an occupational group. 
Hence, just like craftsmen, designers might use artifacts not only as instru-
ments to support other processes but also simply because they are so accus-
tomed to use these artifacts.

In the past decades, however, the work of designers has been rapidly 
changing and designers are encouraged to alter their material practices. 
Due to, among others, the emergence of new technologies and a height-
ened business interest in design (Mager 2004; Calabretta & Kleinsmann 
2017), the work of designers has been expanding from the design of tangi-
bles to the design of intangibles. Whereas design as first and foremost 
preoccupied with the design of experimental prototypes (like ‘Pensiopoly’) 
or finished products (such as buildings (Boland & Collopy 2004) or kitchen 
appliances (Ravasi, Rindova & Stigliani 2018), increasingly designers 
have been designing services for business, including customer experi-
ences, organizational transformation and innovation strategies (Stigliani 
& Fayard 2010; Fayard, Stigliani & Bechky 2017). Moreover, the ‘designed 
artefact’ has become increasingly abstract (Krippendorff 1997). As a conse-
quence of this, the work processes of designers have become increasingly 
“intangible, fluid, and essentially subjective, and this is difficult to define 
and design” (Stigliani & Fayard 2010: 2).

So, these observations suggest that, on the one hand, designers are 
craftsmen and hence entwined with their material practices and, on the 
other hand, designers experience significant changes in material prac-
tices at work. This propels the question: What happens when designers 
have to, in the spirit of Weick (1996), ‘drop their tools’? If material prac-
tices are indeed entwined with the ethos of designers (Fayard, Stigliani 
& Bechky 2017), changing material practices is likely to alter the ways in 
which designers value their work and construct their professional identity. 
Following the call for a better understanding of the material practices of 
designers (Stigliani & Ravasi 2012; Elsbach & Stigliani 2018) and organizing 
work in today’s rapidly changing environment (Barley & Bechky 2017), in 
this paper we explore the following research question: how do designers as 
craftsmen cope with changing material practices at work?

For this study, the first author  carried out an ethnography at the design 
firm Fjord. Fjord offers a suitable setting for multiple reasons. To begin 
with, material practices are central in the work of Fjord’s designers. Just 
like other designers, they organize collaborative workshops, make proto-
types and use materials to progress their design processes (Ewenstein 
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& Whyte 2017) and construct their values (Fayard et al. 2017). Further, 
the Fjord designers talked about design as a craft, emphasizing that not 
everyone can be a designer: that one needs to have experience and develop 
a specific skillset. Finally, the material practices of designers significantly 
changed due to a major organizational transformation which altered their 
work practices. Whereas before the key activity of designers at Fjord was 
designing “screens”, graphic visuals of web designs and user interfaces, they 
now spend most of their time developing convincing “stories” that help 
their clients to think from a user perspective. 

Conducting an ethnography allowed us to develop insights about the 
sometimes-implicit responses of designers to their changing material prac-
tices at work. Using grounded theory techniques (Strauss & Corbin 1990), 
we found that designers tried to cope with their increasingly abstract 
work through leaning back to their habits of making and using artifacts. 
Designers continued using visualization techniques as well as designing 
new and labor-intensive tools that they could use while interacting with 
their clients. As designers felt increasingly disconnected with their work, 
residing to their former ways of working brought back a sense of joy and 
downplayed emerging frustrations. At the same time, it allowed them 
to improve their design skills and enhance their sense of craftsmanship 
in work. Further, enacting former material practices also allowed the 
designers to establish a sense of control over ambiguous design processes 
in which an increasing number of stakeholders participated. Finally, it 
allowed the designers to display their expertise to their clients while at the 
same time differentiating themselves from other occupations engaged in 
service work. 

Our findings have theoretical implications for organization studies 
on design and research on craftsmanship. Seeing designers as craftsmen 
helps to better understand the work of designers, and in particular the role 
of material practices in it. In particular, our study nuances the dominant 
thought that designers use artifacts instrumentally, as a means to develop 
innovative solutions (Kelley 2001; Stigliani & Fayard 2010; Ravasi & Stig-
liani 2012). Building on studies who suggest that designers approach their 
job as a ‘labor of love’ (Amabile 2018) and recognizing that the values of 
designers are entwined with their material practices (Fayard et al. 2017), 
our findings show that designers also make and use artifacts because they 
want to perfect their craft. Further, our study shows that the responses 
of designers to changes in their work are different from what the existing 
literature reveals about knowledge workers (Alvesson 2004; Kärreman & 
Alvesson 2009). Our findings suggest that because designers are craftsmen, 
they are entwined with material practices and it might be even more diffi-
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cult to change their daily work. They might simply not be able to let go 
of former material practices, which they perform as a matter of habit to 
perfect their craft and express their creative identity.

2.2. Theoretical Background

2.2.1. Material Practices in Design Work

Artifacts or objects “provide points of contact for people and are imbued 
with meaning” (Bechky 2008: 3) in and beyond organizational settings. 
Naturally, then, studying interactions with artifacts or what we here refer 
to as ‘material practices’ (Stigliani & Ravasi 2012) can be useful to create a 
better understanding of how designers organize action in the workplace. 
Most research on designers has been focused on design as a strategic capa-
bility for business (e.g. Calabretta & Kleinsman 2017) or an innovation 
process (e.g. Kelley 2001), and hence treated artifacts as supportive for text 
and talk (Comi & Whyte 2018; Whyte & Harty 2012). Only recently, along 
with the ‘material and visual turn’ in organizational theory (Boxembaum, 
Meyer, Jones & Svejenova 2014), scholars gave more central attention to 
material practices in design studies (Ewenstein & Whyte 2009; Stigliani & 
Ravasi 2012; Fayard et al. 2017). Existing studies showed that designers use 
artifacts ‘to facilitate knowledge sharing’, ‘to stimulate creative processes’ 
and ‘to construct their (professional) identity’.

To start with, material practices can facilitate knowledge sharing. Studies 
of ‘boundary objects’ have emphasized the role that artifacts can play in 
sharing knowledge among diverse actors (Carlile 2002), whether these 
are employees of the same organization (Owen-Smith 2015) or different 
occupations (Bechky 2003a; 2003b). The core idea here is that artifacts 
are imbued with the intentions and knowledge of its creators, and hence 
can facilitate sensemaking processes by making abstract ideas tangible and 
visual (Ewenstein & Whyte 2007; Stigliani & Fayard 2010). In this vein, 
in their study of diverse design firms, Stigliani and Fayard (2010: 14-16) 
demonstrated that designers use visualization techniques to make vague 
information tangible and for example better communicate the needs of 
end-users to clients. Another example is the work of Kelley (2001), who 
suggests that at design firm IDEO, designers use prototypes to test their 
innovative ideas and perspectives with end-users. So, designers can use 
artifacts as boundary objects to represent, create or transform knowledge 
between various actors. 

Further, organizational scholars showed that designers can use artifacts 
to stimulate creative processes. Studies that share the conception of design as a 
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creative process share the thought that artifacts can be helpful in triggering 
creativity because, different than texts, artifacts can offer direct manifesta-
tions of what an idea, perspective or direction might look or feel like (Stig-
liani & Ravasi 2012; Comi & Whyte 2017). Artifacts may help designers 
to ‘think in action’ (Schön 1983) and make creative decisions (Ewenstein 
& Whyte 2007; 2009; Stigliani & Ravasi 2012). Further, because of their 
symbolic character (Mauss 1976[1954]; Bourdieu 1984), artifacts are multi 
interpretable and can help practitioners in processes of divergence such 
as brainstorming new ideas (Sutton & Hargadon 1996) or exploring solu-
tion directions (Stigliani & Ravasi 2010). For example, Boland and Collopy 
(2004) described in their work how the famous architect Frank O. Gehry 
made use of unfinished prototypes and hand drawings, which he called 
“shrek models”, to come up with novel ideas for the design of buildings. 
Moreover, rather than only being outcomes of creative processes them-
selves, artifacts can help designers to engage in divergent thinking.

Finally, designers can use artifacts to construct their (professional) identity. 
The key idea here is that artifacts can signal a person’s social affiliation, 
and hence can function as markers of differentiation (Bourdieu 1974). 
For example, in her study Elsbach (2003; 2004) shows how placing work-
place objects like pictures or awards one one’s desk, can express a person’s 
achievements, preferences and rank. In doing so, artifacts do not only have 
representative functions, but can also be used to create a person’s identity. 
In her study of car toy designers, Elsbach (2006) shows how developing 
a ‘signature style’ in drawings can help designers to create their personal 
identity and differentiate themselves from others in the workplace. Fayard 
and colleagues (2017) show that designers differentiate themselves from 
other occupations that engage in similar service work through enacting 
material practices like organizing collaborative workshops and making 
tangible prototypes. So, similar to other creative workers (Townley, Beech 
& McKinlay 2009), what designers make and use, is strongly related to 
‘who they are’.

In sum, existing studies show that artifacts are attached to the ways 
in which designers share knowledge, trigger creativity and construct their 
(professional) identity. While such explanations help us to detail why arti-
facts are key in the work of designers, they mostly emphasize that arti-
facts can be used intentionally. In arguing this, artifacts are portrayed 
as ‘tools’ that exist separately from designers and can be used to achieve 
certain goals. At the same time, however, there is reason to believe that 
artifacts are more closely linked to the work of designers. In their recent 
study, Fayard and colleagues (2017) demonstrate that material practices are 
entwined with the values of designers. In other words, designers express 
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their values of ‘co-creation’, ‘empathy’ and ‘holism’ through performing 
certain material practices such as organizing collaborative workshops and 
developing prototypes. To better understand how “meanings and materi-
ality are enacted together” in the work of designers (Orlikowski 2010: 135 in 
Fayard et al. 2017: 30), we approach ‘designers as craftsmen’.

2.2.2. Designers as craftsmen

Craftsmanship is an expansive concept, broadly referring to “the efforts 
oriented at reaching a high level of proficiency in one’s craft” (Baer & Shaw 
2017: 1213). Craftsmanship is a principle insofar it refers to the pursuit of 
perfection, a dedication “to good work for its own sake” (Sennett 2008: 20), 
while being aware that such ideal might never be reached. To achieve such 
high standards, craftsman need to have a specific work attitude, namely a 
deep engagement to the work and the willingness to improve it over and 
over again. Jobs in which craftsmanship is highly valued, then, are often 
‘projects of passion’ (Amabile 1997) because it demands the craftsmen to 
“falling in love again ... and again” with their work (Baer & Shaw 2017). 
Further, craftsmanship also implies a social consciousness, “to recognize that 
one’s responsibility is not only to the craft itself but to the wider commu-
nity that the craft is serving” (Baer and Shaw 2017: 1214). While craftsmen 
can operate alone, a craft exists on the basis of a community recognizing 
this craft, setting the rules of the game and the fundamental beliefs that 
are key to it (Sennett 2008). 

Commonly, craftsmen are defined as people who are engaged in manual 
labour. Yet, we follow Sennett (2008) in arguing that craftsmen can include 
a wider category of people, both inside and outside the traditional creative 
industries, who do create ‘things’ – (digital) products and services. Accord-
ingly, craftsmen might also be professionals who make digital artifacts, 
such as IDEO’s designers (Fayard et al. 2017), video game developers at 
Ubisoft (Cohendet & Simon 2016) and Linux coders (Sennett 2008). What 
all craftsmen have in common is that they are closely attached to material 
practices in their work. In striving for the mastery of a craft, craftsmen 
often try to understand the materials of their work so deeply that they are 
not aware of how they organize their body movements, employ tools and 
adjust their behavior. In a way, after years of practice, material practices are 
enacted as a matter of habit. 

Based on these explanations, we approach designers as craftsmen. 
Designers are not only passionate about their work, but also use need to 
develop particular craft skills to develop design outcomes. Seeing designers 
as craftsmen, makes it interesting to explore the question of how designers 
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cope with changing material practices, which previously were central to 
their work processes and professional identity. To further investigate this, 
we did an in-depth field study of designers at service design firm Fjord.

2.3. Methods

2.3.1. Research setting: design firm Fjord

For this study, we selected the design firm Fjord. The first author  
conducted a 17 months ethnography in one of Fjord’s design studios in 
Madrid. Fjord was founded in 2006. Fjord has clients worldwide and is 
ranked among the world’s best design agencies (Kolko 2015). At Fjord, 
designers help their business clients to improve their customer services 
by developing solutions from a human-centered perspective: “instead of 
business needs and technical constraints, we put the users’ insights at the 
center of what we do”, a designer explained. Their design projects covered 
broad array of questions (such as: ‘how can we help citizens retire safely?’ 
to ‘how can we improve the shopping experience of our customers?’) and 
target diverse industries, among others education, financial services, retail 
and telecommunications. On average Fjord conducts between 30 and 40 
projects a year both nationally and internationally.

At Fjord, each project is conducted by a team of four to six designers. 
Typically, each project follows a similar approach that is derived from the 
double-diamond approach that is typical to design work (Norman 2013). 
The double-diamond approach structures the design process into various 
phases, and is grounded in the idea that in all innovation processes a combi-
nation of divergent and convergent thinking is needed. At Fjord, this means 
that in the first phase, designers conduct research and explore the design 
problem (‘Discover’). In the second phase, the designers elaborate on this 
research and identify design opportunities (‘Describe’), after which they 
select and develop a concept (‘Design’). In the final phase, the designers 
build and iterate the prototype of the concept developed in the previous 
phase (‘Realize’), and in some cases bring it to the market (‘Implement’). 
In each of these phases, Fjord uses tools that are typical to design thinking 
processes such as conducting user interviews (in the Discover phase), the 
organization of collaborative workshops (in the Describe phase) and the 
development of a service blueprint (in the Design phase). 

In recent years, the work of designers at Fjord changed. Fjord was 
founded as a digital design firm specialized in the creative, strategic, and 
technical development of screen-based products and services. While 
the aesthetics of design were always considered important, the designers 
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primarily focused on the overall user experience on digital platforms. The 
associated outcomes of their work included the development of “screens”, 
meaning digital visuals of user interfaces or web designs. At this time, only 
twenty designers worked at Fjord and most of them had a background in 
‘interface design’, ‘engineering’ or other technology-related disciplines. In 
2013, Fjord was globally acquired by the professional services firm Accen-
ture, specialized in offering strategy, consultancy and IT services. This 
acquisition is seen as the first take-over in a wave of acquisitions of design 
firms by business that took place between 2013 and 2017 (Maeda 2017). A 
key motivation of the acquisition of Fjord was that Accenture saw design as 
a strategic capability, allowing them to enter new markets and attract new 
clients by offering them an end-to-end service. Especially after the acqui-
sition by Accenture in 2013, the work of Fjord designers changed signifi-
cantly. Whereas before Fjord was mainly oriented at developing technol-
ogies, the designers were increasingly involved in service design projects. 
The following interview fragment serves as an empirical illustration of 
this. A designer said:

Our work changed a lot, a lot. [Especially before the acquisition]. We were 

more limited market wise. We were getting more, a lot of more Spanish 

projects. So, we were getting a lot more tactical projects, and detailed de-

sign [design of finished products]. So, execution work. And mostly banking 

[projects]. And since we changed to Accenture, we are positioned as bou-

tique services, or as they call it ‘we are the tip of the spear’ and open op-

portunities [for business]… Now we are doing more strategic design. Like 

services. [What we do is] more abstract… So, we are not just designing and 

solving a user experience problem, we are kind of coaching the client to 

achieve a mindset change a lot more than we did in the past.

 
So, at Fjord, the work of designers changed from doing “detailed design” 

to doing more “strategic design”. This is also reflected in type of projects 
in which Fjord was engaged over the years. Based on the development of 
our own project database, we saw that the number of strategic projects 
increased from 15% in 2012 to almost 90% in 2016. Further, in 2015, the 
design firm officially introduced the role of ‘service designer’ and hired 
designers that were trained in the newly founded service design schools 
such as ‘Hyper Island’. In our findings, we further explore how the material 
practices of designers changed in this context of organizational transfor-
mation. Before doing so, we first explain how we collected and analyzed 
the data for this paper.
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2.3.2. Doing ethnography

To explore how designers cope with changes in material practices at 
work, the fieldworker conducted an ethnographic study. An ethnography is 
a form of longitudinal field research which “usually involves the researcher 
participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended 
period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said and/or 
asking questions through informal and formal interviews, collecting docu-
ments and artefacts - in fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw 
light on the issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry” (Hammersley & 
Atkinson 2007: 3). The field research lasted for about 17 months between 
March 2016 and July 2017. Doing ethnography allowed the fieldworker to 
study the actions of designers in their everyday contexts, whether that was 
in their own design studio or in the office of their clients. This, in turn, 
enabled the fieldworker to capture, both frontstage and backstage (Goffman 
1959), the often-fleeting moments in which designers sensed and responded 
to changes in their work. To collect data, the fieldworker combined partici-
pant observations, interviews and archival data (see Table 2.1).

Participating in the daily lives of designers. Most of the data used in 
this paper is collected through doing participant observations.  A benefit 
of this approach, in comparison with other forms of data collection, is that 
it allowed to capture the actions of designers in private domains and also 
those actions they undertake unconsciously (Hammersley & Atkinson 
2007). While the fieldworker participated in the life worlds of designers 
for the entire duration of her fieldwork (17 months), the emphasis on partic-
ipant observations was especially when joined a design team in the role of 
a ‘design researcher’ (7 months). This immersive experience allowed her to 
personally observe the work activities of designers, both during and after 
work hours. Especially helpful were observations of meetings, held both 
among designers themselves and between designers and clients. Examples 
of such meetings include weekly ‘production meetings’ in which the status 
of the project was discussed, brainstorming sessions about possible design 
directions and client presentations to communicate (intermediate) design 
solutions.  It was often in such meetings in which the designers reflected 
on work changes. When possible, the fieldworker tried to capture the 
meetings on record (in total 55 meetings were recorded and transcribed 
during the project, and in total 73 during the entire fieldwork). When it 
was not possible to record meetings, the fieldworker jotted down conver-
sations that emerged between designers as quickly as possible, which she 
later developed into a more coherent story. Besides capturing meetings, 
the fieldworker also made note of daily activities of designers, highlighting 
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Type of Data 

 
Phase 

 
Type of Informants Number Total 

 
March 2016 
– July 2016
(Round I)

 
September 2016 
– November 2016
(Round II)

 
January 2017 
– August 2017
(Round III)

TOTAL

Design team meetings, Fjord design firm

Client presentations, Fjord design firm

Client Work in Progress/alignment meetings

Designers, Fjord design firm

Clients, Financial Services firm

Internal documents

 
Design team meetings, Fjord design firm
 
Client presentations, Fjord design firm

Client Work in Progress/alignment meetings

Design studio gatherings, Fjord design firm

Designers, Fjord design firm

Client Account Lead, Accenture
Management consultancy

Clients, financial services organization

Internal documents

Project Notes

Total number of interviews: 67 
Total recorded time: 79.2 hrs

Total number of observations: 77 + countless observations of everyday events
Total pages of field notes: 382 pages

Total documents: 439 documents

Designers, Fjord design firm

Consultants and Managers, Accenture 
management consultancy 

Freelancers, Fjord design firm

Clients, diverse companies

Design team meetings, Fjord design firm

Client presentations, Fjord design firm

Design studio gatherings, Fjord design firm

Tour through the organization, Accenture 
management consultancy

Everyday behavior, informal talks and other 
interesting events, Fjord design firm

Internal documents

Public documents

Observations

Observations

Observations

Interviews

Interviews

Interviews

Interviews

Documents

Documents

Interviews

Observations 

Documents

Observations

Observations

Observations 

Interviews

Interviews

Documents

Interviews

Interviews 

Interviews

Interviews

Observations

Observations 

Observations

Observations

Observations

Documents

Documents

32

6

3

4

2

4

12

2

3 months
(all day)

21

6

10

4

8

5

1

23

16

5

10

1

9

3

4

32

357

39,5 hrs. (2369 min.)

8,1 hrs. (488 min.)

6 hrs. (359 min.)

6,7 hrs. (403 min.)

120 typed pages 
of fieldnotes

”

”

”

—

—

103 typed pages 
of fieldnotes

”

7,1 hrs. (426 min.)

0,7 hrs. (42 min.)

—

159 typed pages
of fieldnotes

“

“

5,3 hrs. (317 min.)

2,4 hrs. (142 min.)

3,5 hrs. (204 min.)

—

—

Table 2.1  Overview of collected data
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events that seemed to repeat themselves (such as ‘working overtime on 
the development of artifacts’) and overall seemed interesting because they 
either contrasted with her expectations or experiences (see the work of 
Schultze 2001) (for example ‘making artifacts for their own delight instead 
of showing it for legitimacy to clients’).  In total, we collected 382 typed 
pages of fieldnotes and 8 handwritten notebooks. 

Doing semi-structured interviews with diverse actors. The data 
collection also included semi-structured interviews. The interviews were 
complementary to ethnographic experiences, and helped us developed a 
more ‘polyvocal account’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 15) of our data collec-
tion. While most of the interviews were done by the fieldworker, the other 
authors of this paper also conducted interviews. Especially in the first 
round of fieldwork, the fieldworker did explorative interviews, asking the 
designers more general questions. Such questions included, for example: 
‘how the work of designers changed over time, especially since the acqui-
sition by Accenture’, ‘what new roles and functions emerged at Fjord over 
time?’ , ‘what projects are designers involved in’ and ‘what are key chal-
lenges in projects’. Especially in round two and three of our data collection, 
we conducted more targeted interviews with the members of the design 
project in which the fieldworker participated. These interviews were 
done with designers, clients and the Accenture consultants. The purpose 
of these interviews was to uncover people’s reflections on events that the 
fieldworker witnessed in the field, add explanations to their actions and 
illuminate events that they considered important but were underempha-
sized by the fieldworker. For example, in an interview with the project lead, 
the latter highlighted that she was surprised that the other designers in 
the design team gave priority to developing board games over developing 
strong content in design processes. 

In total the fieldworker conducted 67 interviews with 36 informants, 
among which Fjord designers, clients, Accenture consultants and others 
(such as freelancers) (see Table 2.2. & 2.3.). In particular, during the field-
worker’s participation in the project, she did 13 interviews with designers 
and 8 interviews with clients and Accenture consultants. Each interview 
lasted between 45 minutes and 180 minutes, and was transcribed with the 
help of student assistants. Some of the informants we interviewed multiple 
times, such as those involved in the design project that the fieldworker 
followed. This helped her not only to establish ‘rapport’ (Hammersley 
& Atkinson, 2007) but also to ask more detailed information about for 
example the artifacts they used. 

Making a project database and gathering documents. Finally, we 
also collected archival data. Based on the available data in Fjord’s archives, 
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Table 2.2  Summary Interviews

Round I

Round II

Round III

Male, Visual designer, Fjord

Male, Business Designer, Fjord

Female, Interaction designer, Fjord****

Male, Visual designer, Fjord

Female, Interaction designer, Fjord

Female, Project Manager, Fjord

Male, Service Design Lead, Fjord

Female, Interaction designer, Fjord 

Female, Business designer, Fjord*

Female, Freelance designer, Client

Male, Interaction designer, Fjord

Male, Interaction designer, Fjord

Male, Global Head of Strategy, Fjord

Male, Managing director, Accenture

Female, Strategy Design Lead, Fjord**

Male, Senior Manager, Accenture

Female, Business designer, Fjord*

Male, Global Head of Omnichannel Analytics, Client

Female, HR manager, Fjord

Female, Service Design Lead, Fjord

Male, Freelancer Research, Fjord

Female, Strategy Design Lead, Fjord**

Female, HR director, Fjord

Male, Project owner I, Client 

Female, Strategy Design Lead, Fjord

Female, Business Design Lead, Fjord

Male, Project owner I, Client****

Male, Project owner II, Client

Male, Client Account Lead / 
Senior Manager, Accenture*

Female, Service Design Lead, Fjord

Female, Interaction Designer, Fjord*

Male, Strategy Director, Accenture

Female, Service Design Lead, Fjord

Male, Visual designer, Fjord

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

46

47

48

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

Male, Senior Manager Design, Accenture

Male, Service Design Lead, Fjord

Male, Senior Manager Financial Services, Accenture

Male, Studio director, Fjord***

Male, Design director, Fjord 

Male, Global Head of Design, client

Female, HR manager, Fjord

Female, Interaction designer, Fjord

Male, Studio Director, Fjord***

Male, Managing Director, Accenture

Male, Project manager, Fjord

Female, Business Design Director, Fjord

Female, Interaction designer, Fjord ****

Male, Design Director, Client

Female, Freelancer Interaction Design, Fjord

Male, Strategic Director, Fjord *****

Male, Strategic Director, Fjord *****

Male, Strategic Director, Fjord *****

Female, Strategy Design Lead, Fjord**

Male, Strategic Director, Fjord *****

Male, Visual Designer, Fjord

Female, Strategy Design Lead, Fjord**

Female, Service Design Lead, Fjord

Female, Service Designer, Fjord

Female, Interaction Designer, Fjord

Female, Interaction Designer, Fjord*

Female, Service Designer, Fjord***

Male, Client Account Lead /
Senior Manager, Accenture**

Male, project lead, Client

Male, Project owner I, Client****

Female, Service Designer, Fjord***

Female, Interaction Designer, Fjord*

Male, Strategic Director, Fjord

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

49

50

51

60

61

62

63

64

65

66

67
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the fieldworker developed a project database in which she included all 
the projects Fjord completed since 2011 (as there was only data available 
on projects from this moment on). She categorized the projects on the 
basis of ‘type of project’, ‘client’, ‘industry’, ‘roles involved’, and ‘whether 
the project came in via Accenture or not’. Developing the table helped us 
make explicit how the nature of the work of designers changed over time. 
Besides collecting data about existing projects, we also paid attention to 
written text, visual material and other secondary sources that designers 
themselves developed. Again, especially the data collected in the project 
was helpful. The designers summarized their interactions with each other, 
end-users and clients on the digital platform Evernote. In total, 258 notes 
were shared in the Evernote team folder. Further, the fieldworker collected 
project documents such as proposals, deliverables and presentations that 
the team archived in the sharing platform Box. Finally, the fieldworker also 
collected data about the artifacts that the designers used and made, such 
the drafts of design solutions, prototypes for workshops and slide-decks 
for presentations. Taken together, gathering archival data was helpful to 
develop a richer contextual background to our insights.

2.3.3. Process of Analysis

As with other forms of qualitative research, when doing ethnography, 
the data collection occurs congruently with processes of analyzing data 
(Hammersley & Atkinson 2007; Lofland & Lofland 2006). Our data anal-
ysis has been done on the basis of grounded theory techniques (Strauss & 
Corbin 1990). Our inductive approach included different elements, which 
are presented chronologically but were often overlapping in practice.

Summarizing first impressions through memos and empirical 
narratives.  First, while writing fieldnotes, the fieldworker marked inter-
esting events and wrote memo’s (in total 104 typed pages) about this. These 
memos were discussed in collaborative meetings with the other authors. 
After returning from the field, the fieldworker immersed herself for about 
half a year in an in-depth writing process. In this period, she wrote six 
empirical narratives (about 300 typed pages). These narratives were descrip-
tive and covered a broad domain of topics, among which ‘the culture at 
Fjord’, ‘the design project’ that we observed, ‘the acquisition by Accen-
ture’. Writing these narratives helped the fieldworker to externalize her 
knowledge – that was very much embodied in that moment- and share her 
insights in a more coherent manner with the other authors. 

Exploring the emergent theme of ‘material practices’. A core insight 
that evolved when writing the narrative was that the material practices 



2. “Pixel Perfect”: Designers as Craftsmen 67

of designers were changing significantly. The designers talked about the 
impact of the acquisition on the nature of projects they were doing: “instead 
of developing screens, we now develop strategies”. To further understand 
this, the fieldworker read and reread her field notes and narratives. She 
found fragmented empirical data that indicated that the work was becoming 
more abstract. To gain more focus in her analysis and better understand 
the responses of designers to changing work practices, she shifted her focus 
to especially the project data, especially her field notes, the transcripts of 
interviews and the narratives. First, the fieldworker listed all artifacts that 
were used or made in the project, and the material practices surrounding 
these artifacts. An emerging insight was that designers sought opportuni-
ties to make and use artifacts, even though the context was not suitable for 
it (e.g. upcoming deadlines). This was something the fieldworker already 
observed in the field, as is evidenced by the following memo: 

Cleary there is a tension going on. On the one hand, the designers complain 

their work is becoming more abstract, messy and open-ended. On the other 

hand, they are trained to make the abstract concrete and present them-

selves as experts in creating structure out of chaos. The consequence of 

this, seems to be, that some ‘Fjordians’ [Fjord designers], especially those 

who are longer employed at Fjord, are very much focused on tools: how 

the Customer Journey looks like, and how this affects the way they shape 

their findings; how Pensiopoly is shaped, and how this game impacts their 

findings; how Mural is shaped and allows for client interaction. There are 

various tools that they consider important, even a priority in moving design 

processes forward. It seems that they bring in tangibility and in a sense 

stabilization in their work by prioritizing tools (process: structure, form) 

over information (content matter).

Comparing the development artifacts. The next step was to compare 
the use and creation of artifacts (see for a selection of the artifacts Table 
2.3). A first step in comparing these artifacts was writing a narrative about 
the development of the artifact from beginning to end. Then, especially 
drawing on complementary fieldnotes and interviews, the fieldworker 
analyzed when the designers develop artifacts. We found that designers 
made artifacts especially when they considered their work ‘boring’ or 
‘stressful’. In particular, it was interesting to discover that designers made 
artifacts in situations that did not directly demand them to do so – for 
example because of high time pressure or because there was not a request 
from clients to do so. Intrigued by these findings, we explored why the 
designers made and used artifacts. In particular we found that making 
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artifacts helped designers to bring back ‘fun’ in their work and establish 
an emotional connection to work. Further, we found that designers sensed 
that their design processes became more ambiguous and that they feared 
losing control over design processes which included increasing number of 
stakeholders. Making artifacts helped them to establish a sense of control 
over design processes. Further, producing and using artifacts enabling the 
designers to differentiate their professional identity from other service 
workers that engaged in similar work practices. At this point, we devel-
oped the first draft of our paper.

Relating our empirical insights to existing theory. Throughout our 
process of analysis, we constantly moved back and forth between data and 
theory (van Maanen et al. 2007). Especially, we turned to the literature to 
understand how researchers previously conceptualized material practices 
in design work. We found that in the literature the emphasis has been placed 
on how designers use artifacts as ‘tools’ to achieve certain outcomes (e.g. 
Stigliani & Fayard 2010). Our data analysis indeed showed that designers 
used artifacts to achieve certain outcomes, namely gaining control over 
design processes or differentiating from other occupations. Yet, both 
existing research and our data also suggested that designers performed 
certain material practices as part of their ‘ethos’ (Fayard et al. 2017) and to 
emotionally connect with their work. To better understand this, we found 
the literature on craftsmanship helpful in which it is acknowledged that 
people can be entwined with their material practices. Adopting the lens of 
craftsmanship helped us to better understand the designers’ responses to 
their changing work. In particular, on the one hand it helped us to recog-
nize that designers might cling on material practices because as craftsman 
they are entwined with it, and on the other hand, as an emergent occu-
pation, they do not yet have a formalized body of knowledge and hence 
differentiate themselves on the basis of these material practices. 

2.4. Findings

2.4.1. Changing material practices of Fjord designers

The material practices of the designers at design firm Fjord have been 
changing in the past decade. Especially before the acquisition by Accen-
ture, most of the design projects at Fjord were focused on developing 
new technologies. In particular, designers said that the outcomes of their 
work included “screens”, graphical user interfaces and web designs. The 
aim of building “screens” was developing an online customer experience 
that is beautiful and functional for users. Especially after the acquisition 
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by Accenture in 2013, the material practices of designers changed. Even 
though this acquisition was not the only reason why the work of designers 
changed - and for example broader trends like technology and business 
interest also had impact - the designers talked about the acquisition as a 
major event that marked the transition in work practices. In particular, 
the designers explained that they extended their work from merely 
designing tangibles like “screens” to designing intangibles like “stories”. 
These “stories” were often visualized in PowerPoint presentations and 
shared with clients during collaborative workshops. The aim of developing 
“stories” was to help their clients change their mindset, from business or 
technology-driven thinking to human-centered thinking. Hence, differ-
ently than before, the key audience associated with the work of designers 
was not only the ‘users’ who will use the service the designers developed, 
but also the ‘clients’ who need to change their mindset. 

In this paper, we explore what these changes in material practices 
entail for the designers. How do they cope with the renewed situation in 
which they do not develop “screens” for users but “stories” for clients? At 
hindsight, one might think that there is no longer any need for designers 
to spend most of their time behind their desk, perfecting their technical 
designs on their computer screens. Instead, it can be expected that, as the 
strategic director of Fjord said, designers need “to get up from their desks” 
and talk with clients and others related to the service they design. While 
this is partly true, and designers indeed increasingly worked outside the 
design studio and interacted more with their audiences, what was particu-
larly striking to us was that the designers continued to work behind their 
screens and expanded their former material practices with making phys-
ical artifacts.

To start with, we saw that the designers continued former material 
practices. In particular, the designers still used similar design tools, such 
as the popular tools of the Customer journey (a design tool used to display 
a customer experience chronologically) or the Service Blueprint (a design 
tool used to visualize each aspect of a service from diverse user perspec-
tives), now serving different purposes. Before, the designers used their 
design tools for their own purposes. For example, using the customer 
journey helped the designers to develop a sensitivity for the needs of 
the clients’ customers which they, in turn, needed to develop innovative 
“screens”. Now, as a designer explained below, the designers still use their 
former tools but instead they use them more as “tools for storytelling”:

“The outcome is less concrete. It is more about the transforming the clients 

and hoping that succeeds. The Customer Journey and the Service Blueprint 
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[design tools] are sort of, I guess, dead now. We use them as tools for sto-

rytelling now.”

Indeed, as this fragment suggests, we found that whereas design 
tools were previously key for the designers themselves, they were now 
used as a means to communicate insights to clients and help them trans-
form their mindset.

Further, we found that designers adapted their former material prac-
tices by making physical artifacts. While the practice of making proto-
types was not new for the designers, they ways in which they made proto-
types changed. Before, they were used to develop their prototypes in 
online environments such as in design programs called Invision or Proto.io. 
During our fieldwork, however, we saw that designers increasingly worked 
with their hands and used more traditional art supplies like pencils, papers 
and scissors. The strategy director of Fjord recognized this and told the 
fieldworker that artifacts “seem more important than ever” in design work. 
Similarly, another designer said: “even though we do digital, we need the 
physical to keep our feet on the ground”. As we illustrated in the beginning 
of this paper, the designers for example made physical artifacts like the 
board game Pensiopoly. Other examples include detailed illustrations on 
walls, design activities in posters and developing games for collaborative 
workshops with clients. In other words, we saw that the designers literally 
brought in tangibility in their increasingly intangible work. 

Intrigued by these developments of the continuation and expansion 
of former work practices, in the next section we further explore why the 
designers responded in these ways. More specifically, we explore why the 
designers continued to make and use artifacts in design processes. Below 
we differentiate between three explanations: ‘creating an emotional 
connection with work’, ‘establishing a sense of control in ambiguous design 
processes’ and ‘differentiating from other occupations’.

2.4.2. Creating an emotional connection with work 

To begin with, the designers made and used artifacts because it allowed 
them to emotionally connect with their work. In the field, the fieldworker 
frequently witnessed moments in which designers emphasized the impor-
tance of “loving what you do”, for example the design director said: 

“We design for love. People here like pixels more than their own families. 

For them it is all, everything.” 
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In drawing a comparison between “pixels” and “families”, the design 
director highlights that designers do not only love their job, but also take it 
very personal. Another designer explained that taking their job “personal” 
is key to reaching high standards and achieving success:

This is not a job for us. … We all take our jobs so personal. (…) Because, 

even though we work in a company like this, this [design work] is not about 

money. (...) it is about looking for success and doing your thing well. We 

take our craft super serious. 

This fragment suggests that while design work takes place in a corpo-
rate environment, focused on making ‘money’, design is more than a value 
transaction. The designer here proposes that it is a craft that designers 
take ‘super serious’. Indeed, the fieldworker observed that designers often 
voluntarily worked overtime to make their designs “pixel perfect”. 

What further highlights the intimate connection with the designers 
and their work is that designers often felt emotional at work. For example, 
during her data collection, the fieldworker saw a designer bursting out 
into tears after a client presentation. A few days later one of the designers 
reflected on this: “she was exhausted and desperate almost, she put too 
much of herself into it”. Usually, however, the atmosphere among the 
designers was energetic and positive. In their interactions with each other, 
the designers laughed a lot and praised each other’s work. Good news, such 
as compliments of clients or the market launch of a design solution, was 
celebrated with a round of applause in organizational meetings.

It is not a surprise, then, that designers were frustrated about 
their increasingly abstract work in which there was no direct need to 
design “something”. In particular, designers mentioned that they felt 
“boredom”, “stress” and “anger” when there was not an opportunity for 
them to make artifacts, like “screens”. This is illustrated in the following 
interview fragment:

Designer: I remember... yeah, it’s more than one year that I don’t do screens.

Fieldworker: Oh, really?

Designer: Yeah. I’m just doing this quick sketching, just to give the client 

an impression of what it could be, but it’s not real design. Increasingly, we 

do service design, and we don’t anymore learn how to make screens. [...] 

I miss it [making screens].

3 Names have been altered for anonymity purposes
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Picture 2.2 & 2.3  Designers making the board game Pensiopoly
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Here, a designer highlighted that she missed material practices like 
sketching or making digital prototypes. She even said that what she is 
doing is “not real design” anymore, but only an impression of it. In an inter-
view, another designer described design work without the need to make 
something as “soulless work”.  

The designers were especially worried that in the renewed context of 
their work, they could no longer practice their design skills and connect 
with their craft. For example, a designer said:

“It’s like I’m not an expert anymore in what I’m supposed to do, and I don’t 

think I’m adding the value. I’m not in a place where I can add value, like 

really, so that is frustrating.” 

Here, a designer said that she was no longer “an expert” in her own job, 
highlighting that she feels disconnected with what she is doing at work 
Another designer similarly emphasized that she feels drifting away from 
‘what she was supposed to do’:

“I find it annoying to lead in projects that are super alien and super far from 

what design has been. Sometimes we do not need to sketch, or design anything. 

I found it very frustrating to be in a communication and strategy project.”

Besides feeling frustrated that they cannot practice their design skills, 
the designers were worried about their career path. A designer skeptically 
asked: “So, what do I put in my CV now? That I worked with PhoneCo [a 
large telecommunications company]?” 

To deal with the reality of changing material practices at work, the 
designers sought opportunities to use artifacts that were typical to former 
design processes and make new artifacts. An example of this, is the devel-
opment of Pensiopoly. Pensiopoly was a board game that resembled to 
Monopoly. The designers voluntarily developed Pensiopoly in order to 
conduct user interviews in a “fun way” for both themselves and the users. 
Even though the designers acknowledged that a focus group was a more 
“efficient” solution, designers rejected this option based on the argument 
that “it is too much marketing”. To both the fieldworker and the project 
lead of the design team, who had a strong background in business, this 
choice for developing Pensiopoly was considered “surprising” for various 
reasons. Among others, there was enormous time pressure in the project, 
it was not a client request to gamify the interviews and the designers never 
developed such a board game before.
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Yet, in the days after, the designers spend almost all their work time 
on designing Pensiopoly. Day in, day out, the designers made sketches 
and build prototypes. They spend hours on discussing the rules and 
“mechanics” of the game. Especially, a designer named ‘Carrie’3 was excited 
about making the board game. She often times mentioned how happy she 
was that she “could finally draw something again”. She elaborated on this 
in an interview:

For me, this project is similar to other projects. It can be really boring to 

design banks or financial services (…) So, [I thought] let’s use this chance 

for me on a personal level to try something different. So at least I’ve done 

something that I am happy about and proud of. Then, maybe, it [the board 

game] does not work even though it cost us a lot of time. Well… that is ok. 

Because we tried something different, we innovated this method and it was 

good, we had so much fun in making it.

Carrie here suggests that she made Pensiopoly primarily for personal 
reasons. Among others, it allows her to bring back a sense of happiness 
and pride in her work. Also, Jane, another team member, said that making 
Pensiopoly allowed her to personally connect with her work:

[We do this] for personal development, we can learn something. As de-

signers we need to keep on learning, expanding our design toolkit. I never 

made a game before. We can try out new skills … We have been interview-

ing for weeks now, and we are all tired and stressed, let’s do something 

exciting.

Here, Jane suggests that making Pensiopoly allowed her to expand her 
design skills and to do something “exciting” after a period of doing inter-
views, which she primarily labelled as stressful.  In total, it took the team 
on and off almost two weeks, out of the in total five weeks of the ‘describe 
phase’ in the project, to develop the board game. 

Interestingly, after the design team used Pensiopoly in user interviews, 
the field worker asked if the designers intended to show the board game 
to their clients. So far, the clients were not aware of the development of 
Pensiopoly. As a response, one of the designers said with a surprising voice: 
“why? I do not need to prove him anything. I do this for myself”. What this 
empirical example shows, is that the designers made artifacts like Pensi-
opoly primarily for personal reasons, to emotionally connect with their 
work while battling frustrations that emergently developed in and around 
their work.
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In the field, the fieldworker saw more examples of designers rede-
signing their own design processes. Designers referred to this as “rein-
venting the wheel”:

We prefer to do it ourselves over again every time, from a blank slate. To re-

invent the wheel. We do use ideas from previous projects. …While making 

the slides it opens conversation about the project, what people know, what 

we need to discover and it aligns our perspectives. Also, we have a tempta-

tion to create something new because we are designers and we avoid these 

boring business models repetition, the same things over again. 

Here, a designer explained that she is naturally inclined to “create 
something new”. It allows her to “start a conversation about the project”. 
Further, as is evidenced in saying “we have a temptation to create some-
thing new… we are designers”, it helps her to reinforce their identity as a 
designer. Further, when the fieldworker had a talk with a designer, the latter 
said that “reinventing the wheel” helped designers to expand their design 
tool-kit and better position themselves in the professional field of design. 

Picture 2.4   Writing insights on Post-its
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Overall, here we showed that designers approach their work as a ‘labor 
of love’ (Amabile 1997). Just like craftsmen, they feel the urge to perfect 
their design skills and become better in the craft of design. Making arti-
facts allowed the designers to reconnect with their work and the wider 
community of the craft.

2.4.4. Establishing a sense of control in ambiguous design 
processes

Further, a challenge that the designers encountered as their material 
practices changed, was that their design processes became more abstract 
and involved more and more heterogeneous actors. As the work processes 
of designers became more abstract, it was even more difficult for designers 
to contemplate the outcomes of design processes, let alone structure their 
work around it. While creative work like design is per definition open-
ended and uncertainty ridden ( Jones et al., 2015), the designers said in 
interviews that ambiguity in and around work processes increased over 
the past years: “now, more than ever, each project is like a blank slate. We 
never know what comes out of it.” Further, as the design firm was acquired 
and projects now targeted the strategy level of business firms, more diverse 
people were involved in the work processes of designers. About this, a 
designer said: 

“Now we have so many voices in our projects. We have the voice of the 

client, the voice of the CAL [Accenture consultant], the voices of the cli-

ent’s team, the CEO, the marketing director, the innovation director, and 

so on.”

As a result of both increasingly ambiguous design processes and more 
involvement of diverse people in their work, designers felt that they were 
losing sight over their own work processes.

We found that making and using artifacts helped the designers to win 
back a sense of control. Especially, the designers highlighted the impor-
tance of making tangible objects as their work was becoming increasingly 
intangible. In an interview, a designer said:

“We are busy with digital and vague stuff all day long, but we also need the 

physical. So, the physical space of the studio is important to us, to keep our 

feet on the ground. We use artefacts like scissors, papers, Post-Its to make 

things tangible.”
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Here, a designer highlights the importance of keeping “our feet on the 
ground” through making something “physical”. Similarly, in the following 
example of making Pensiopoly, this is illustrated. In the fragment of field-
notes below, it is explained how designers use paper-based sketches to get a 
sense of possible design directions:

They [Carrie and Jane] placed several A3’s on the table in front of them. 

On each paper, a part of the game was sketched. “The mechanics”, Car-

rie said when pointing to the drawings. The drawings were made with pen 

and paper, and included a lot of details. Nadia looked at the drawings, and 

then said to Carrie and Jane that she was ‘impressed’ with how quickly they 

translated the idea of Pensiopoly into a visual draft. ‘I am excited’, she said. 

She continued: ‘Yesterday this idea was in the air, now we have a sketch of 

the game that we can digitize in the upcoming days.’

When working on Pensiopoly, the designers did not only make draw-
ings to generate ideas but also to make collective decisions, for example 
about “what steps are included in the game”, a designer said. 

Picture 2.5   Working on the structure and illustrations of the Customer Journey
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In the field, designers repeatedly emphasized that visualizing efforts 
helped to “bring [design] processes that are up in the air, on the ground again”. 
Using visualization tools was a routine for designers, something they often 
did without being aware of it. This becomes clear in the following example in 
which designers used Post-Its to “download” insights from user interviews: 

I [the fieldworker] sit with the designers Carrie and Jane who are ‘down-

loading’, or extracting the key insights from, the user interviews. Later 

they will summarize the key insights into something they call an “insight 

report”. They are sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall behind them 

that is filled with posters and post-its. They work on their laptop, separately 

listening to an interview that the design team conducted. While they listen 

to the audio record, they read the notes made during the interviews. Each 

time they identify an important insight, they pause the record and write it 

down on a Post-it. On some Post-its, they write a phrase (such as ‘using a 

phone to call customer service when facing problems’) or only a word (like 

‘letter’). On other Post-its, they draw an image. … After writing or drawing 

their insights on the Post-its, they paste the Post-it behind the designated 

‘category’ on the poster that is hanging on the wall.  

Picture 2.6   Making sketches for Pensiopoly
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What is interesting here is not only that designers increasingly do 
activities that are associated with ‘business practices - like interviewing, 
writing analyses and making reports – but also that designers making 
things tangible helped the designers to “think in action” (Schein, 1973).

Besides gaining clarity in ambiguous and abstract design processes, 
making artifacts helped the designers to keep control over design processes 
vis a vis their clients. As the number of stakeholders increased in design 
projects while for the designers it was important to adhere to the principle 
of ‘co-creation’ (Fayard et al. 2017), the designers sought ways to maintain 
their influential position in design processes. Let us turn to the develop-
ment of the Customer Journey to illustrate this. In the first presentation 
of the Customer Journey, the clients asked the designers to include more 
innovative technologies in their illustrations. The designers did not agree 
with the feedback, which is exemplified with the following fragment of 
field notes that is made during a project meeting:

Nadia said: ‘it could be that for them [clients] it is not innovative because 

the concepts are not new. We have been validating the concepts with them 

on the way. We did not come up with something new, that is it. Do not wor-

ry too much about it’. Carrie stepped into the discussion and said: ‘yes I do 

worry’, while looking at her computer screen on which the illustrations that 

she made are displayed. While the other designers kept on talking about 

what the client meant with “innovative”, Carrie said: ‘well, we do not have 

time to change it anymore. We decided to offer a human service and not a 

digital one. We cannot change all the illustrations anymore’. 

This example shows that on the one hand the designers realize that 
they need to accommodate to the needs of clients - through including more 
illustrations of ‘innovative technologies’ in their designs - and on the other 
hand the fragment shows that designers fear losing authority over their 
own designs - which is illustrated by comments like “we decided to offer a 
human service and not a digital one”. 

In the days after, the clients kept on pressuring for more visualizations 
of “new technologies” in the Customer Journey. This time the designers 
sought extra support from the Accenture consultant involved in the project. 
Yet, the consultant pressured the designers to listen to the demands of 
clients. Based on this, the designers decided to adapt their illustrations 
of the Customer Journey. Yet, rather than changing all the illustrations, 
they changed only some of their illustrations. For example, they changed 
some illustrations of an iPhone for an illustration of a woman talking to 
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an Amazon Echo device; and an image of a laptop for an image of a smart 
watch. In doing so, the designers tried to maintain authority over the final 
design of the Customer Journey (see Picture 5).

Not only vis a vis their audiences, but also among themselves, designers 
used artifacts to maintain control. Let us illustrate this turning to an 
empirical example of the development of Pensiopoly. The deadline of the 
interviews was approaching, and the team only had limited time to finish 
the board game. Hence, the team divided tasks among each other. Carrie, 
an interaction designer with well-developed drawing skills, was respon-
sible for making the sketches of the board game. Joey, a visual designer, 
was responsible for digitalizing Carrie’s sketches and the project lead 
Nadia was responsible for developing interview questions that informed 
the structure of the game. Only when Carrie finished the sketches of the 
game, the rest of the designers could do their work. 

Yet, Carrie spend a lot of time on developing the sketches. When the 
weekend was approaching, especially Nadia pressured Carrie to finish 
the sketches. She asked Carrie: “When do you think you can deliver the 
draft? We need to finish the game by Monday, and I need to know how 
many and what questions we need to make”. Repeatedly, Carrie answered 
that her sketches were not ready. Being frustrated about her dependence 
on Carrie, Nadia said in one of the team’s meetings that week: “Come on, 
do we adapt to the drawings or the drawings to us?” Afterwards, when 
the fieldworker asked Carrie why she took so much time developing the 
sketches, she explained: “It took the time it needed to take. I wanted to 
make sure that the game looked perfect, as I imagined it with Jane”. This 
empirical example shows that through physically controlling the articles 
that are being made, the designers could exert control over the pace of 
work processes and the shape of design outcomes. 

Together, these observations show that material practices allowed 
designers to establish a sense of control in design processes. On the one 
hand, making artifacts helped the designers to reduce ambiguity in work 
processes that became fuzzier and abstract. On the other hand, making 
artifacts could place authority in the hands of some designers, while 
reducing the influence of audiences or other designers in design processes. 

2.4.5. Differentiating from other occupations

Finally, making and using artifacts helped designers to differentiate 
from other occupations. As designers extended their remit to the domain 
of services and strategies, they were worried that their work overlapped 
with that of other service workers. In particular, they were concerned to 
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be conflated with “normal consultants” like “the Accenturians”, as some 
designers jokingly referred to the Accenture consultants. This becomes 
clear in the following quote of the strategy director of Fjord:

[Designers become] more and more like management consultants from the 

1980s. We do less and less of our own research, draw big conclusions, risk 

getting caught up in our own abstractions, and lose the connection with the 

‘real’ world. What do we design now?

Indeed, there were various occasions in the field in which the designers 
emphasized the need to draw distinctions between themselves and 
management consultants, and especially Accenture consultants. See for 
example this empirical illustration:

Cleo, business designer, says ‘we [designers] need to get them [clients] un-

derstand who we are and why we are here’.  Paul responded: ‘yes, the guys 

who run around with Post-its’. Nadia joined the conversation: ‘we need 

to ask them [clients] to trust the process. We have a proven method. Can 

you maybe show best practices in the kick off?’, she asked while looking 

Picture 2.7  Staging the performance of design work
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at Paul, the project’s visual designer. Paul answers: ‘Yes but it is not sell-

ing the presentation. You do not need the examples to sell us, but more 

to show examples of our case studies’.  Cleo agreed with Paul: ‘one thing 

is that the project is sold already, but a lot of people in the room need to 

trust us’. Nadia responded: ‘yes but we need to show it visually… this is 

what we do’.   

This fragment shows that even though the project was officially “sold”, 
the designers still somehow felt the need to “sell” themselves as an occupa-
tional group and win the trust of their clients. In interviews, the designers 
explained that they felt the need to win the trust of their clients because their 
clients never worked with designers before. In particular, the designers told 
us that their clients are used to work with more traditional management 
consultancies like “the McKinsey” or “Accenturians” who have different 
methods and approaches to the development of services. The designers 
tried to differentiate themselves from other service consultancies through 
their material practices, which already becomes evident in comments like 
“the guys who run around with Post-Its”. Interestingly, in our interviews 
with business clients of Fjord, it became clear that clients often want to 
collaborate with designers because of their ability to make things tangible 
and their creative approaches to the development of services. Moreover, 
their material practices could help the designers to differentiate themselves 
from other occupations and to gain legitimacy from their audiences. Let us 
turn to an empirical example to further illustrate this. 

At the end of the project in which the fieldworker participated, the 
designers presented their design solution to the client. The solution was a 
mobile chat application for financial advice. The designers explained it as 
a sort of “robot advisor” and called it ‘SAM’. They demonstrated how SAM 
works with an interactive HTML prototype that allows users to navigate 
from page to page:

Carrie [interaction designer] takes her phone, and says: “we made this quick 

prototype”. She shows the clients a ‘demo’ on her phone. She demonstrates 

how the application works. What can SAM do for the customer? She does 

not just swap between screens, but interacts with prototype. She clicks on 

screens, and suddenly we all hear a voice in the room saying “Hello, this 

is SAM. How can I help you?” Carrie then speaks back to ‘SAM” on her 

phone, and demonstrates how SAM responds to it.

This fragment firstly shows that the designers consider the prototype 
a “quick prototype”, a sort of trimmed-down version of what they could 
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possibly develop. Indeed, during her study and in her first projects at 
Fjord, Carrie developed the skills to developed technologically advanced 
prototypes that were not only aesthetically pleasing but also functional. 
At the same time, by demonstrating a clickable prototype, the designers 
could give their clients a sense of what the design solution could ultimately 
look like while demonstrating their design skills. In particular, Carrie 
here demonstrated that she was up to date about emerging technologies, 
such as voice recognition and digital advisory, and was capable of building 
complex technologies.

Further, they sought other ways to differentiate themselves from other 
occupations through material practices. More specifically, we observed 
various situations in which designers made visual impressions of their own 
work activities instead of sharing the content of their work. In other words, 
instead of showing what they were working on, they showed that they were 
working. For example, in the beginning of the project we followed, in the 
very beginning of the design project when the designers worked in the 
office of the clients, the designers made a time-lapse video of their own 
working session:

Paul took his phone from the table and said to the other designers: ‘I made a 

really cool time lapse from the past two hours of us discussing’.  He showed 

the video to the rest of the designers. Cleo responds: ‘the video shows how 

it is getting dark, so cool’. 

After this, the fieldworker asked Paul why he made the video. He 
responded: “it is useful to show this video later to the client and show 
what we did’. The designers did not only capture their work processes 
on video but also through making pictures. This can be exemplified by 
turning to another moment in the project we followed. The first six weeks, 
the designers were on the road to do interviews. They did not share their 
insights with clients, except during quick ‘updates’ via Skype. This created 
frustrations among the clients, who felt that the work of designers was 
like “a black-box”. One of them explained it as following: “as if everything 
happens behind a wall”. Interestingly, instead of sharing their insights 
and making clients part of the design processes, the designers decided to 
make “weekly status reports”. In these reports, they offered the clients a 
summary of their work activities accompanied by pictures of themselves 
at work. Besides capturing situations in real-time, it also happened that 
designers ‘staged’ performances of their work. For example, one moment 
during the project we followed, the fieldworker and a designer called Jane 
were asked by the designers to pretend analysing the posters that were 
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Table 2.3   Selection of representative quotes supporting our interpretations

 
MAKING AND USING ARTIFACTS

Experimenting with Mural

Mural is an online collaborative 
platform that looks similar to the 
white walls and Post-its that de-
signers typically use in their work.

Making Pensiopoly

Pensiopoly is a physical board 
game the designers developed to 
conduct group interviews.
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The clients asked for more in-
volvement in the work processes 
of designers. As a response, the 
designers developed Pensiopoly 
to ‘show’ that they include the 
feedback of clients, while at the 
same time maintaining control 
over its outcomes. 

“Nadia said: “Richard [client] 
send the Mural to the Ramble 
[workshop] participants, and 
they have been filling it in over 
the weekend”.  Lara, the project 
manager said: “we told him we 
would send such activities 1 or 2 
a month”.  Natalia:  “Yeah, none 
of these activities have to take 
us away from what were doing. 
He wanted us to create content, 
and service design. We cannot 
create content and educate these 
people. But we do need to show 
we care [to involve them]” (Field-
notes, 06.03.2017)

Some of the designers, with 
visual design skills, maintained 
control over design processes by 
not only procrastinating feedback 
on sketches but also by highlight-
ing there was no time to change 
the lay out anymore. 

[The designers are discussing 
development of Pensiopoly]. 
Nadia asked Carrie to shorten 
the interview guide “the game 
will take too long like this”. Carrie 
responded: “but it is already in 
the game now. We cannot change 
the design anymore”. In the days 
after, Carrie and Jane took out 
some of the questions, but mostly 
focused on making the game look 
good. (Fieldnotes, 16.02.2017)

The designers wanted to use 
Mural again not merely because 
it offered them valuable content, 
but because it created energy 
among the clients and hence 
helped them to legitimize their 
own work as separate from that 
of other consultants.

“[Discussing points in a design 
team meeting] And the fifth was 
oh... the Mural. Do you know the 
Mural expired and if we need 
to ask if we can extend the 
license?... I mean it is not the end 
of the world if we wait, but they 
[clients] did all that work [in filling 
in the Mural] and they loved the 
tool. Richard said it created a 
new energy, so it is good to use 
it again.” (Fieldnotes, a quote 
from Nadia, project lead at Fjord, 
07.03.2017)

The designers used board games 
like Pensiopoly during interviews 
with end-users, signaling to the 
clients that they use different ma-
terial practices than other service 
workers in their work processes.

“I think they are more creative in 
the ways in which they approach 
things. For example, during the 
interviews they use a blank sheet 
and let people draw a timeline of 
their lives. Or, they make a board 
game to get information. Their 
approach is more relaxed and 
creative [than ours]…Because 
they are so visual and use a 
tailor-made approach, it is easier 
to conduct interviews with users.” 
(Interview, Richard, project lead 
of client organization)

Experimenting with Mural helped 
the designers to expand their 
design toolkit while reinforcing 
the ‘norm’ of ‘reinventing design 
tools’ in the wider community of 
the craft

Carrie and Jane are looking at 
the Mural, and again I [fieldwork-
er] realize how they searched, 
selected, and got used to using a 
new tool. Moreover, how ‘normal’ 
it is for them to experiment with 
new tools. When I ask Jane about 
it, tells me that she loves to learn 
how new tools work, and that 
is why she spent so much time 
making Mural work. (Fieldnotes, 
09.02.2017) 

The designers spend hours in 
developing Pensiopoly. Besides 
that it could help them engage 
the end users in a ‘fun way’, it al-
lowed them to connect with their 
work and bring back something 
fun and tangible in their primarily 
intangible work.

I asked if it is normal for the 
designers to make board games. 
Carrie responds: “It is the first 
time for me. It is good for person-
al development, we learn some-
thing... Nadia added to this: “and 
Pensiopoly was good for [purpos-
es of] co-creation … you need 
to make it not boring. You do not 
only want to suck the information 
out of users, but create it with 
them, and have fun while doing 
so.” (Fieldnotes, 07.02.2017)

Establishing an emotional 
connection to work and greater 
community of craft 

Gaining a sense of control in 
design processes

Differentiating from other 
occupations

 
DESIGNERS’ ATTEMPTS TO RESTORE CONNECTION WITH WORK
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MAKING AND USING ARTIFACTS

Making the Customer Journey

The Customer Journey (CJ) is a 
design tool used to display a cus-
tomer experience chronologically. 
The designers spend a lot of time 
on the format and illustrations. 
See below, the CJ and ‘zoom in’ 
on one of the CJ moments . 

Making the Service Blueprint

The Service Blueprint (SB) is a 
design deliverable, offering an 
overview of how (with what tech-
nologies, communication tools 
and staff actions) a service can 
be provided by clients.
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The clients wanted to see the 
intermediate deliverable of the 
CJ but the designers preferred to 
keep it a ‘secret’ and only showed 
the CJ when they considered it 
ready to show to clients.

[Skype conversation between cli-
ent Roy and Fjord’s project lead 
Nadia) Roy [client] said after pres-
entation of the draft of the CJ: “ I 
also would like to share this [the 
draft CJ] with the team. So maybe 
we can talk about how to make 
this more user friendly and easier 
to read. Nadia responded: “yeah 
we would love this document as 
a standalone, but then we need 
narration. So if you share this with 
a larger group we need to work 
on the narration, and that costs 
time. So, we prefer to keep it [the 
draft CJ] here [design studio in 
Madrid], and share it when we are 
ready”. (Fieldnotes, 03.03.2017)

The SB can have all sorts of 
shapes and formats. The design-
ers made illustrations to narrow 
down the options and facilitate 
collective decision making.

Carrie tells the other designers 
in a team meeting, in which 
they discuss what the SB could 
look like: “I think like us they are 
confused about stuff and they 
need something more concrete”. 
After saying this, she takes a 
Sharpie and makes illustrations 
of various options for the format 
of the SB. She then says “It is 
easier to visualize these kinds of 
things when you have something 
tangible to start with. That might 
spark something else.”
(Fieldnotes, 21.03.2017)

The designers used the CJ to dis-
play their knowledge of advanced 
technologies but also to develop 
a deliverable that was completely 
different from what other consult-
ants usually deliver to clients. 

Nadia said: “knowing that he 
wants something technical for the 
CJ, … can we go beyond their ex-
pectations?  Jane answered: “we 
can also move beyond their ex-
pectations with cool illustrations”. 
Carrie the said “this requires 
time”… Nadia: “what if we take the 
format of the blueprint journey and 
we present it in a more surprising 
one? I think that will more create 
‘the wow moment’, like ‘what is 
happening next’” Carrie: “but I 
think big things impress more, that 
people enter and see it”. Nadia 
then said: “they pay us 500.00 
euros so we need something that 
surprises, shocks. Not something 
that they can do themselves, or 
learn how to do it themselves.” 
(Fieldnotes, 22.02.2017)

The designers invited the clients 
to help making the SB in their 
own design studio. This created 
‘energy’ among the clients, and 
helped the designers with differ-
entiating themselves from other 
occupations while at the same 
time gaining legitimacy.

One of the designers reflected 
on the development of the SB 
and said: “having them doing it 
was great. Now they believe it is 
their blueprint. For example, they 
changed the name of ‘roadshow’ 
in ‘pop-up store’, they now be-
lieve it was their idea even though 
it was ours. But it is ok, they 
now take us more serious and 
defend our ideas.”(Fieldnotes, 
11.04.2017)

While making the CJ, some 
designers put a lot of efforts in 
making detailed illustrations as 
this allowed her to train her de-
sign skills, get into a creative flow 
and thereby connect to the wider 
community of the craft.

Fieldworker: can you tell me 
something about your role in 
making the CJ?
Carrie: I made the illustrations. 
First by hand, then on my laptop. 
Even though I am an interaction 
designer, I like to do more of 
‘pixel perfect’ stuff. … 
Fieldworker: Do you enjoy making 
the illustrations? 
Carrie: I do. I asked the HR before 
this project, “next time, please, 
give me something to design, 
screens or so”… Because when 
you have to do screens, you are 
in your world. No one bothers 
you. …So it is like I can be on 
my own without [distraction], just 
producing. It’s more like, getting 
into a flow.” (Interview, Carrie, 
interaction designer, Fjord)

Through making the SB a design-
er that recently joined Fjord had 
the opportunity to put what she 
learned at school into practice, 
reinforcing a feeling of belonging 
to the wider community of the 
craft. 

“I am happy and excited, it was 
good to have the client here and 
work on the SB. They were here 
at the right moment. Now we can 
work by ourselves on finishing 
the SB. Carrie will work on the 
illustrations, I will work with Nadia 
on the content. I am excited, it is 
the first time here that I make a 
SB for clients” (Interview, Jane, 
service designer, Fjord)

Establishing an emotional 
connection to work and greater 
community of craft 

Gaining a sense of control in 
design processes

Differentiating from other 
occupations

 
DESIGNERS’ ATTEMPTS TO RESTORE CONNECTION WITH WORK
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hanging on the wall (see Picture 7) while another designer made pictures 
of the event. The pictures were ultimately included in one of the status 
reports as well as in the slide deck for the final presentation. 

Designers did not only create their own artifacts, but sometimes also 
appropriated the artifacts that clients developed. For example, towards the 
end of the project we followed, the designers gave the preview of their final 
presentation. In the middle of the presentation, the clients interrupted the 
designers and said that they were “completely lost”. They expressed the 
need for an overview of where they were in the design process and how the 
various design outcomes related to one another: 

“I need some story, we need a story. In my opinion, if you have the visuals 

of all the outputs, the customer journey, the blueprint and visualize them, 

maybe in a cartoon, accompanied with some words or bullet points, then 

we have the story. Then we have one overview [of the designers’ work]. [...] 

We need this visual to show the whole story, on a high level.”

As this fragment shows, the clients doubted “the story” of the designers, 
they expected from the designers a visual overview about the design 
processes. In response to this, the design lead started to verbally explain 
steps of the design process. While the design lead was talking, the client 
himself pulled over the Flip-Over, that was standing in the corner of the 
room, and started visualizing the words of the design lead on a poster. When 
he finished, the other clients looked at the poster and noted that “things 
are much clearer now”. To close this event, as a matter of a joke, the client 
lead and design team made a picture in front of the poster. A few weeks 
later, during the final presentation, the designers digitized the poster. It 
now functioned as a sort of ‘boundary object’ (Carlile 2002) around which 
the designers and clients could communicate. What is particularly inter-
esting here is that the clients used the artifacts, the Flip-over and poster, 
and the material practices, the visualizing, that the designers normally 
used. By bringing the new version of the poster to the final presentation, 
the designers enhanced the legitimacy around their work: not only because 
they expressed that they listened to the clients but also because they visu-
alized their design decisions and work processes.

Moreover, this section shows that even though designers had the 
formal authority to develop solutions for their clients, making and using 
artifacts helped designers to differentiate themselves from other occupa-
tions through their connoisseurship of design. Making prototypes and 
visual objects also helped designers to communicate to their clients what 
was on their minds, to give clients insights into their design processes by 
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either showing intermediate design deliverables or visualizing their work 
processes. While in our findings we present selected findings, in Table 2.2, 
we display more empirical data supporting our interpretations.

2.5. Discussion

This is a story of designers who experienced profound changes at 
work. In the past years, the work of designers has been changing from 
primarily developing digital products (“screens”) to primarily devel-
oping services (“stories”). As a consequence of this shift, the material 
practices of designers changed. In particular, design processes became 
more abstract and intangible, oriented at developing visual designs that 
are easier to communicate to clients than technically complex designs 
that are functional for users. Despite this shift, in our case, designers 
continued their former work practices. They made and used arti-
facts that were previously key to their work, like using the design tool 
“Customer Journey”. Also, they extended their former material practices 
by making physical artifacts they never made before, like board games, 
that they could use in their design work. Moreover, making and using 
artifacts helped the designers continue their work from which they felt 
drifting apart.

Our findings showed that designers made and used artifacts for various 
reasons. To begin with, as projects became increasingly targeted at devel-
oping abstract outcomes, there was little opportunity for designers to 
practice their design skills. Especially through making physical objects 
like Pensiopoly, the designers could perfect their craft and in doing so, 
emotionally connect with their work again. Further, making tangible 
objects allowed the designers to establish control over design processes 
that were not only becoming increasingly abstract but also involved 
more actors. Through purposefully shielding off their intermediate 
deliverables, the designers could develop an authoritative position in 
design processes both vis a vis their audiences, like clients and Accenture 
consultants, and ‘insiders’, and among designers themselves. Finally, as in 
the new situation, the work of designers overlapped with that of other 
service workers, the designers differentiated themselves by enacting 
material practices. Through developing technically complex prototypes 
they could showcase their knowledge and skills, emphasizing how these 
differed from for example management consultants without such knowl-
edge. Our findings have theoretical implications for organization studies 
on design and craftsmanship.
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2.5.1. The importance of seeing designers as craftsmen 

Our research expands on existing research and provides insight into 
the material practices of designers (Sutton & Hargadon 1996; Kelley 2001; 
Stigliani & Fayard 2010; Stigliani & Ravasi 2012; Fayard et al. 2017). In 
organizational studies of design, the key focus has been on design as a crea-
tive process to investigate creativity and innovation (Sutton & Hargadon 
1996; Stigliani & Fayard 2010; Hargadon & Bechky 2006), or as a brokering 
process to bring together diverse actors (Stigliani & Ravasi 2012), knowl-
edge (Stigliani & Fayard 2010) or technologies (Hargadon & Sutton 1997). 
In these studies, it is demonstrated that artifacts can be used as ‘probes’, 
stimulating idea generation (Boland & Collopy 2004), as ‘boundary 
objects’ (Carlile 2002, 2004; Bechky 2003a; 2003b), or facilitating collec-
tive sensemaking processes (Ravasi & Stigliani 2012). Our study extends 
such insights by arguing that artifacts as ‘boundary objects’ cannot only 
allow diverse people to share knowledge (Kelley 2001; Boland & Collopy 
2004; Stigliani & Fayard 2010; Ravasi & Stigliani 2012), but also purposely 
keep diverse actors apart. For example, a fragment of our findings shows 
how a designer tried to maintain a sense of agency over the lay out of the 
final design by refusing to show her sketches of the board game Pensiopoly 
and delaying feedback meetings with other designers. 

Further, our study responds to the call for research that helps under-
stand how materiality and meanings are entwined in the work of designers 
(Fayard et al. 2017), by showing that designers do not only use material prac-
tices intentionally but also unintentionally. Our study empirically illustrates 
how the designers cannot prevent themselves from using specific material 
practices, because it is so strongly connected to how they perceive their 
work and their belonging to the wider community of the craft. For example, 
the designers developed Pensiopoly not only to trigger creative processes 
but also because practicing their design skills allowed them to perfect their 
craft and identify with the wider occupation of (service) design.  

Elaborating on this, the present study shows that assuming a dichotomy 
between human actors and non-human actors (artifacts) is problematic. 
Even though designers might use material practices instrumentally, they 
also perform certain material practices as a matter of habit. In arguing this, 
our study responds to recent calls in the organizational literature to move 
beyond instrumental views on artifacts, or “conceiving of visual artefacts 
as instruments in the hands of practitioners”, and teleological views on 
artifacts, or portraying tools as static entities that contain meanings and 
interpretations (Comi & Whyte 2018: 1059 - 1060). Instead, our study high-
lights the importance of fully appreciating the entanglement of people and 
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artifacts in studying work and organizing (Comi & Whyte 2018; Sergeeva, 
Huysman & Faraj 2015) instead of understanding the two as separate units.  

Further, by seeing designers as craftsmen, we shift attention to the 
emotional connection between designers and their work. Designers do 
not only see their work as a jurisdictional domain over which they need 
to create and maintain control (Fayard et al. 2017), but also a ‘labor of 
love’ (Amabile 2018). In making and using artifacts like the board game 
Pensiopoly, we show that material practices allow the designers to inti-
mately connect with their work. Indeed, it was especially in the moments 
of making sketches, refining their designs and presenting their concepts, 
that the designers experienced fun in their work and came into a ‘creative 
flow’. So far, scholars have acknowledged that emotional experiences, such 
as sensing ‘delight’ and ‘empathy’, are key in developing design cultures 
(Elsbach and Stigliani 2018), attitudes (Michlewski 2016) and design 
outcomes (Ewenstein and Whyte 2018; Kolko 2015), but scholars have not 
yet explained why for designers it is important to personally connect with 
their work. The lack of attention to emotions can be a consequence of the 
fact that organizational research approached emotions as the domain of 
psychology and other cognitive sciences, and it only recently moved into 
the domain of work and organizing (e.g. Elsbach & Bechky 2018).

2.5.2 Better understanding how craftsmen respond to 
changing work

Our study helps to better understand how designers respond to changing 
work, shifting attention from the knowledge practices to the material 
practices of people. In organizational studies, scholars mostly explore the 
consequences of changing work for knowledge practices. For example, 
Zuboff (1988) showed that the introduction of digital technologies in paper 
mills substituted the knowledge practices of operators’, replacing their 
intuitive and sensory knowledge with fact-based information. Such studies 
highlight that when work changes, for example because of the introduc-
tion of a new technology (Barley 1986; Zammuto et al. 2007; Leonardi & 
Barley 2008), people need to adapt their expertise and skills. Our findings, 
however, show that work changes can also have profound consequences for 
material practices of people. In particular, we show that designers cannot 
let go of their previous ways of working, let alone replacing their exper-
tise and skillset entirely. Moreover, changing work might be difficult when 
material practices are central in work, for example in the case of craftsmen 
(Sennett 2008) or in emergent occupations which there are no formal 
bodies of knowledge yet (Abbott 1988; Fayard et al. 2017).
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Further, this study offers insights into the specific responses of 
designers to changing material practices. Designers continue using former 
material practices such as brainstorming on Post-Its or visualizing their 
ideas in a Customer Journey and design new physical objects like the 
board game Pensiopoly. In other words, the designers are not only main-
taining but also, in the spirit of O’Mahony and Bechky (2006), ‘stretching’ 
their current practices to adapt to the new situation in which they work. 
In arguing this, we provide explanatory insights to research that posed 
that “tangible objects, in the form of intermediate tools and techniques 
– customer journeys, service blueprinting, experience prototyping, etc. – 
play an even more crucial part when the results are inherently intangible 
and abstract” (Fayard & Stigliani 2010: 23).   

Next, our study nuances existing understanding of responses to work 
changes. Existing organizational research on changing work shows that 
people might adapt their practices even though this often is accompanied 
by resistance. As an example, Kärreman and Alvesson (2009) describe how 
consultants, who experience a lot of pressure to be hardworking, attempt 
to rebel against their management by developing an alternative discourse 
that promotes autonomy and freedom. Research further showed that 
people can try to protect their existing practices in times of change. For 
example, in their study on the implementation of data analytics in a tele-
communications organization, Pachidi and colleagues (2014) show how 
certain employees resort in ‘symbolic conformity’ by pretending to comply 
with suggested changes while continuing their own work activities. We add 
to such studies by showing that even though the designers are frustrated 
about their changing work, the continuation of certain material prac-
tices is not necessarily a rebellion nor a ‘symbolic action’ which expresses 
their discontent with the new situation. Instead, the designers performed 
certain material practices as a matter of being naturally inclined to do so, 
rather than resistance. 

This does not mean, however, that the designers did not resist their 
changing work at all. We saw for example that designers openly resisted by 
for example saying things like “we do not want to become like the Accen-
turians” and dressing informally in “sneakers” in contrast to the Accenture 
consultants who were primarily wearing “suits”. In an interview, the studio 
director laughingly remembered that after the acquisition the designers 
printed T-shirts on which they stated “we are rebels”. Other examples 
include purposefully ignoring requests of clients or Accenture, working 
overtime on what they consider important (making artifacts, mostly) 
and making jokes. Our research extends existing research by suggesting 
that in the case of emergent occupations like service design that do not 
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have a body of abstract knowledge nor a formal authority (Fayard et al. 
2017), resistance might not take place via political structures such as lever-
aging professional associations (Goodrick & Reay 2011), exerting control 
over legislation (Starr 1982), or limiting membership (Halpern 1992), but 
through more micro-practices on the work floor such as counter discourses 
and skepticism (Kärreman & Alvesson 2009)

2.6. Limitations and Future Research

We identify two limitations that provide opportunities for future 
research. First, even though we had the opportunity to delve into the reve-
latory case of a design firm that is acquired by a management consultancy, 
the setting of this study might have enhanced what we observed in our 
findings. Especially, our data shows that designers were concerned that 
their work was being conflated with that of Accenture, who were also 
doing service work but with different approaches. The designers reckoned 
that what distinguished them from the management consultants was in 
particular their material practices (See also Fayard et al. 2017). Hence, we 
can imagine that the designers put more efforts in making and using arti-
facts than other designers that are not acquired by a management consul-
tancy. Scholars could select a more diverse sample of design firms, that 
are similarly experiencing a shift towards more abstract design work, and 
compare the creatives’ responses to changing material practices. Future 
research could, for example, explore how designers cope with changing 
material practices in design firms that are independent or design firms 
that are acquired by other design firms (such service design firm Livework 
that acquired the Dutch product design firm Zilver). In these settings, 
researchers can explore whether material practices play a similar or perhaps 
more limited role in responding to work changes, and if so, why so. 

At the same time, while material practices are key to all design work 
(Stigliani & Fayard 2010; Ravasi & Stigliani 2012), we can imagine that the 
centrality of material practices in design might transform, and over time, 
even become peripheral. For example, our ethnography took place only 
three years after the acquisition and designers had already started to do 
similar work as management consultants. We can imagine that, as time 
passes by, the occupation of design changes and hence the importance of 
material practices changes along. We saw that as design is quickly moving 
into the field of business, the occupation increasingly attracted other types 
of designers. In particular, more and more designers with a background 
in business started to work at Fjord. Along with these changes in occupa-
tional membership, we can expect changes in the work ethos of designers. 
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We invite researchers to further explore how changes in occupational 
membership influences the role of material practices in design, and how 
they respond to changes in their work. An option for future research is to 
conduct research in a design firm and follow responses to work changes 
for a longer period, and in particular observe whether the performance of 
material practices enhances, stabilizes or disappears. 

In conclusion, while organizational research on design is growing (Stig-
liani & Ravasi 2012; Fayard et al. 2017; Elsbach & Stigliani 2018), previous 
studies have provided rich accounts of how designers enact material prac-
tices to trigger creative processes (Boland & Collopy 2004), transfer knowl-
edge (Stigliani & Fayard 2010) and construct their identity (Michlewski 
2016; Fayard et al. 2017). Also, researchers have acknowledged that in the 
case of designers, material practices and values are entwined (Fayard et 
al. 2017), and hence that designers might perform material practices as a 
matter of habit. Yet, so far, our knowledge about designers’ material prac-
tices is limited to understanding these with an instrumental approach. 
Through an ethnography of designers who experience significant changes 
in their work, this study shows that designers can enact material practices 
also out of habit. For example, even though their work is becoming increas-
ingly abstract and there is no direct need to make something tangible, the 
designers continue making artifacts as it helps them to perfect their craft 
and emotionally connect with what they do. In arguing this, our study 
develops a more integrative understanding of designers’ material prac-
tices, and suggests that it is relevant to use craftsmanship as a lens to better 
understand designers and how people cope with changes at work.
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Abstract

This study explores how members of an emergent and changing occupa-
tion define their occupational mandate. Existing research shows that for 
an occupation to grow, it is important to develop an occupational mandate 
that dictates what members of occupations ‘ought to do’.  Yet, developing 
an occupational mandate is challenging as occupations emerge from differ-
ent constituencies and might attract people from different backgrounds. 
Drawing on an ethnography of Service Design at the design firm Fjord that 
was in the midst of hiring new designers, this study offers insights into the 
intra-occupational struggles through which designers discover their occu-
pational mandate. As Service Design is an emergent occupation without 
clearly-defined boundaries, designers experience ambiguity around what 
their core practices are. Inside the occupation, newcomers with a back-
ground in business (‘business designers’) practice their work tasks differ-
ently than longer serving designers (‘craft designers’). Especially, these 
two occupational communities interacted differently with time, space and 
clients in their work. In order to move forward despite these differences, 
the designers developed temporary settlements such as adapting to each 
other’s approach or developing a compromise. Our work contributes to 
organizational studies of occupations by demonstrating that due to con-
stantly changing relations between occupational members, instability in 
occupations is unavoidable and the occupational mandate can be (re)nego-
tiated at all times. 
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3.1. Introduction

On one Tuesday afternoon during fieldwork at a service design firm, a de-
sign team gathered to talk about an upcoming design deliverable. In the 
meeting, a discussion emerged among team members about how work 
ought to be done:

 
Nadia: What is the essence of our work? For me, this is the flow of the 

app, not the flow of the experience. How do we show our expertise in here? 

An IT person at a technical level can make a flow. But the layer of service 

design is to show how that flow creates trust. These [points at sketches of 

digital infrastructure] are just logical technical steps anyone can do.

Carrie:  That is not true.

Nadia:  Why? How is this a user experience?

Carrie:  [Usually] You need to build the [digital infra]structures [of the 

proposed design solution] first, then the flow or actions. That helps me to 

identify and create a story around the customer experience.

Nadia: The way you visualize your idea is ok. I don’t disagree. But the user 

experience is on that level [points at a drawing]. It’s on the level of trust. 

We need to start from there and explain it. Create a story around it [in text]. 

Carrie:  Let’s do it the ‘old’ way, the thing I am more comfortable with [re-

ferring to first drawing digital infrastructures before developing a story]. I 

have low energy and low motivation now.

In the field, we witnessed numerous of such discussions emerging 
among designers ‘what service designers ought to do’. Service design is 
an emergent occupation that broadly refers to the design of an overall 
experience of a product or service for business, as well as the process and 
strategy to provide that service, with a human-centered approach (Mager 
2004; Moritz 2005). We saw that the designers had numerous discussions 
with each other and also with their audiences about what service design is, 
what type of work is included in service design, and also, what is not. In 
particular, at first sight, the designers seemed to adhere to similar values 
(see also Fayard et al. 2017), but as our research progressed, we saw signifi-
cant differences in how designers approached their work.
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For example, in the illustration above, it is suggested that both 
designers agree that it is the task of designers to help business improve 
their user experience. Yet, on the one hand, Nadia - a recently hired project 
lead with a background in business – believes that it is best to achieve this 
through first creating a compelling “story”. On the other hand, Carrie - 
an interaction designer who was working at the design firm for over four 
years – suggests that it is better to do it “the old way” and first visualize 
their proposed solution. Nadia, however, believes that “drawing infrastruc-
tures” does not reveal the core expertise of designers but rather that of “IT 
people”. Carrie, in turn, suggests that she feels little motivation to adapt 
her usual practice and first develop “a compelling story”. Taken together, 
observations as these, show that among the designers there is ambiguity 
around the occupation, and in particular what is their jurisdiction (Abbott 
19988; Bechky 2003), what counts as expertise and are core activities. 

On the one hand, organizational studies on occupations suggested that 
unclarities around core work tasks are typical to occupations that are still 
emerging (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Davidson et al. 2007) or significantly 
changing (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017; Nelsen & Irwin 2014; Pachidi et 
al. 2014). When occupations are emerging, a group of people unites around 
a frequently vague but promising opportunity area for work (Bucher 1962; 
1988). Often coming from geographically dispersed locations and having 
different backgrounds (Bucher and Strauss 1961; Van Maanen and Barley 
1984), people inside occupations can have different interpretations of what 
their work essentially is (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017; Nelsen & Barley 
1997). Similarly, when occupations are changing, unclarities around the 
occupation might increase. For example, when occupations are growing, 
they might attract newcomers who have distinct - and sometimes even 
competing - ideas with respect to work (Reay et al. 2006). As a conse-
quence, newcomers can challenge taken-for-granted assumptions of longer 
serving occupational members and push occupations into new directions 
(Howard-Grenville et al. 2017). Taken together, the literature suggests that 
when heterogeneity inside occupations heightens, it might be difficult to 
identify, in the spirit of Hargadon and Bechky (2006), what turns a collec-
tion of occupational members into an occupational collective.

On the other hand, scholars have argued that for occupations to 
develop, it is important to construct ‘an occupational mandate’ (Abbott 
1988; Bucher 1988; Nelsen & Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 2017). An occupa-
tional mandate refers to “the internally shared understanding and exter-
nally perceived right to define ‘proper conduct’” (Hughes 1958 in Fayard et 
al. 2017: 217). In other words, both inside and outside of a specific occupa-
tion, people need to recognize what sets the occupation apart from other 
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occupations. Establishing an occupational mandate is necessary to develop 
jurisdiction or achieving legitimacy to control a specific domain of work 
(Abbott 1988; Bechky 2003a). For example, Fayard, Stigliani, and Bechky 
(2017) showed that designers differentiate themselves from other service 
workers on the basis of their ‘ethos’, which was based on the principles of 
‘co-creation’, ‘empathy’ and ‘holism’. So, until today, scholars have shown 
that an occupational mandate can be developed by leveraging common-
alities among occupational members, such as demeanor, values and work 
practices (van Maanen & Barley 1984; Fayard et al. 2017). So, there is a 
tension emerging. While people inside emerging and changing occupa-
tions commonly experience uncertainty with respect to ‘what they do’, 
they must define commonalities in order for their occupation to be recog-
nized. In this context, finding common ground can be challenging and is 
likely to trigger struggles within the occupation. 

So far, however, we know little about the struggles inside occupations 
(hereafter: intra-occupational struggles) that inform the development of 
an occupational mandate. Most studies so far have explored how occu-
pations emerge retrospectively, once an occupation is institutionalized, 
and therefore ignored the daily activities and struggles to inform the 
emergence of an occupation (an exception is the study of Nelsen & Barley 
1997). As a consequence, we lack knowledge about occupations that are 
not only emergent but undergoing significant change – which, in turn, 
prevents them from ultimately establishing. There is a need to know more 
about how occupations emerge in intra-occupational struggles because 
occupations change and grow constantly (Barley 1996; Barley & Bechky 
2017). Further, better understanding intra-occupational struggles allow to 
develop a more comprehensive explanation of how occupations gain legit-
imacy and survive over time (Bucher 1988), something that is essential to 
our understanding of work and organizing (Fayard et al. 2017). Therefore, 
we ask in this paper: how do members of an emergent and changing occupation 
define their occupational mandate?

For this paper, we studied the burgeoning occupation Service Design. 
The first author conducted a 17 months ethnography of designers who 
were employed at the design firm Fjord. In recent years, especially since 
business showed interest in Service Design as a source of strategic innova-
tion (Gemser & Leenders 2011; Calabretta & Kleinsmann 2017; Elsbach & 
Stigliani 2018), the occupation of designers changed significantly. Instead 
of only designing products, increasingly designers developed services and 
strategies for business (Fayard et al. 2017). As a consequence, while Service 
Design was first primarily the domain of designers coming from traditional 
design disciplines such as ‘product design’ or ‘interface design’, the occupa-
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tion increasingly attracted professionals with a background in business and 
management. Moreover, while Service Design is still an emergent occupa-
tion, heterogeneity inside the occupation intensified as design moved into 
the field of business, making it a relevant setting to study how members of an 
emergent occupation develop an occupational mandate in times of change.

Based on grounded theory techniques (Strauss et al. 1988), this study 
shows that the occupational mandate remains in development and is never 
fully settled. In other words, despite efforts to define commonalities, 
ambiguity around the occupation of Service Design remains to persist. 
We saw that newcomers challenged existing understandings of Service 
Design and questioned the work practices of longer serving members of 
the occupation. In particular, we saw discussions emerging between two 
communities of designers: ‘business designers’ and ‘craft designers’. Their 
discussions emerged around interactions with space, time and clients. For 
example, whereas business designers were willing to iterate their design 
concepts with clients during design processes, craft designers preferred to 
keep client engagement at minimum and “surprise” their clients in the final 
phases of design processes. In order to progress their work despite these 
internal differences, the designers developed temporary settlements. They 
for example temporarily adapted their approach to each other or developed 
a compromise and invented a new practice. At the same time, we saw that 
designers expressed their discontent with the situation by gossiping and 
joking. Taken together, this study shows that the arrival of newcomers 
might lead to the (re)negotiation of the emerging occupational mandate 
and, as a result, ambiguity around the occupation may persist.

Our findings elaborate on organizational studies of occupational emer-
gence (Fayard et al. 2017; Nelsen & Barley 1997). First, we elaborate on 
theory by showing that ambiguity inside the occupation might enhance and 
the occupational mandate might be (re)negotiated when emergent occupa-
tions are changing. Building on the thought that occupations are inherently 
heterogeneous (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017), we challenge the underlying 
assumption that developing an occupational mandate is a beginning phase in 
an occupation’s institutionalization (see Fayard et al. 2017; Nelsen & Barley 
1997). Our study shows that an occupational mandate can be (re)negotiated at 
all times, especially when newcomers arrive in occupations (Howard-Gren-
ville et al. 2017). Further, we promote an ethnographic approach to studying 
occupations (see also, Bechky 2003a; 2003b; Nelsen & Barley 1997; Van 
Maanen 2011). Doing ethnography allowed us not only to grasp the ‘front-
stage behaviors’ (Goffman 1973) in which designers presented themselves as a 
coherent group of practitioners, but also the ‘backstage behaviors’ (Goffman 
1973) in which heterogeneity inside the occupation became evident.
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3.2. Theory

3.2.1. Constructing an occupational mandate 

Occupations evolve constantly. Triggers for occupations to emerge 
and change include internal triggers, such as through versatile framing of 
change opportunities (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017), and external triggers, 
among which the introduction of new technologies, vacuums left by other 
occupations or the hiving off dirty work (Bucher & Strauss 1961; Hughes 
1984; Huising 2015; Fayard et al. 2017; Zetka 2003). Further, existing 
research showed that all emergent occupations develop in similar stages, 
including finding like-minded colleagues, gaining occupational mandate 
for activities and ‘legitimizing and solidifying the jurisdiction’ (Fayard et 
al. 2017; Bucher 1988), and the workplace is a suitable setting to study these 
processes of emergence (Abbott 1988; Bechky 2011).

Scholars showed that occupations can ‘solidify and legitimize juris-
diction’ - “the link between a profession and its work” (Bechky 2003: 720) 
through discursive, material or political strategies. To begin with, occupa-
tional members can make jurisdictional claims by using opaque and formal 
knowledge (Abbott 1988; Alvesson & Robertson 2006; Foucault 1989). For 
example, by talking in complex and conceptual terms that are specific to 
their occupation, occupational members can encourage others to grant 
them authority over certain activities while discouraging others to ques-
tion their expertise (Hughes 1958; Power 1997; Lawrence 2004). Another 
way for occupations to strengthen jurisdictions is to use institutional 
vocabularies (Suddaby & Greenwood 2004). Further, research suggests 
that jurisdictions can solidify through material practices. In her study, 
Bechky (2003) for example showed how engineers at a manufacturing firm 
used artifacts like drawings and machines to demonstrate the superiority 
of their knowledge and enhance their professional power in the workplace 
vis a vis the occupations of technicians and assemblers involved in similar 
work activities. Finally, occupational members can strengthen and expand 
their jurisdiction by formal political strategies. Occupational members can 
lobby for changes in the law (Bechky, 2011), exert control over legislation, 
form associations and control membership (Kronus 1976; Begun & Lippin-
cott 1987; Halpern 1992; Kipping & Saint-Martin 2005; Starr 1982).

For an occupation to emerge, occupational members do not only need 
to solidify their jurisdiction but also develop an occupational mandate. An 
occupational mandate is a sort of ‘license’ that helps occupational members 
to find common ground with respect to work and to be able to differen-
tiate them from other occupations, involved in similar task domains and to 
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execute tasks in exchange for “money, goods and services” (Hughes 1984: 
287). An occupational mandate differs from a jurisdiction in that it does not 
refer to who can engage in certain work activities, but it is about creating a 
common agreement about ‘what and how work is ideally conducted’. Or as 
Nelsen & Barley (1997: 619) write: “members of the culture must acknowl-
edge an activity as a form of work before anyone can meaningfully contest 
who shall perform it”. 

The few studies that explore the construction of an occupational 
mandate (Fayard et al. 2017; Nelsen & Barley 1997) show that occupational 
mandates are constructed in workplace interactions rather than in public 
arenas, such as courts and schools. For occupational members to reach 
common agreement about their work, it is useful to develop a sense of soli-
darity and loyalty (Fayard et al. 2017). Bucher (1988: 136) refers to this process 
of creating collective feelings of belonging as “discovering colleague-
ship”.  For example, scholars showed that it is important for occupational 
members to share a similar culture, or “a set of values, norms, and perspec-
tives that apply to but extend beyond work related matters” (van Maanen & 
Barley 1984: 287). A shared culture can help to foster a sense of community 
and identity among occupational members, while at the same time helping 
occupations to differentiate from others. This is illustrated in the study of 
Nelsen and Barley (1997) who give an insightful account of how paid Emer-
gency Medical Technicians (EMTs) create feelings of commonality through, 
among others, wearing a medical uniform, using formal medical language 
and promoting their work as a highly skilled activity. Another example is 
the work of Fayard, Stigliani, and Bechky (2017) who explore how Service 
Designers differentiate themselves from other occupations who engage in 
similar work activities through enacting values in material practices. For 
example, different from product designers who often see themselves as the 
sole owner of design processes, and consultants who tend to accommodate 
to the needs of clients and integrate them in all phases of projects, Service 
Designers adhere to the value of ‘co-creation’ and include their clients at 
selected moments in design activities. Building on different empirical cases, 
these studies demonstrate that in order to understand the construction of 
an occupational mandate, it is useful to look beyond credentials, papers and 
formal barriers to entry, and explore interactions - what people say and do, 
and the symbols they use - in the workplace. 

So far, most occupational scholars have explored the final stage of 
‘legitimizing and solidifying the jurisdiction’. Less attention is paid to the 
construction of an occupational mandate. A reason for this focus in the 
literature can be that it is difficult to research occupations once they are 
emerging because they are often not yet organized as formal bodies such as 
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labor associations and hence identifying emerging occupations and gaining 
access to it might be difficult (Nelsen & Barley 1997). And even when a 
researcher gains access, it might be difficult to study the construction of an 
occupational mandate as members of fledgling occupations are often not 
yet articulate and intentional about what they consider key to their work 
(Ibid.).  Another reason for little studies on occupational mandates might 
be that studies on occupational emergence are often done once an occu-
pation is already institutionalized. Scholars adopting this approach often 
track the emergence of occupation retrospectively, from its institution-
alization to its beginning, through the study of public statements, polit-
ical activities and the development of official associations (Kronus 1976; 
Halpern 1992). Especially recognizing that members in new occupations 
often come from different backgrounds and might not agree on core prac-
tices and values, a question that remains underexplored is how internally 
occupational members identify and define commonalities. 

3.2.2. Heterogeneity inside occupations

So far, explanations on occupational emergence rely heavily on defining 
“the ties that bind” between occupational members (Van Maanen & 
Barley 1984: 291). Focusing on commonalities risks overlooking the heter-
ogeneity inside occupations. Heterogeneity in occupations cannot be 
avoided because “actions [of occupational members] are not cued by a 
stable sense of who one is as an occupational member, but instead by who 
one is in particular situations” (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017: 529). For 
example, in their study van Maanen and Barley (1984) show that although 
commercial fishermen appear to be a homogeneous group for outsiders, 
fishermen themselves see clear differences between traditional fishermen 
that are ‘educated’ and fishermen that for example work ‘part-time’ or are 
considered as ‘outlaw’. Also, Nelsen and Barley (1997) suggest that inside 
occupations there are differences among its members. They show that in 
the EMS there are two communities of practitioners: paid and volunteer 
Emergency Medical Technicians (EMTs). Paid EMTs acted more authori-
tatively, expressed in the uniform they wore, the medical jargon they used, 
and that they purposely excluded volunteer EMTs from important tasks 
with patients. The volunteer EMTs appeared more altruistically motivated 
as they spend more time with patients, talked about their work in terms of 
‘offering help’, wearing casual dress and displaying a lot of empathy with 
their patients. These two examples show that within occupations diverse 
‘sub-communities’ can exist that hold different views and practices with 
respect to how work is done.
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In an occupation that is growing and moving into new domains of 
work (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017), occupational heterogeneity might 
be intensifying. In times of occupational emergence, and in particular 
when occupations are changing in new directions, there are often a lot of 
‘newcomers’ (Zilber 2002) - or “new generations of specialists trained in the 
occupation’s core knowledge and practices who have not yet fully grasped 
the nuanced and tacit aspects of their roles” (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017: 
549) that are relatively unembedded in the local context. Newcomers, in 
turn, might have different ways of acting than longer-serving occupational 
members and “therefore capable of acting in ways contrary to the estab-
lished patterns and norms’’ (Reay, Golden-Biddle & Germann 2006). For 
example, Reay and colleagues (2006) show how nurse practitioners, who 
were newly introduced into the Canadian Healthcare system, used their 
established networks and intimate knowledge in the Canadian Healthcare 
System to legitimize new patterns of work. Similarly, Howard-Grenville 
and colleagues (2017) showed that chemistry students who entered jobs as 
junior faculty members or industry chemists, tried to moralize the work 
of experienced chemists through performing various roles, such as inno-
vator, educator or problem-solver.  From these studies, we can learn that 
while newcomers need to become embedded into an occupation by for 
example learning the occupation’s roles, practices and norms (Ibarra 1999), 
newcomers may challenge existing behaviours, norms and values within 
occupations (Reay et al. 2006).

So far, we know that occupational heterogeneity informs the emergence 
of occupations (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017). Yet, most attention has been 
given to occupational members differentiate from other occupations and 
unite around commonalities. Such ‘external view’ tends to highlight compe-
tition between occupations, and not within occupations. As a consequence, 
we, for example, know little about how occupational heterogeneity informs 
the specific development of an occupational mandate. One can imagine 
that - especially when the occupation has a lot of inflow of ‘newcomers’ 
- there can be differences, discussions and other tensions between occu-
pational members. These discussions, in turn, can either be generative 
(Howard-Grenville et al. 2017) for creating a common agreement - as it 
pushes occupational members to collectively reflect on occupation’s foun-
dations - or constraining - as it heightens differences between occupational 
members that sometimes cannot be overcome. These observations suggest 
that when new members arrive in the occupation, the occupational mandate 
- whether fully developed or ‘in the making’ - can be (re)negotiated. This begs 
the question central to this study of how internally, within the occupation, 
the occupational mandate is constructed among its heterogeneous members.
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3.3. Methods

3.3.1. Research setting

We did an ethnography of Service Designers at the design consultancy 
Fjord to explore how an occupational mandate is negotiated in action. 
Fjord is a top-tier service design consultancy (Maeda 2018), specialized 
in developing customer experiences by designing digital products and 
services.  Fjord opened its doors in 2001 and was globally acquired in 2013 
by the well-established technology management consultancy Accenture. 
This acquisition is seen in the media as starting a wave of acquisitions of 
design firms by management consultancies. In 2017, Fjord had 28 studios 
in places like Helsinki and New York, with a headcount of 800 employees 
in total. The fieldwork as performed by the first author, from here on ‘the 
fieldworker’, took place at Fjord’s Madrid studio. During data collection, 
this studio employed around 40 designers and 15 managers. Because this 
study is an ethnographic analysis of intra-occupational dynamics within 
one organization, it cannot directly address how an occupational mandate 
is constructed at the professional field level. However, investigating how in 
one firm diverse occupational members struggle to define commonalities 
does further advance our understanding by which occupational mandates 
are constructed, challenged and changed in the workplace. 

The emergence of Service Design offers an excellent setting for exploring 
how an occupational mandate is (re)negotiated between occupational 
members in the workplace for several reasons. First, it is still in its infancy 
phase. Despite having gained an occupational foothold, the designers still 
referred to Service Design as emergent and emphasized that their occu-
pation had little institutional and legal constituents. For example, they 
suggested that their work was still ‘embryonic’, by saying things like “we are 
so young, we need to learn” and “we are emergently defining what we do”. 
In other words, designers are in the middle of the process of defining their 
occupational mandate. Further, especially since the occupation of Service 
Design is growing in number, designers are pushed to define what they do 
and how it differs from other occupations. In particular, as the popularity 
of design in business is growing, organizations are now more aware of what 
design processes entail. Some organizations even have Service Design in 
their own offering, which might pressure the members of the occupation 
Service Design to redefine their roles and contributions.

Finally, while still in its infancy, the occupation is changing. Espe-
cially, the occupation is attracting many ‘newcomers’ and as a result, heter-
ogeneity inside the occupation is heightening. This is reflected in the 
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growth of the workforce at the Madrid studio of Fjord, which grew from 
6 employees in 2006 to 55 in 2016. The workforce did not only grow but 
also became more diverse. While in its initial years, Fjord mostly employed 
designers with a traditional design background, such as product designers, 
interaction designers, and technology designers, the design firm increas-
ingly attracted other types of designers. In particular, the majority of 
the recently employed designers has a background in business or related 
disciplines. These designers do not only come from different institutional 
contexts and have distinct skills, but also perspectives with respect to the 
purpose and practice of design. Taken together, these three reasons - the 
infancy of the occupation, the rising pressure to define their complemen-
tary capabilities and the inclusion of newcomers - makes Service Design 
an extremely relevant setting to study the how an occupational mandate is 
constructed in times of change.

3.3.2. Research approach

The development of an occupational mandate can be studied by focusing 
on the ‘interaction orders’ - that is patterns of people’s sayings and doings 
over time- in everyday work activities (Goffman 1959). It can be challenging 
to study how an occupational mandate is constructed in interactions.  The 
formation of occupations is a diffuse and gradual process, involving all 
sorts of ambiguity. Further, it is unclear whether or not an occupation will 
ultimately gain a foothold and define ‘in the moment’ which interactions 
are relevant (Nelsen & Barley 1997). In other words, it is easier to identify 
relevant interactions not during but after occupations are established. These 
practical difficulties “may make the longitudinal observation from an occu-
pation’s inception impossible, but they do not completely preclude studying 
how cultural mandates are constructed” (Nelsen & Barley 1997: 621). A 
research approach that is especially suitable to study everyday interactions 
in context is doing ethnography. An ethnography is a form of research in 
which researchers immerse themselves for a prolonged time in the selected 
research setting in order to understand the research subjects’ culture, 
practices, norms and values (Van Maanen 2011). The aim of this research 
approach is to learn the perspectives and practices of informants by partici-
pating in their day-to-day life (Watson 2010; Clifford & Marcus 1986).

3.3.3. Fieldwork at Fjord

For this study, the first author did an ethnography of 17 months. In the 
first round of data collection, between March 2016 and July 2017, the field-
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worker used a combination of qualitative methods to get a general appreci-
ation of organizing and work at Fjord. In particular, the fieldworker partic-
ipated for over eight months, between September 2016 and April 2017, in 
a design project4 as a ‘design researcher’. Being part of the team, allowed 
her to work alongside the other designers on a daily basis. In accordance 
with doing ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007), in terms of data 
collection, the focus was mostly on doing participant observation.

Conducting Participant Observations and Making Fieldnotes. 
Most of our observations were done by the fieldworker in the design studio 
of Fjord in Madrid, with the exception of a few instances when the designers 
worked at the client’s offices in the Netherlands. The fieldworker observed 
all sorts of meetings between designers, varying from formal presentations 
to clients and social events after work. It was especially useful to observe 
team meetings during the design project. It was in such meetings in which 
designers reflected on what they ‘ought to do’ to reach deadlines and 
reflected on their past experiences. Also, in such moments, the clashing 
beliefs and behaviors designers were most evident. In total, 55 of these 
meetings were recorded and transcribed, those meetings that could not be 
recorded - for example because this was not allowed or there were too many 
voices on record - were captured by making field notes. Besides meetings, 
the fieldworker also observed the daily work activities of designers, such 
as core tasks, how decisions are made with respect to the design process 
and client interactions, interesting discussions at the coffee machine or 
during lunch break. To capture the interactions as they unfold, the field-
worker made real-time notes on her laptop. She especially paid attention to 
naturally occurring interpretations of designers (e.g. when they reflected 
on their own design work), their own reproductions of dialogue (e.g. When 
they reported on conversations they had with clients) and practices that 
reflect their perspective with respect to Service Design (e.g. spending 
a lot of time on certain tasks they considered important). In particular, 
the fieldworker wrote down notes of moments in which designers were 
discussing their core activities and approaches to work. When the field-
worker returned home at the end of the day, she further added details to 
these notes and marked situations that in particular captured attention. 
Notes were also shared with the second author, and if needed elaborated. 
Altogether, this resulted in 382 typed pages of field notes, and on top of 
the digital pages also 8 fully-written notebooks that include jottings and 
drawings. Observing meetings and daily activities of designers allowed the 

4  In the findings section of this paper, we mostly use data from this project.
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fieldworker not only to learn the social and moral codes of Fjord’s designers 
but also to gain a rich and ‘polyvocal’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 15) under-
standing of the work of designers.

Doing Interviews. As we were interested in the emergence of Service 
Design within the workplace, most of our interviews were conducted with 
the designers employed at Fjord. As the work of designers is essentially 
collaborative (Fayard et al. 2017), this study also takes interest in the wider 
field of stakeholders involved in the work of designers such as freelancers, 
Accenture consultants, and clients. Especially relevant were the inter-
views conducted with the team members of the design project in which the 
fieldworker participated. In total, the fieldworker did two to four inter-
views with each of the team members. In these interviews, the fieldworker 
could ask the designers to reflect on the past period and zoom in on chal-
lenges and successes. These interviews helped us to nuance our own inter-
pretations of events in the field and to better contextualize responses of 
designers. Perhaps more generally, the interviews with ‘Accenture consult-
ants’ and ‘clients’ were mostly aimed at getting an understanding of the 
external image of designers, and for example, delineate what are expec-
tations with respect to design work. Especially the interviews conducted 
with the clients involved in the project were helpful, as the fieldworker 
could probe clients’ interpretations of events that she witnessed herself, 
such as conflicts between clients and designers about office space that 
were sometimes ignored or seen as ‘irrelevant’ once they passed. In total, 
the first author conducted around 68 semi-structured interviews with 36 
informants and had countless informal conversations with them. Each 
interview lasted between one to two hours, were recorded and transcribed 
ad verbatim, sometimes with the help of student assistants. Moreover, 
doing interviews allowed us not only to get more detailed explanations 
about emerging struggles between designers but also to cross-check our 
own observations.

Gathering Documents. The documents the fieldworker gathered 
included project proposals, strategy documents, trend reports, email 
conversations and content from Fjord Madrid’s website and Whatsapp 
group. These documents helped us to get a better sense of the organiza-
tion’s structure, how they present their work and moreover communicate 
with others (e.g. their clients). It was especially relevant to gather docu-
ments and other texts saved in the Evernote folder of the design team. 
This folder included about 258 files and was used as a sort of collective 
notebook, in which the designers included summaries of client meetings, 
notes on important decisions, and even intermediate design work (such as 
transcriptions of user interviews, or visualizations of idea directions). Also, 
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the fieldworker collected over 140 documents in the shared ‘Box’ folder in 
which designers saved project proposals, project planning tools, copies of 
deliverables and important email exchanges. These documents were used 
to track the work of designers over time, and for example, retrospectively 
identify example situations in which designers had key discussions about 
their work and what decisions they ultimately made with respect to their 
work practices. Gathering documents, moreover, helped us to integrate the 
data collected from observations and interviews (Glaser & Strauss 1967). 
For an overview of our data collection see Table 3.1. 

3.3.4. Analytical process

In accordance with doing ethnography, the data were inductively 
analyzed through reading and rereading fieldnotes, transcripts and other 
texts, and happened congruently with our data collection (Strauss & 
Corbin 1990; Hammersley & Atkinson 2007). In this process, we took our 
“hunches” and surprises seriously to develop emerging themes (Schultze 
2000). We used our field notes as primary data for the data analysis, and 
interviews and archival data to support and refine emerging themes. While 
the fieldworker took the lead in coding the data, the second author was 
actively involved, primarily as an interrogator of the data, representing 
the etic perspective to prevent the fieldworker from ‘going native’ (Van 
Maanen 2011). Moreover, the data analysis was collaborative as we engaged 
in regular conversations, puzzling over what our observations could mean 
and connecting it to the literature. This helped us gather more focused 
data and to develop a theoretically interesting story. 

Developing Case Narratives. Driven by our ‘hunches’ and conversa-
tions, the fieldworker first developed case narratives (Miles & Huberman 
1994). These case narratives were empirically rich stories, including frag-
ments of our fieldnotes, interview transcripts and our archival data, aimed at 
getting a hold of the enormous amount of data the fieldworker collected in the 
field. For example, the fieldworker wrote a case narrative about the culture 
at the design agency of Fjord, which focused on the cultural commonalities 
between designers such as the way they dress, their values and perspectives 
with respect to Service Design. Also, the fieldworker wrote a more chrono-
logical document about ‘design in flux’, iterating the recent maturing of the 
whole field of design, and also of Fjord’s activities in specific, including the 
latest move to business. Next to this, the fieldworker wrote a detailed case 
narrative about the project in which the fieldworker participated. This narra-
tive was especially helpful in identifying heterogeneity among designers. This 
case narrative about the project became a leading document in our analysis.
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Table 3.1   Overview of collected data

 
Type of Data 

 
Phase 

 
Type of Informants Number Total 

 
March 2016 
– July 2016
(Round I)

 
September 2016 
– November 2016
(Round II)

 
January 2017 
– August 2017
(Round III)

TOTAL

Design team meetings, Fjord design firm

Client presentations, Fjord design firm

Client Work in Progress/alignment meetings

Designers, Fjord design firm

Clients, Financial Services firm

Internal documents

 
Design team meetings, Fjord design firm
 
Client presentations, Fjord design firm

Client Work in Progress/alignment meetings

Design studio gatherings, Fjord design firm

Designers, Fjord design firm

Client Account Lead, Accenture
Management consultancy

Clients, financial services organization

Internal documents

Project Notes

Total number of interviews: 67 
Total recorded time: 79.2 hrs

Total number of observations: 77 + countless observations of everyday events
Total pages of field notes: 382 pages

Total documents: 439 documents

Designers, Fjord design firm

Consultants and Managers, Accenture 
management consultancy 

Freelancers, Fjord design firm

Clients, diverse companies

Design team meetings, Fjord design firm

Client presentations, Fjord design firm

Design studio gatherings, Fjord design firm

Tour through the organization, Accenture 
management consultancy

Everyday behavior, informal talks and other 
interesting events, Fjord design firm

Internal documents

Public documents

Observations

Observations

Observations

Interviews

Interviews

Interviews

Interviews

Documents

Documents

Interviews

Observations 

Documents

Observations

Observations

Observations 

Interviews

Interviews

Documents

Interviews

Interviews 

Interviews

Interviews

Observations

Observations 

Observations

Observations

Observations

Documents

Documents

32

6

3

4

2

4

12

2

3 months
(all day)

21

6

10

4

8

5

1

23

16

5

10

1

9

3

4

32

357

39,5 hrs. (2369 min.)

8,1 hrs. (488 min.)

6 hrs. (359 min.)

6,7 hrs. (403 min.)

120 typed pages 
of fieldnotes

”

”

”

—

—

103 typed pages 
of fieldnotes

”

7,1 hrs. (426 min.)

0,7 hrs. (42 min.)

—

159 typed pages
of fieldnotes

“

“

5,3 hrs. (317 min.)

2,4 hrs. (142 min.)

3,5 hrs. (204 min.)

—

—
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Inductive analysis of field notes and transcripts. Another impor-
tant part of the analysis was to read through our transcripts and field notes 
over and over again, marking important passages. Already when reading 
the fieldworker’s first notes in the field, we discovered that designers 
seemed insecure about what they were doing. They said things like “we do 
not know what is expected of us”, suggesting that the occupation of Service 
Design is emergent. At the same time, designers highlighted that their 
work had gone through a lot of changes in the past years. In interviews, 
Fjord designers especially emphasized the impact of the acquisition. They 
highlighted that since the take-over the design studio almost doubled 
its number projects and the workforce grew a lot and the composition of 
design teams changed. We learned from our interviews, that over the past 
years, there has been an influx of designers at Fjord with a background in 
business, such as business graduates with an interest in Service Design. 
These ‘business’ designers had different skills, education, and visions with 
respect to Service Design, then the designers that were already employed 
by Fjord. The latter mostly had a background in traditional design disci-
plines, such as product design. 

Moving between theory and data. All of this sparked our interest 
in further investigating the occupational emergence of Service Design. 
Before diving into our data, we read more about the historical devel-
opment of Service Design. We returned to our case narratives, practi-
tioner journals and online reports. In particular, we found the study of 
Fayard, Stigliani and Bechky (2017) and practitioner journals (especially 
Harvard Business Review 2015 ‘Design coming of Age’) enlightening, 
as it explained in detail that Service Design became more and more 
popular in today’s service economy in which businesses do not only want 
to offer their customers products (e.g. designing a passenger seat in an 
airplane) but feel the need to design the entire customer experience (e.g. 
the entire flight journey including the design of a passenger seat). Conse-
quently, the work of designers moved upstream, towards designing inno-
vation processes and strategies for business. The literature showed that 
designers shared commonalities among each other (e.g. through defining 
a common ‘ethos’) that differentiated them from other occupations 
(Fayard et al. 2017; Stigliani & Fayard 2010). Yet, our observations so far, 
indicated that within the occupation of Service Design, designers were 
struggling a lot over what are their commonalities. An explanation for 
this discrepancy might be that existing research on the emergence of 
Service Design was done in its initial beginnings when designers had the 
need to find ‘like-minded’ colleagues, and our study took place several 
years later when the initial foundations of the occupation were already 
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defined and designers were dealing with the consequences of moving 
into the field of business. We moved between data and theory during 
our entire data analysis.

Thematic analysis. In order to look more closely at the internal strug-
gles with respect to developing an occupational mandate among designers 
at Fjord, we returned to our observational data and our case narrative about 
the project. Through tracking discussions and tensions in the project in 
which the fieldworker participated, we were able to empirically identify 
three themes around which struggles repeatedly emerged: space, time and 
clients. To better understand how designers constructed the occupational 
mandate, we finally explored the implications of the negotiation processes 
among designers. In order to achieve this, we went back to our data and 
specifically our fieldnotes of the project the fieldworker followed.  What 
soon appeared to us, was that the discussions between designers often 
remained unresolved, at best provided temporary settlements around 
their occupational mandate. Only in rare occasions, when both parties, for 
example, had a clear common enemy (e.g. the client of ACN consultant) or 
were under a lot of time pressure, the designers collaborated and developed 
an agreement that moved beyond the design communities’ preferences. 
Interestingly, and different from what we read in, for example, the work 
of Fayard and colleagues (2017), our data also showed that designers appear 
to accommodate to each other ‘frontstage’, e.g. when seeing clients, but 
then compete with one another about ‘how work ought to be done’ in the 
more ‘backstage’ domains of their work, e.g. when they were having project 
meetings. We outline our findings in more detail below.

3.4. Findings

3.4.1. Occupational ambiguity and heterogeneity among 
designers

Designers at Fjord all identified their work as ‘Service Design’. In 
theory, all the designers could recite what Service Design is and what 
values are associated with it. Yet, in practice, we saw that designers experi-
enced a lot of ‘occupational ambiguity’, ambiguity around ‘what a Service 
Designer ought to do’. In particular, the designers experienced unclarity 
around what are core tasks and what is the most suitable approach to doing 
Service Design.

Similar to what Fayard and colleagues (2017) discovered in their study 
of Service Designers, all the designers at Fjord defined Service Design 
according to their ethos. They believed that co-creation, empathy, and holism 
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were key principles driving their work. In addition to this, Fjord designers 
also reckoned that having an impact is key to their work. Designers empha-
sized the importance of co-creation or, as they explained in interviews, 
“we do not design for, but with clients. Our clients have to become owners 
[of the design processes] as well”. The importance of co-creation became 
clear in our observations of designers’ work activities. It was common for 
the designers to organize co-creation workshops for clients. Further, the 
designers all considered empathy, or the importance of aligning with the 
needs of others, especially customers, key to their work. The designers 
said things like: “we are experts in customer related stuff”. Understanding 
the customers is important because: “what we do, creativity, is based on 
real insights from people, and real insights from customers and end-users”, 
further reflected in their practice of doing ‘user interviews’.  Designers also 
practiced the principle of holism in their work. In projects, designers did 
not only put efforts in including the direct client team, but also related 
stakeholders such as partners, investors and customers. In an interview, a 
designer explained:

“You need to obtain different perspectives during the whole project. And 

if you … don’t make these conversations between different people and keep 

them aligned during the whole project, you will never make this project a 

reality. If you don’t start to engage with IT guys in the right moment or you 

lose the marketing department, or you lose HR, at any point, you put the 

project at higher risk. To make projects reality, it is super important that all 

the people are being informed, engaged, and feel they are relevant and their 

opinion and vision is heard.” 

Next to this, designers reckoned that having impact was a key value to 
their work. The following quote of a designer illustrates this: 

“If you are a marketing guy, you want to celebrate sales features. ‘What 

is the chunk of the market I won?’ But I don’t think this is what design 

celebrates. Design celebrates design itself. It is this very self-consuming ac-

tivity. Also, it celebrates changes in the world. Like ‘wow… have you seen 

this huge improvement, how can we do things for that?’ Design celebrates 

Ikea for instance. Because it is a huge change in the way we think and can 

decide about our homes.”

The importance designers attached to having an impact on other 
people’s behaviors also became clear in their daily practices. They cele-
brated when their design solutions were launched in the market, and kept 
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Table 3.2   Intra-Occupational Negotiations to Define Occupational Mandate

 
Explanation 

 
Theme 

 
Negotiations

 
Empirical Example(s)

Appropriating 
Space

‘How does 
a service 
designer ought 
to appropriate 
space?’

Organizing 
Time

‘How does a 
Service De-
signer ought to 
organize time?’

Involving 
Clients

‘When and 
how do Ser-
vice Designers 
include clients 
in their work?’

Decorating 
Work Space. 
For all 
designers, it 
was common 
to work in a 
creative work 
environment, 
decorated with 
stationary typ-
ical to design-
ers’ identity 
like Post-its, 
Sharpies, 
drawings and 
posters

Adopting 
a flexible 
approach to 
organizing 
time. While in 
design pro-
jects design-
ers followed a 
project plan-
ning, between 
pre-planned 
presentations 
and delivera-
bles they pre-
ferred to keep 
the planning of 
work activities 
open-ended.

Including 
clients in 
projects. 
Following the 
principle of 
co-creation, 
designers 
considered it 
all important to 
involve clients 
in their design 
processes.

“The client needs to trust what 
we do, and some designers might 
interpret his request [to sit with 
the designers] as a lack of trust. 
They do not see it as something 
personal. I think it is also not 
good to completely close off, and 
defend ourselves all the time” 
(Interview, business designer)

Jane asked the other designers: 
‘where is Nadia?’ I [fieldworker] 
responded her that Nadia went 
to a little meeting room with the 
clients. Upon hearing this, Cleo 
said: ‘if I was Nadia than I would 
not plan any meetings with the 
client in the afternoon because 
we need to work. They already 
saw our work last week, there is 
nothing to show now’. …We need 
to have time to work alone. We 
need our own time, to be crea-
tive’. (Field notes, 24.09.2016)

Nadia: do you know something 
else we should do with them 
when they are here, maybe do the 
structure of the final presentation 
with them?
Carrie: but then they are not 
surprised
Nadia: I want to tell the story they 
want to hear. They are business 
people. (…)
Jane: do we trust them for that?
Nadia: I do think we can trust 
them.
Carrie: also, we did a lot for them 
already but this... And the poster, 
do we present it like this? I know 
they pay us, but come on. (Field 
notes, 03.04.2017)

Craft Designers: The craft 
designers were proponents of 
working independently from 
clients, keeping their workspace 
separated from clients.

Business designers: The busi-
ness designers emphasized the 
necessity of including the clients 
in the workspace of designers, 
making them part of their work 
environment.

Craft Designers: The craft de-
signers considered it important 
to spend time on making arti-
facts, while the business design-
ers emphasized the importance 
of developing good content. The 
craft designers did not want to 
spend time on additional tasks 
that were business-related.

Business designers: The business 
designers preferred to spend 
their time on the content of their 
work, strengthening the ‘story’ of 
their designs, and when needed 
spending time on business activi-
ties and client requests.

Craft Designers: The craft 
designers were used to devel-
op their work independently, 
only show their designs when 
they considered it ‘ready’ on 
pre-defined moments (such 
as presentations). As a conse-
quence, they often rejected client 
involvement in projects. They 
tend to identify end-users as key 
audiences.

Business designers: The business 
designers involved clients more 
often and tried to show interme-
diate results to clients when they 
asked for it. They tend to identify 
the clients as a key audience. 
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each other up to date about the ways in which it changed former behaviors 
of end-users or business clients. 

Yet, at the same time, during fieldwork it became evident that for 
designers it was not clear at all ‘what a Service Designer ought to do’, and 
in contrary, what tasks are outside of their jurisdictional domain. In other 
words, we found that Fjord designers experienced significant occupational 
ambiguity. In conversations, the designers explained that the occupa-
tional ambiguity was a result of the novelty of Service Design. Only in the 
last three years, especially after the acquisition by Accenture in 2013, the 
designers were mainly practicing Service Design. “We are still standing in 
our children shoes. Every day we learn more about what it is that we do”, 
a designer said. Other designers made comments like: “it is super vague 
to me what I need to do in projects” and “we are all confused about what 
we do”. One designer highlighted the ambiguity she experienced around 
her work, by comparing Service Design with a “swiss-army knife” that 
has different applications and functions. She said: “it can be everything. 
Service Design can be innovation, strategy and even education. There is no 
clear line [between Service Design and other work areas].” 

Occupational ambiguity became especially clear in the endless discus-
sions that designers had among themselves about how to behave and what 
approach to apply to move their work forward. These discussions mostly 
took place ‘backstage’, when the designers were in private settings like their 
project room, and not vis a vis their clients. Through following a design team 
over the course of a project, the first author captured numerous discussions 
between designers that signaled occupational ambiguity. See, for example, 
the following fragment of fieldnotes that captures a discussion between 
designers who are exploring possible directions for design solutions:

Carrie: [laughs when she sees an image of a Virtual Reality booth and asked 

the other designers] is that not marketing?

Jane: yes, super marketing

Joe [visual designer]: yeah.. is that part of service design?

Carrie: we step into other fields, of marketing, communication.

Nadia: I think it is service design.

Joe: Service? But this is about ‘how you can engage customers’?

Nadia: No... we go one level above it. We have to find a way to engage the 

customer earlier. If that involves a bit of advertising and marketing than 

that is it. We do not have to design an awareness campaign, but just need 

to define the first steps to engage the customer. I get what they [clients] 

say, the engagement model is not enough. If we translate this [the design 

concept] into something more experiential, then… of course there is mar-
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keting. But if we work on the experience, marketing is part of the service.

Joe: I am not sure if this is our responsibility.

Carrie: Yes, I agree. 

 
This fragment highlights that for the designers it is not clear what is 

Service Design, and what tasks belong to their jurisdiction. Nadia, the 
project’s lead and former MBA graduate that worked for several years in 
business, suggests that it is “ok” to slip over the boundaries of design and 
move into the field of marketing to design a solution for customer engage-
ment. Carrie and Joe, who are respectively interaction designer and visual 
designer, in contrary erect jurisdictional boundaries between design and 
other disciplines by saying things like “this is not our responsibility”. Such 
discussions about ‘what Service Designers ought to do’, frequently devel-
oped between two communities of designers: designers with a background 
in business (‘business designers’) and designers with a background in tradi-
tional design disciplines (‘craft designers’).

Business designers. The designers with a business background were 
often MBA graduates or worked in business companies for several years. 
Some of them were employed at Accenture before and only joined Fjord 
several years after the acquisition took place. In fact, various designers 
actually said that they choose to work at Fjord, not despite but because 
Fjord is part of Accenture. Typical to members of this subcommunity is 
that most of them are newcomers to the occupation of service design. In 
particular, they all entered the field of design since the increased interest 
of business companies in design at the beginning of 2010s. For these 
designers, design is an opportunity to make other business better. They 
believe business and design go hand in hand. In project teams, their roles 
were often management related and included that of ‘business designer’ or 
‘project manager’, and ‘service design lead’. A business designer said: “[I am 
a business designer, because] we need this bridge between our designers 
and Accenture, our designers and the C-level, our designers and the 
clients”, translating “between the way they work and the way we work”.  
The approach of business designers to Service Design can be illustrated by 
the following interview fragment:

Nadia: Yeah. Service design is all about creating a customer experience 

that is memorable, and satisfying and is a little bit shocking.

...

Interviewer: Experience is the end product?

Nadia: The end product is this experience that you create, that your cus-

tomers are going through. Each has different components, and different 
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tools, and different resources that you need. It can be the environment. 

It can be people. It can be methodologies. It can be technology. But 

everything empowers or enables that experience.

Interviewer: Experience still feels like a process, not as a product.

Nadia: The process is the product. We don’t deliver a website as an experi-

ence. The website is just an enabler for that experience. 

This interview fragments shows that following business designers, 
Service Design is all about “creating an experience”. A website or other 
‘tangible’ design outcome is “only an enabler for that experience”. While 
members of the business design community saw themselves as Service 
Designers, they highlighted that they did not have the skills and expertise 
“to make things”, like the more craft designers.

Craft designers. Different from the business designers, the craft 
designers were often trained in design disciplines like interaction design, 
graphic design and product design and had work experience in creative 
agencies like an advertising business. They saw themselves as ‘craftsmen’ 
and believed that design was a skill, something that requires years of 
training and expertise. While a part of the craft designers joined Fjord 
after the acquisition, most of them worked at Fjord for a longer period 
than the business designers. Hence, the craft designers strongly identi-
fied with the history of Fjord, starting as a hands-on digital design agency 
making digital products for business in 2006. About this, the studio 
director said: “We were just a bunch of geeks, enjoying to work on design. 
We were like 10 people, working from an attic in Lavapies [a neighbor-
hood in Madrid]”. As this quote implies, something that the designers 
that worked for a while in Fjord, indeed have in common is that they 
all very much “enjoy” design. In their private time, during lunch hours 
and after work, they either worked on improving their own ‘traditional’ 
design skills - such as experimenting with new drawing technique or 
video making - and often talked about the new developments in the field 
of design. The perspective of craft designers on Service Design includes 
attention for the importance of designing ‘things’, as is illustrated in the 
following interview fragment:

“I’m doing service design and I’m also doing user interfaces, but both are 

part of interaction design. At least, that is what I believe. There are all 

these categories, because it’s so broad this [interaction] design category. 

I say we are all designers, because, for me, it is impossible that a visual de-

signer doesn’t know how to do a box or a service, even if you are not good 

at sketching, but something, you are working this world, so you have to 
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understand it. That’s why I prefer to be a hybrid designer. I have a bit of 

visual, a bit of this and a bit of that.”

Here, a visual designer explained ‘service’ on the level of ‘drawing 
a box’, and hence also saw it as part of his work as a designer. The frag-
ment suggests that craft designers saw Service Design as part of what they 
are doing, an addition to their design skills rather than entirely defining 
their work. Moreover, the business designers and the craft designers have 
different approaches and ideas about how work should be done. In our anal-
ysis, we found that heterogeneity among designers was particularly mani-
fested around the ways in which designers interacted with ‘space’, ‘time’ 
and ‘clients’. These themes are visualized in Table 3.2 and discussed next.

3.4.2. Appropriating space

For all designers, space was of vital importance to their work. A 
designer with a background in advertising said: “Yeah, the physicality is 
an important dimension [of design work]. We have space, we work with 
space and [this makes us] stand out.” During our fieldwork, we repeatedly 
saw designers putting efforts in creating a ‘right’ environment for doing 
design work. They achieved this for example by decorating their work-
space with all sorts of artifacts associated with design practices, such as 
posters, photos, printouts of design solutions, Post-Its, Lego and Sharpies 
as becomes clear in the following fragment of fieldnotes:

“This is the project room”, [client] Richard says after which he looks at the 

design team. When I [fieldworker] look around, I see about twelve desks 

facing each other, accompanied by chairs and storage cabinets. The win-

dow blinds are half closed, and the light in the room is dim. It is quiet, and 

the atmosphere is calm. I count four people in the room. One of them says 

“Good morning!”. The designers stand next to each other. They are quiet 

as well. Their eyes scan the room as if they are searching for something in 

specific. Ron, the client, interrupts the silence by pointing at a group of 

desks on the left side of the room. He says: “you can work here the coming 

period”. He adds that the designers also have the option to meet in one of 

the three meeting rooms. The meeting rooms are part of the same space, 

separated by glass walls. Richard then turns to the designers and asks if 

the workspace is “useful”. Nadia, the project lead and business designer, 

responds: ‘it will do’ but she looks disappointed. Her eyes catch those of 

Cleo who stands next to her. Cara, the project manager of the design team, 

then says that for the design team it is important ‘to move in the room’. She 

explains this as the ability ‘to use the walls for posters, draw on flip overs, 
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and make noise if that is needed’. Richard said that he did not ‘foresee a 

problem’ with respect to this. He then walked to a flip-over at the other 

side of the room and pulled it towards the workspace of the designers. He 

said: “you can use this for now”, after which he said that there was a possi-

bility to reserve another flip-over if needed. 

     After a short coffee break, the design team walks back to the project 

room. Almost immediately, they start to move the furniture. They make 

jokes and have fun while doing so. Within fifteen minutes, their workspace 

looks different: instead of a collection of desks, several desks now form 

one large table, which is cluttered with personal belongings and station-

ary. Also, the walls and cabinets are decorated with posters. The posters 

are full of post-its, on which research insights are written. On one of the 

cabinets, there is a box with post-its, pencils, and markers. The project lead 

and business designer said: “they [the clients] need to get used to these ma-

terials”. Cara, the project manager, moves the whiteboard from one side of 

the room to the other side of the room. She then asks the client if he also 

has a Flip over. After around twenty minutes, the designers ‘are done’ and 

take a seat on the table.

Here, the designers put efforts into developing a work environment 
that breathes their creative identity and is different from typical corporate 
offices.  Through hanging posters on the wall, displaying all sorts of design 
artifacts and rearranging the furniture, they create a workspace that trig-
gers innovative behaviors. What is particularly remarkable, is these field 
notes suggest that turning their workspace into a creative space is a taken-
for-granted practice. Without preliminary discussion or division of tasks, 
the designers grasped whatever they brought with them to create a ‘right’ 
work environment. 

As fieldwork progressed, we discovered that for designers it is not 
only important to work in a creative environment, but also one that is 
separated from their clients. “Our own space is sacred”, one of them 
said. During the kick-off meeting of the project we followed, one of the 
designers asked the client: 

“Is there a place where we can work with the walls easily? and sometimes 

we are a bit noisy and we do not want to disturb people so that is why we 

want to isolate a little bit. And [we need] Wi-Fi... that is the minimum we 

can work with”. 

Indeed, our field research showed that designers preferred to work in 
a space to which only they have exclusive access. A space in which they 
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Pictures 3.1, 3.2. & 3.3   The workspace of design team at the office of the client, a designer hanging up 

posters and the box with post its and markers.
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are the main authority and the presence of others, like clients or Accen-
ture consultants, is minimized. In the project we followed this was for 
example achieved through working in their own design studio in Madrid, 
while their clients were based in their own offices in the Netherlands. Only 
when it was needed, for example during presentations of design outcomes 
or during user interviews, the designers worked from the client’s offices. In 
interviews, the designers said that working in a private space releases them 
from the pressure to perform and show the best version of themselves. In a 
way, then, a private working space released the designers from the feeling 
that there are ‘onlookers’ (Sergeeva et al. 2017): 

 “We need time to work alone and that does not work if he [client] is 

breathing down our neck. Imagine that clients of a chef constantly look 

when he cooks”. 

At the same time, “working alone” gave them the comfort to do as 
they please. Designers mentioned “we need the space to be creative and to 
learn”, “we need to be able to ask stupid questions in an unlimited way” and 
“we need time for team building and jokes”.  For clients, however, the phys-
ical seclusion of designers was not ideal. On various occasions, clients said 
that they were used to work alongside externally-hired consultants and 
this gave them a sense of “control” over what was happening in the project. 
Without the possibility to see the work of designers, the clients sensed the 
design process was a “black box” and there was little transparency around 
what designers do. A client said:

“[I had the feeling] that we could review and watch along, but for the [cli-

ents] team it definitely did not feel that we were building [heightened voice] 

together! If I look at the [co-creation] sessions, we had four sessions, while 

we are used to almost have daily sessions and co-creations when we work 

with external parties. And then, the distance [between clients and design-

ers] also does not help. We only have four fixed moments, and then they fly 

to the Netherlands”. 

So far, our observations suggest that there exists a tension between, 
one the one hand, the need of clients to share the workspace, and on the 
other hand, the need of designers to work in a separate and creative envi-
ronment. This tension, interestingly, was also a point of conflict among 
the designers themselves. 

During our fieldwork, we repeatedly witnessed moments in which 
designers had discussions about ‘how to accommodate their workspace’. One 
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of such moments was at the beginning of the project we followed. As the 
fragment above already suggested, the designers needed to work in the office 
space of clients for the first few weeks of the project. As the clients were used 
to share the workspace with ‘external parties’, they placed their desk next to 
that of the designers for the first days. Yet this created upheaval among the 
designers, as one of the clients reflected on it during an interview:

“They [designers] perceived it as a threat that I was sitting with the 
team. Like ‘ehhh, a client who is sitting next to me’, you know that feeling. 
Then we decided that I will sit upstairs for a few days, to give them some 
air. So apparently, they had a feeling like ‘wow, this client is a bit too much 
on top of the process. He is checking on us’. They had the feeling that they 
did not have enough room to maneuver, to play.”

While all the designers preferred to work in a private space, they did 
not agree among themselves what this means in practice. Especially, craft 
designers expressed their concerns about sharing their workspace with 
clients. One of them said:

“I mean, why are you [clients] staying here? It’s like, we used to have this 

checkpoint, an in the other moments we work on our own because you’re 

freer to do stuff… If clients don’t keep me inspired, comfortable, because 

of their comments or the circumstances, I feel frustrated and I feel angry, 

mad or whatever… and then they won’t get 100% of us. With the same 

team, you can deliver a good or a shitty project... So, you need to give me 

my space for work, and to be focused and to do my process. So, I need walls, 

post its, intimacy, those things. I need a space for fun and to disconnect.”

Nadia, a business designer and project lead, noticed that the design team 
was tensed because of the presence of clients in the workspace. Instead of 
asking the clients to leave the workspace of designers completely, she asked 
the clients to only enter the workspace only upon appointment. Moreover, 
instead of either completely excluding from or including the clients in design 
processes, the clients could sit with the designers at selected moments. As 
a consequence, the clients made almost daily appointments and therefore 
frequently entered the workspace of designers. This enhanced frustrations 
among some of the designers:

Cleo:  uhmm… I will have never, when I would have been the leader of the pro-

ject, I would have never let him sit with us. Ever. I would even have been cruel.

Fieldworker: why?
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Cleo: because it is not good for the team to have him there. It makes the 

team feel uncomfortable. Because if he sits there, we feel watched. It is un-

comfortable. I would have had a conversation with him. Like you can be in 

the same room, that is not a problem, but you cannot be in the same table. 

Just do not involve. Because one thing is co-creation, and another thing is 

surveillance… You [client] did not buy learning a master degree in service 

design, you did not buy that we train you, involve you. 

Moreover, the craft designers expressed their frustration about the deci-
sion of the project lead to let the clients sit on “the same table”. Similarly, 
Nadia also expressed her discontent in a conversation with the fieldworker:

Nadia: I think sometimes there is some arrogance, like ‘a client will never 

understand’. He does not understand. ‘He needs to adapt, he has to ...’. It 

is an arrogant attitude. Instead of saying I need to work with my client, 

[and putting efforts in] understanding where he comes from. [I believe] 

You don’t have to change everything but there are things you need to com-

promise. I think the reactions from the team were similar to that. Like ‘he 

cannot be here, he has to move out’. How do we do it so he does not feel that 

we do not throw him out from his own space?

Fieldworker: was this when Richard was sitting with us? I noticed the team 

was feeling uncomfortable.

 Nadia:  yeah, but you cannot just say, ‘go’. You need to find a way so he un-

derstands our methodology. Arrogance is ‘get out’ we do not work like that, 

empathy is ‘how can we work together’. I am surprised, from the observa-

tion that is difficult for us to work so close to our client.

These observations make clear that while ‘co-creation’ and ‘empathy’ 
are considered important values by all designers, what this means in terms 
of sharing space or involving clients is left to debate among the craft and 
business designers. Even though it appeared that ‘frontstage’ a collec-
tive agreement was reached, namely the compromise that the client only 
joined the workspace in selected moments, both communities of designers 
engaged in backstage behaviors such as gossiping because they were not 
satisfied with the outcome.

Moreover, our observations show that while space brings designers 
together, it is also what pushes them apart. We found that designers expe-
rience ambiguity with respect to how to cope with clients’ presence in 
their workspace, and a consensus about spatial interactions was not always 
reached. The craft designers sensed the presence of clients in workspace as a 
risk with respect to their independence and creative freedom, while the busi-
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ness designers highlighted the importance of displaying empathy with the 
client and sharing the work space - at least in certain moments - with clients.  

3.4.3. Organizing time

Other discussions among designers took place around organizing time. As 
designers work in projects that often have tight deadlines, it is key for designers 
to organize their time wisely. As strategic director of Fjord Luca explained: 

“For designers, it is important to smartly play with time [as they work un-

der tight deadlines]. When are you spending your time right? When you 

spend 80% of your time on craft, and the rest on ‘politics’ or social stuff 

with the client, or vice versa?” 

All of the designers were of the opinion that design processes cannot 
be standardized, as they unfold in unpredictable ways. This is illustrated in 
the following fragment of fieldnotes:

Three days after the start of the project, on the 21st of September, the design 

team was in the office around 10.00. Upon their arrival, the clients waited 

in the project room. Richard stood in front of a whiteboard on which he 

wrote ‘AGENDA’. While the designers put their stuff down, he asked for 

the planning of the day. Nadia, the designers’ project lead, told Richard 

that there was no “fixed agenda”. Richard looked worried. Nadia continued 

and said that there was a need to download the information of yesterday: 

“we need first like an hour. Is it ok we take one hour and then we do the eco-

system with you?” Richard answered quickly: “sure but shall we first finish 

the agenda?” Nadia looked hesitantly at the other designers and ultimate-

ly said “OK”. She then took over the marker from Richard and started to 

jot down the agenda. While she was writing, Richard gave her suggestions 

of what to include. For example, he proposed her to make the activities 

more concrete. After a few minutes, Nadia paused. She mentioned that felt 

the kick-off presentation the upcoming Friday “is our priority”. Richard 

appeared not to agree. He crossed his arms and with a serious tone in his 

voice, he said: “I am checking how good you are understanding this because 

you will speak with a board member, and I don’t want him to say, nice peo-

ple those Fjord designers, but they do not get our question”. Paul, the team’s 

visual designer, interrupted the conversation. He looked up from his laptop 

and said “my internet is not working”, without further trying to engage in 

the conversation between Nadia and Richard. Richard suggested him to go 

to the administration desk. Then, he turned to Nadia again and said: “for 
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me this is a good way to start every day”, referring to making the ‘agenda’. 

Nadia nodded and returned to the rest of the design team.

These observations show that designers adopt a flexible approach to 
time. A designer explained this as: 

“[the planning of design processes is] fluid, messy and flexible. It is in the 

moment and not linear… The measurement of design is not by the minute. 

We cannot offer a standard flow, stable rhythm, and send a report every day 

at an exact time”. 

Different from the designers, however, clients and Accenture consultants 
reckoned that time could be managed, controlled and planned. Clients prefer 
to organize work activities following a “minute-to-minute agenda”, as one 
of the designers called it, while the designers themselves prefer to plan their 
work activities more in the moment, a designer explained this in an interview: 

“I think it is because the design process is not linear and sometimes for 

business people it is difficult to understand. This also has to do with the cli-

ent’s expectation of making a timeline in the morning to see how we are go-

ing to work. That is a business expectation. Design processes are not linear. 

Design processes are messy, and there are things that are not going to make 

sense to him, even if we explain them, they are not going to make sense to 

him. I also think that, you process things differently as a designer, as a cre-

ative, our conversations can go from I don’t know ‘hip hop’ to ‘coffee’, and 

everything is contributing to our creativity. The laughs, the analysis of the 

series we watch, our perception of the company, everything”.  

While all designers took a more flexible approach to organize time, the 
designers repeatedly experienced unclarity around the question ‘how a designer 
ought to spend time’. Such discussions especially emerged when designers 
approached deadlines, such as when developing the Customer Journey:

 
Jane:  we can only show one, two or three drawings of the Customer Jour-

ney, or we show it all [to the clients].

Carrie: Yeah but this is important. We should not show it all. Then we don’t 

surprise them in the journey because they already know it. Anyhow, I am 

not sure if I can finish all of them [drawings] this week. I need more time. 

Nadia:  You are the only one that can finish them, so how can we do it? How 

can we make you finish them, maybe you can sketch them in less detail?

Carrie: yes, I can try that, or I can recycle what I have already. But actually, 
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for this project I wanted to do a different style.

Joe:  maybe you can try a different style later, we do not have time now

 
This fragment shows that Carrie, a craft designer, wants to experi-

ment with a different design style. The other designers, both with a back-
ground in business and more craft-related disciplines, encourage her to “try 
a different style later” and “sketch [the illustrations] in less detail”. They 
highlight that their work is interdependent and in order to move the design 
project forward, Carrie’s input is needed to move the design project forward. 
The designers reach a compromise: sketching the drawings “in less detail” 
and not “experimenting with a new style”. In the days after, Carrie used 
elements of drawings that she developed in earlier projects and re-contextu-
alized them in the current design project through making ‘simple’ changes.

Often, discussions between designers around organizing time were 
around spending time on ‘form’ versus ‘function’ of design: “[We] make 
things more beautiful, and more understandable or usable. …  Form and 
function are equally important”.  For multiple designers, it was not always 
clear how these two elements must be balanced in design processes. Along 
with our fieldwork, it frequently happened that craft designers spend more 
time on ‘form’, while business designers spend more time on ‘function’. 
Spending time on form, or the way design solutions look, helped the craft 
designers not only to express their signature style (Elsbach 2007) but also to 
improve their design skills (see Chapter 2). This is exemplified not only in 
the previous empirical illustration in which Carrie wanted to spend her time 
on experimenting with a new style of drawing for the Customer Journey but 
also by turning to discussions around ‘Making Pensiopoly’. Pensiopoly was a 
board game that the designers developed to do group interviews with users. 
Even though the designers faced tight deadlines and making the game was 
not a client request, a significant proportion of the design team worked day 
and day out on making the game. A newly hired service designer and an 
experienced craft designer worked long days on making the sketches, the 
illustrations, and other artifacts related to the game. Several days, these 
designers even worked “overtime”. Repeatedly, the project lead expressed 
her concerns about the relevance of spending so much time on developing a 
board game. She told the fieldworker in one of their talks:

I lean more towards efficiency and was very skeptical about the game. It took 

more than a week to develop the game, and we are not sure if it indeed gives 

us the answers we need.  … Let me think how I can put this without sounding 

too critical or offending anyone. Ok, it is ‘cute’ and I am always critical to-

wards ‘cute’. It has to serve a purpose. Our role is to gather information. Car-
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rie insisted on doing the game instead of the usual user interviews. My first 

impression was, do we really need this? ...We cannot spend our precious time 

on making an amazing game if it does not help us to move a step further... 

The content should guide the process, not the tool. And now it feels how can 

be fit the content in mechanics of the tool. … Content should be king. 

 
In the ‘backstage’ environment of a private conversation with the field-

worker, the business designer Nadia expressed her frustrations. She said 
that spending a lot of time on the format is not efficient, believing that 
good designers should prioritize developing “good content”. Her rejection 
of the practices of other designers becomes clear in that she labels their 
behavior as “cute” and questions if “it is really needed” to spend so much 
time on the aesthetics of the board game. In the days after, the business 
designer suggested that the other designers must better plan their work 
activities. She said: “going forward, we need to plan overtime and decide if 
it is relevant to spend overtime.” When we asked the crafts designer in an 
interview to reflect on this, she said that it was unavoidable to work over-
time on the board game. “We did what we needed to do”, she proposed. 
Instead of reaching a compromise, the craft designers ignored the requests 
of the business designers to reduce the time spent on designing the game. 
What we see happening here is that the business designers accommodated 
to the preferences of craft designers. Even though Nadia did not see the 
benefits of working ‘overtime’ on the game, she gave the craft designers the 
space to train their own ‘maker’ skills and have fun while doing so.

Similar to having a discussion around what is worth spending their time 
on, designers also had discussions about what is not worth spending their 
time on. Such discussions only intensified after the acquisition by Accen-
ture, as the designers worked in new domains and needed to do things they 
did not do before. For example, in the project we followed, the client asked 
the designers to do a “competitor analysis” with respect to a proposed design 
solution: “We miss a competitor analysis in this section. You need to know 
the market before you can estimate our differentiation in the marketplace.” 
While such requests were not uncommon, the designers were doubtful 
whether it belonged to their task domain. On the one hand, especially the 
craft designers did not want to spend time on such “corporate stuff”, on the 
other hand, mainly the business designers were concerned with “keeping 
the client satisfied”.  This tension is captured in our field notes:

“Nadia asked the other designers if they worked on the competitor analy-

sis. They all answered ‘no, we did not have time’. ‘Anyways’, she continued, 

‘we need to work on it. Maybe you, Jane, you can see what you can do?”.
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Upon request of Nadia, Jane - the newly hired service designer- agreed 
to work on making a competitor analysis. Yet, in the next meeting, Jane 
explained that she did not understand what is expected of her: “I never did 
this before. First, I need to search on Wikipedia what competitor analysis 
means”. Upon hearing this, all of the designers chuckled and collectively 
decided to hive off this task to the involved Accenture consultant. Inter-
estingly, here we see that the designers collectively agreed that making a 
competitor analysis does not belong to their jurisdiction. In collaboration, 
they developed a new solution: outsourcing the task to someone else.

These observations show designers have discussions around how to 
organize time. While the craft designers prefer to maintain a more fluid 
approach towards time, the business designers are open to make a compro-
mise and plan their time ahead, especially if this pleases the client. Further, it 
is demonstrated that organizing time is not an individual endeavor, in design 
projects time is something that is collectively owned. This means that a 
designer cannot just do as he or she pleases, and reaching a common agreement 
- whether through practices as compromising or collaborating- is desired.

3.4.4. Involving clients

Clients play a key role in the work of designers. All designers believed, 
according to the principle of co-creation, that together with clients they 
were responsible for the development and implementation of design solu-
tions. Yet, among designers, there was ambiguity with respect to how and 
when to involve their clients. Especially, the craft designers approached 
their work as a creative process over which they have the primary responsi-
bility. Hence, the latter preferred to keep client feedback and involvement 
at a minimum. The business designers, however, were more concerned 
with the business value of design solutions and involved the clients more 
often in projects. The following fragment of fieldnotes is illustrative with 
respect to such discussions:

Nadia says to the rest of the team: ‘Richard [client] asked us to send the 

presentation before, do we do this?’ Carrie responded: ‘no, you need to stop 

doing this’. Joe agreed with Carrie: ‘No, it is better not to do it. Show it 

when we have a checkpoint’. Nadia then said ‘ok, so I will only send the 

agenda. Joe then commented: ‘it is better to keep the surprise. It is like a 

movie, you also do not show it before you watch it’.

 
This example shows how craft designers, here represented by Joe and 

Carrie, warned the business designer Nadia not to share the interme-
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diate design outcomes with clients. A similar discussion emerged between 
designers during the project we followed, when the design lead invited the 
clients to join the designers for user interviews. She said: “how else do you 
make him feel part of the team when he is not really part of the team, but 
he is the owner of the project?” In an interview she explained:

“I come from a place where we do that, we take our clients and want our 

clients to be part of the interviews, then the team said, that we have never 

done that. So, I pushed for it, because I think it is important but I don’t 

know if they [other designers at Fjord] usually do it, I think it was impor-

tant for us, first of all, for them to understand the process, second, for them 

to understand how Carrie and Jane worked, and third for bonding purpos-

es, they went together and spent small time together”.

Craft designers, however, often interpreted clients’ requests for involve-
ment as signals of mistrust. As the business designer was in the lead of the 
project, the craft designers had to accommodate the request of the busi-
ness designers that saw possibilities for more client involvement. As the 
craft designers did not see another way out, they rebelled by engaging in all 
sorts of backstage behavior such making sarcastic comments like: “guys, 
are we ready for the preview of the review of the initial finding?” or “why 
does he [the client] wants to see what we do? He thinks we are just the 
crazy guys, walking around with Post-Its”

Discussions about the involvement of clients in projects were 
often anchored in the larger discussion of ‘who is the key audience’ of 
designers. For craft designers it was rather clear: they felt that their 
loyalties were primarily with the end-users, and hence they were propo-
nents of “saying no” to the client - especially whenever the client’s desire 
stroke with what the designers believe is best for the end-users. A visual 
designer said in an interview: “because we are, we really believe in our 
idea and we are not for following the client, we are proponents of ‘saying 
no’ to the client”. Some designers even claimed that the possibility to 
‘reject’ clients’ feedback is what sets them apart from other occupation 
- and especially from “normal consultants”. For the business designers, 
however, it was important to create a supportive environment with 
respect to the clients and make sure that their expectations are met. A 
business designer explained: “if we work on empathy for the customer, 
it means nothing if we don’t have empathy with the client first. It is the 
first thing.” Let us further illustrate this by turning to a moment in the 
project we followed. At the end of the first phase of the design project, 
the clients asked the designers to give strategic advice. This triggered a 
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discussion among business designers and craft designers about who are 
the key audiences:

Nadia: for me after that conversation it is not clear what we supposed to do. 

Are we helping GAP [the client organization] to become a more competi-

tive player? Or are we helping Dutch citizens helping retirement?

Betty: or... are helping GAP to work closer with users? Or are we joining a 

team to face different future scenarios? Maybe we need to have this talk 

on Wednesday [when having a client meeting] because this shapes how we 

download information and approach the ramble. Based on what you see in 

in the interviews, what will be best, based on discovery path [designers had]?

Nadia: It is not just about customers. How do you compete in the market-

place? For them to be aware of how to do business?

Betty: but again... what will be our recommendation for this?

Nadia: Jane and Carrie what do you suggest based on interviews?

Jane: the end users do not trust [the products] of GAP. User insights say 

that people maybe want human advice. 

[Carrie nods]

Nadia: But how does GAP stay sustainable? 

Betty: Don’t you think it’s fairer for the end-user?

Nadia: Oh yes definitely. But the client has a different perspective. It is 

too costly. 

Carrie: I think it is a conservative perspective [that of the client].

Nadia: I heard they want to cut the budget, minimize it with 20%.

Betty: so this is why they hired us, to digitalize the experience, to reduce 

costs. They are our clients, we cannot ignore that.

 
This is essentially an ethical discussion among the designers, questioning 

whether they should adapt to the needs of clients or end-users. Especially 
represented by Carrie here, especially the craft designers believe that 
end-users are the key audiences. Another designer added to this in an inter-
view: “we see the clients as the bridge to get to the end-users.” Yet, as is here 
illustrated by the comments of Nadia and Betty, especially business designers 
emphasized the importance of pleasing the business clients. This is visible in 
their comments like “it is not just about customers. How do you compete in 
the marketplace?” This discussion between the designers continued without 
reaching consensus.  Hence, the designers decided to compromise and devel-
oped two ‘strategy scenarios’, one that is best for the clients and one that is 
better for end-users, leaving the strategy choice up to the clients themselves.

Interestingly, we noticed that in discussions around key audiences were 
challenging for the designers as it was not always clear who belonged to the 
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category of ‘clients’. Especially since their work changed to designing strat-
egies and affected a broader audience than only the direct clients them-
selves, such unclarities enhanced. In various projects, we saw that clients 
highlighted the importance of involving the wider “project team” and other 
key members of the organization. This, in turn, led to discussions among 
designers about if it is indeed the responsibility of designers to include such 
wide scope of people in their projects:

Lara: Richard send the Mural [online co-creation activity] to all the Ram-

ble participants, and they have been filling it in in the weekend.  We told 

him we would send such activities 1 or 2 a month”.  

Nadia:  Yeah, it is important to do it. But none of these activities have to take 

us away from what we are doing. He wanted us to create content, and service 

design, and I said no we cannot create content and educate these people. 

Carrie: I do not understand why we have to do it at all. 

Joe: “I think Richard wants us to work with Mario [one of the brand man-

agers in project team]. But that is not our job. I think we need to start sep-

arating ourselves from all the politics behind the project.”

Nadia: This can help us to promote our project and create impact [inside 

the organization]. Let’s keep that in mind. 

This fragment shows that not all designers consider it their respon-
sibility to include actors beyond their direct clients. Especially Nadia, a 
business designer, highlights the importance of creating an impact on the 
organization. Ultimately, the designers created a new activity on ‘Mural’ 
and shared these with the project team. Moreover, this section shows that 
while all designers agree on the importance to include others in their work, 
among themselves there are different approaches in terms of how this can 
best be done. Such discussions are anchored in wider debates about who is 
the key audience of design work. We see here that as their work is changing 
towards developing business strategies, the designers frequently choose for 
clients instead of end-users and their ultimate audience. 

3.5. Discussion

Our ethnography of Service Design at a design firm suggests that for 
members of fledgling occupations it might be difficult to all look into 
the same direction, thereby emphasizing heterogeneity inside occupa-
tions (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017). This adds to the literature which has 
mostly concentrated on how members of an emergent occupation leverage 
commonalities - such as culture, identity, and values - vis a vis other occu-
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pations they distinguish themselves from (van Maanen & Barley 1984; 
Fayard et al. 2017).

In this ethnography of the occupation Service Design, we show that 
in emergent occupations, people might experience occupational ambi-
guity because they are involved in work that has not been done before and 
accordingly, people might not have similar approaches let alone shared 
routines. The designers at Fjord were still exploring what were core 
tasks and approaches to their work. While they are in the midst of such 
discovery processes, occupational ambiguity heightened. Newcomers with 
backgrounds in business and management (‘business designers) arrived and 
challenged the emergent definitions of ‘what Service Designers ought to do’. 
They challenged the ways in which already serving designers, who mostly 
have a background in traditional design disciplines (‘craft designers’), were 
operating. This led to lengthy discussions in designers’ daily work. In 
particular, the business designers and craft designers engaged in different 
interactions with ‘space’, ‘time’ and ‘clients’. For example, whereas business 
designers believed that it was important to respond to the clients’ demands 
for more involvement in design processes, the craft designers took more 
distance. They reckoned that it was best to keep their design solutions a 
surprise and only involve clients minimally in design processes. While 
such disagreements express the different approaches of designers to their 
work, they did not resolve the already existing occupational ambiguity. 

In order to work despite the occupational ambiguity, the designers 
developed temporary settlements. Such settlements included accommo-
dating to the preferences of one community – which most often was that 
of the business designers. Another settlement was developing a temporary 
compromise, for example, showing that the designers have been working 
instead of on what they have been working. Finally, another settlement 
was dividing tasks and doing work tasks with different approaches. Yet, 
even though the designers found ways to work, the occupational ambiguity 
persisted. Designers expressed their disagreement with the settlement in 
backstage behaviors like jokes or gossiping. Our findings have theoretical 
implications for organizational studies on occupations, and in particular 
on occupational emergence.

3.5.1. Discovering the Occupational Mandate in Intra- 
occupational Struggles

Organizational studies on emergent occupations often start from the 
idea that in occupations people leverage their commonalities vis a vis other 
what people share in other occupations (Van Maanen & Barley 1984). Our 
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study contributes to this by highlighting that within emergent occupations 
people might not know what they have in common, and in particular, what 
core work tasks are. In other words, one of the theoretical implications 
of our study is that we show that in emergent occupations people might 
experience occupational ambiguity. Our study contributes by showing not 
only how occupational members struggle over the definition of their still 
emerging occupation, but also how the arrival of newcomers might inten-
sify occupational ambiguity. We suggest that ambiguity can arise around 
all sorts of themes, in our case this was interactions with space, time and 
clients. Elaborating on this, in the spirit of Strauss and colleagues (1963: 
167), we promote the idea that occupations are ‘unstable’ and promote the 
idea that in occupations “no change”, and even change, “must be worked at”. 

Further, our study adds to existing organizational studies on the devel-
opment of an occupational mandate, by highlighting the importance of 
looking at the role of intra-occupational struggles in occupational emer-
gence. So far, most organizational studies explained the development of 
an occupational mandate from an inter-occupational perspective, empha-
sizing how occupational members leverage their commonalities vis a vis 
other occupations. For example, in the study of Fayard, Stigliani and 
Bechky (2017) it is demonstrated how Service Designers develop their 
occupational mandate on the basis of a shared ethos, which is different 
from that of other workers involved in similar work domains (such as 
management consultants or product designers). Our study adds to such 
research by showing that occupational mandates are not only developed 
in inter-occupational struggles but also in intra-occupational struggles. 
While the inter-occupational perspective shows that occupations do not 
exist in a vacuum but evolve in interactions with other occupations, it risks 
overlooking what happens inside occupations and hence tends to display 
occupations as relatively homogeneous entities. 

Yet, as recent research showed, occupations are internally heter-
ogeneous (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017) and shaped by the competing 
struggles of occupational members (Nelsen & Barley 1997).  Hence, it is 
important to shed light on the intra-occupational struggles that shape 
the development of the occupational mandate, and the overall emergence 
of occupations. 

The work of Nelsen and Barley (1997) on the emerging occupation of 
Emergency Medical Services (EMS) is one of the rare studies that provided 
insights into how intra-occupational competition can inform the devel-
opment of an occupational mandate.  In their work, they describe how 
paid and volunteer emergency medical technicians (EMTs) challenge each 
other’s interpretations and enactments of the occupation in their work 
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style, clothing, and relationship with patients. Because of their authorita-
tive demeanor, paid EMTs better succeeded in convincing their audiences 
(patients, other medical professionals) that they are legitimate practitioners 
and hence ultimately ‘won’ the settlement of the occupational mandate. 
Similarly, we show that designers are not only concerned with differenti-
ating themselves from other occupations (like management consultants), 
but also constantly challenge each other’s notions of ‘how work ought to 
be done’. Yet, whereas Nelsen and Barley primarily explained how EMTs 
tried to convince their audiences that work is worthy of compensation, our 
study adopts a more ‘inwards’ perspective and explores how designers tried 
to convince each other of ‘what they ought to do’. Further, whereas the 
different communities of EMTs had a clear picture of what belongs to their 
jurisdiction, the designers at Fjord experienced occupational ambiguity. 
Hence, another theoretical implication of our study is that inside occupa-
tions, members are not only competing but also might also be still defining 
what are core practices. 

When occupations are inherently heterogeneous (Howard-Gren-
ville et al. 2017) and unstable, our research suggests that the occupational 
mandate can be negotiated at all stages of occupational emergence. So far, 
researchers have emphasized that the occupational mandate is constructed 
in the early institutionalization of an occupation (Abbott 1988). Moreover, 
studies have adopted a rather chronological approach in assuming that the 
development of an occupational mandate is something that happens prior 
to the solidification of jurisdiction. For example, in their study Fayard 
and colleagues (2017: 272) cite the work of McMurray (2011: 802): “once a 
mandate is established, practitioners’ sense of solidarity and identity gives 
them moral authority to claim that their ways of conduct and thinking 
related to the work are appropriate and relevant”. While constructing 
an occupational mandate is indeed a “key early phase” in occupational 
emergence (Abbott 1988; Fayard et al. 2017: 272), following ‘finding like-
minded colleagues’ and before ‘solidifying the jurisdiction’ (Bucher 1988), 
the development of the occupational mandate is not limited to these early 
beginnings. For example, in our case, we show that even though designers 
already make jurisdictional claims and try to solidify their occupation vis 
a vis other occupations, within the occupation there is still disagreement 
about interactions with clients. Business designers challenged the idea of 
craft designers that requests of clients for more involvement can best be 
ignored. The craft designers believed that clients should be involved at the 
end of design processes, once their design concepts are almost ready. The 
business designers, however, reckoned that it was important to ‘make the 
clients’ happy and include them also during design processes when design 



3. (Re)Negotiating Service Design 137

concepts are still in the making. Taken together, our study builds on 
existing research by showing that the occupational mandate is not limited 
to a particular phase of occupational emergence but rather can be devel-
oped at all times.

3.5.2. Promoting an ethnographic approach to study occu-
pational emergence

Our study contributes to organization studies on occupations by high-
lighting the importance of doing ethnography to better understand how 
occupations emerge. Predominantly, studies on occupational emergence 
are done with an institutional approach. The institutional approach focuses 
on the public aspects of occupational treats occupational emergence and 
treats occupations as structures that have a clear beginning and ‘end’. 
Accordingly, the emergence of occupations is mostly studied with a retro-
spective perspective, once occupations are already established (e.g. Halpern 
1992). Yet, drawing on the foundational work of Abbott (1988), who argues 
that occupations are constructed in everyday work, we promote the idea 
that doing ethnography is a suitable approach to study the emergence of 
occupations (e.g. Bechky 2003a; 2003b; 2006). By immersing oneself in the 
daily context (Van Maanen 2011) of occupational members, ethnographies 
allow for ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz 1973) of occupational emergence and 
consequently to theorize empirical observations. Moreover, we agree with 
Bechky (2007: 1761) who writes that “deepening our understanding of work 
life would enable us to develop more comprehensive and interesting organ-
izational and occupational theories”.

In particular, our work shows how doing ethnography can reveal 
dynamics in occupations that otherwise are likely to remain unnoticed. 
For example, doing ethnography allowed the fieldworker to identify “back-
stage behaviors” (Goffman 1973), such as joking and gossiping, among the 
designers. Through following the designers wherever they went, both 
during and after work hours, the fieldworker could not only capture the 
discussions among designers about ‘what a Service Designer ought to do’ 
during formal meetings, but also the comments and talks of designers after 
such meetings. Previously, research showed that studying backstage behav-
iors can help to reveal role expectations and coordinate action (Bechky 
2006a), to express demeanor of expertise (Nelsen & Barley 1997), and to 
underline “dynamics of respect, collaboration and expertise crucial to the 
horizontal divisions of labor that are common in postindustrial workplace” 
(Barley, Bechky & Nelson 2016: 125). We elaborate on these studies by 
showing that backstage behaviors such as gossiping can also be a mech-



Design Meets Business138

anism to temporary cope with the dual pressure of, on the one hand, the 
need to externally appear like a united occupational community and, on 
the other hand, to cope with tensions within the occupation. In our case, 
gossiping allowed designers to express their discontent without harming 
the collective image they conveyed to their audiences. An example from 
the field is when the business designers agreed to share their workspace 
with clients, the craft designers did not openly express their disagreement 
when clients were present. Instead, in private conversations - during coffee 
breaks or lunches- the designers made jokes and sarcastic comments. More-
over, through ‘being one of them’ doing ethnography allows researchers to 
capture not only the overt behaviors, but also the more covert behaviors 
that are fundamental to shaping occupations.

Further, if Weber (1949 in Watson 2010: 213) was right to say that 
“when people engage in action they are more or less unconscious of its 
subjective meaning”, it is the task of the ethnographer who studies ‘lived 
experiences’ to capture practitioners’ implicit behaviors. In our case, the 
ethnographic approach, for example, allowed us to identify the importance 
of interactions with ‘time’ in defining the occupation. For example, while 
the craft designers preferred to spend their work hours on developing a 
board game called Pensiopoly for user research, the business designers 
reckoned this was not efficient and might cost too much time. Recently, a 
group of researchers highlighted the utility of studying ‘time’ and temporal 
structures to better understand work and organizing (Ancona et al. 2001; 
Orlikowski & Yates 2002; Berends & Antonacopoulou 2014; Ravasi & Stig-
liani 2018). For example, in their study Orlikowski & Yates (2002) showed 
how one community of researchers organized its meetings around previ-
ously scheduled meetings of another community of researchers, to allow 
for members of both communities to meet face to face and enhance oppor-
tunities for collaborations. Another example is the work of Boland and 
colleagues (2008) who mention in their work how architect Frank Gehry 
carefully selects when he involves clients in design projects, as this allows 
him to maintain a sense of control over the design process. These studies 
demonstrate that interactions with time can help actors to better collabora-
tions between occupations and highlight authority over task domains. Yet, 
so far, we know little about the role of time in shaping occupations. In our 
study, we contributed to this by showing that inside occupations, people 
can different approaches to managing time and this can result in intra-oc-
cupational struggles. In particular, we saw that the business designers and 
craft designers rallied over the timing of client involvement. Also, we saw 
that designers played with the duration of tasks – such as spending a lot of 
time on making the board game Pensiopoly- in order to orient the behav-



3. (Re)Negotiating Service Design 139

iors of other members and steer the occupation into a certain direction. 
So, our study adds to organizational studies by showing the importance of 
studying time interactions in occupations. 

Besides studying time, our study also demonstrates that doing ethnog-
raphy can help to identify interactions with space. It is not a new thought 
that studying space is useful to understand occupations. In her study of 
a manufacturing firm, Bechky (2003a) for example shows that collabora-
tion between different occupational groups, including assemblers, engi-
neers, is facilitated by entering in each other’s work environment - hence 
collapsing occupational boundaries. In the same study, she showed that 
erecting boundaries in workspaces, such as refusing the physical involve-
ment of other occupational groups can complicate collaborations. Another 
example is the study of Kellogg, Orlikowski and Yates (2006), who show 
how practitioners with an interactive marketing firm encourage collabo-
rative efforts between different occupational members through making 
their work visible and legible to each other in a digital environment, what 
she calls the ‘trading zone’. While ‘the trading zone’ is oriented at the 
collective, it can also trigger jurisdictional disputes within the occupa-
tion by for example fighting over the importance of ‘speed’ over ‘quality’ 
in work. While these studies show that studying the spatiality of inter-
action can reveal a lot about how common ground is built between and 
within occupations, our study adds to this by showing that space can also 
intensify heterogeneity and contestations in occupations. Taken together, 
recognizing the importance of studying backstage behaviors and implicit 
behaviors (such as interactions with time and space), we believe that doing 
ethnography can provide the sort of sensitivity for the local context which 
makes it possible to identify the complex nuances of social life that often 
are difficult to identify by practitioners themselves (Bechky 2006b; Clif-
ford & Marcus 1986; Orr 1996). 

3.6. Limitations and Future Research

This study has limitations. The ethnographic approach adopted in 
this study gave us the unique opportunity to join the designers at Fjord 
in their daily routines for over a period of 17 months. Precisely because of 
this immersive character of this approach, the study was limited in time. 
Hence, questions with regard to what happens over time with respect to 
the occupational mandate are left unanswered. It would be interesting to 
follow the subcommunities and explore which subcommunity becomes 
externally recognized as more ‘legitimate’ practitioners, especially with 
respect to the changing market in which they operate. For example, in 
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the study of Barley and Nelsen (1997), they showed that over time one 
subcommunity - paid EMTs- better succeeded in convincing others 
of the legitimacy their work, that the other subcommunity - volun-
teer EMTs. Such developments, of course all are related to the internal 
dynamics within the occupation and how these develop over time. In our 
case, we wonder: do the business designers or the crafts designers ‘win’ 
the battle? Or do they both compromise and develop a new occupational 
mandate altogether? Or does a new group of members arrive that alters 
the foundations - on which the occupational mandate is developing- 
again? One can imagine that occupational members might break away, 
mobilize their own community or even start a new occupation. Building 
on the work of Nelsen and Barley (1997), we urge researchers to start 
from the idea that occupations are inherently unstable and look at how 
stability is periodically achieved. Further, as Bechky (2011) mentions in 
her recent study, we believe that it is beneficial for researchers to adopt 
a ‘comparative approach’ to better understand occupational emergence. 
Besides comparing two empirical settings as she recommends, we reckon 
that in the future researchers might also compare the construction of an 
occupational mandate at various moments of occupational emergence. In 
particular, it would be interesting to see whether settlements of intra-oc-
cupational struggles alter over time, and what this means in terms of the 
construction of the occupational mandate.

Further, our focus within the occupation helped to create a better 
understanding of the struggles informing the construction of an occupa-
tional mandate. At the same time, this intra-occupational focus can be 
considered a boundary condition as contextual developments are out of 
the scope of this paper. For example, the occupational literature showed 
that the development of new technologies (Barley 1986; Nelsen & Irwin 
2014), organizational (Bechky 2006b) and institutional pressures (Halpern 
1992) might also influence the daily activities of occupational emergence 
(Abbott 1988). In the particular setting of this paper, we can envision 
that the acquisition of the design consultancy Fjord by the management 
consultancy Accenture did impact the ways in which internally heteroge-
neity was perceived and enacted. In particular, as our findings suggest, the 
longer serving designers at Fjord feared to become like “normal consult-
ants” - often referring to the Accenture consultants. This is visible in the 
comments they made like “we need to watch out not to be eaten by the 
beast [referring to Accenture]”. Hence, one can imagine that the longer 
serving designers at Fjord sensed the arrival of newcomers with a back-
ground in business threatening, or at least disturbing. Moreover, one can 
imagine that the designers responded more intensely to the newcomers’ 
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ideas and behaviors. An implication might be that they were inclined to 
reach temporary, rather than definite, settlements of negotiations. We 
recommend future research to further explore how contextual develop-
ments impact occupational emergence and, in particular, the development 
of an occupational mandate.

A final consideration is that the intra-occupational struggles in our 
case were shaped by power asymmetry inside the design team and possibly 
also at the organizational level. To start with, in the project we followed, 
a business designer had a leading role in the design team: even though all 
designers were responsible for the success of the design project, the busi-
ness designers was ultimately responsible for keeping the clients happy 
and communicating with Accenture consultants. One can imagine that 
because of this authority, the business designer could encourage the other 
designers to behave in certain ways - even though the latter do not agree. 
For example, she could invite the clients to join the designers’ interview 
processes - while the other designers did not agree, yet the other designers 
could not resist this as she already communicated this decision with the 
clients. In such occasions, we saw that designers turned to gossip instead 
of actively resisting. In other words, it might be that in our study the 
designers were inclined to find a middle ground, while in other situa-
tions - in which newcomers embody lower power positions - they could 
have pushed more for accommodating to their own desires. Further, we 
expect that the intra-occupational struggles were also shaped by develop-
ments on the organizational level. As Fjord was acquired by Accenture, a 
typical business firm, it can be expected that the designers were ultimately 
encouraged to adapt to the business designers’ needs instead of that of the 
craft designers. We recommend other researchers to further explore occu-
pational heterogeneity and power differences. Especially we encourage 
future research to do research on occupational heterogeneity in situations 
in which collaboration is not the ultimate goal, as we can imagine in such 
situation intra-occupational struggles might intensify and even hamper 
the identification of commonalities and the construction of the occupa-
tional mandate altogether. 

In conclusion, this ethnographic study of Service Design at one design 
firm described the intra-occupational struggles through which an occu-
pational mandate is (re)negotiated in times of occupational change. In 
our case, the designers shared various commonalities. Collectively, they 
dressed informally, loved to capture their insights on Post-Its and did not 
like it when their clients asked them to act like ‘normal consultants’. Yet, 
at the same time, the designers internally differed in their interactions 
with space, time and clients. Especially, struggles within the occupation 
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emerged between the recently arrived business designers and the longer 
serving craft designers. In order to progress work despite ambiguity 
around ‘what a Service Designer ought to do’, designers developed tempo-
rary settlements such as developing compromises or momentarily adapting 
to each other’s perspective. Moreover, our study builds a grounded picture 
of what it means to work inside an emerging occupation that is changing, 
something that is highly relevant to know in today’s society in which the 
nature of work and organizing is rapidly transforming.
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Abstract

This study explores how creative workers as ‘ceremony masters’ facilitate 
liminality to stimulate creative processes in organizations. Liminality re-
fers to a transformation process which brings people out of their comfort 
zone, and goes accompanied with feelings of ambiguity, community and 
freedom. Based on a qualitative study at a social innovation hub, we found 
that creative workers act as ceremony masters to facilitate liminality. Lim-
inality among clients is facilitated by activating clients to connect to oth-
er actors and to experiment with new technologies and creative methods. 
This practice of activating clients calls for the ceremony masters to con-
stantly morph into different roles. This paper contributes to the literature 
on liminality by revealing a case of ‘double liminality’, namely that creative 
workers can act as ceremony masters and facilitate liminality while adopt-
ing a liminal position themselves.
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4.1. Introduction

This paper examines creative workers who put their clients in a situation 
of liminality, with the ultimate aim to stimulate creativity in organization-
al settings. Liminality is a concept that originates from anthropology and 
refers to a transformation in which people move from one state of being 
to another state (van Gennep 1960; Turner 1982; 1987; 2008 [1969]), and 
is used in organization studies to illuminate processes through which or-
ganizational members transit from one organizational reality to another 
(Garsten 1999; Czarniawska and Mazza 2003). 

Liminality can be a “profoundly unsettling experience” (Sturdy, 
Schwarz and Spicer 2006: 930) because existing routines, rules and struc-
tures disappear before new ones can be formed. Based upon these charac-
teristics, however, scholars have suggested that liminality can be condu-
cive to creativity and exploration of new possibilities (Garsten 1999; 
Turner 1982; 1987). Participation in mundane organizational activities, like 
organizing workshops ( Johnson, Prashantham, Floyd and Bourque 2010), 
enacting roles (Swan, Scarbrough and Ziebro 2016) or having conversa-
tions in hallways (Shortt 2015) can allow people to experience liminality 
and generate novelty (Howard-Grenville et al. 2011). Scholars also demon-
strated that escaping from organizational realities (Tempest and Starkey 
2004), for example through organizing business dinners (Sturdy et al. 
2006) or temporary consultancy projects (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003) 
can trigger creative behaviors among organizational members. So, whether 
in the form of activities, roles or spaces, liminality can be a “seedbed of 
cultural and social creativity” (Garsten 1999: 615) and is “full of potency 
and potentiality” (Turner 2008 [1969]: 466). 

So far, however, most research has examined liminality and its potential 
for creativity from the perspective of the ‘liminal personae’ (Turner 2008 
[1969]: 95), or those who undergo liminality, such as management consult-
ants (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003; Sturdy et al. 2006), MBA students 
(Simpson, Sturges and Weight 2010), temporary workers (Garsten 1999; 
Borg and Söderlund 2014), managers (Swan et al. 2016), or other organiza-
tional employees (Howard-Grenville et al. 2011; Shortt 2015). Traditional 
literature on liminality, though, has also pointed at the role of ‘ceremony 
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masters’ leading others through a process of transformation (Turner 1982; 
1987; 2008 [1969]). In particular, it is suggested that ceremony masters can 
help to manage feelings of heightened ambiguity among liminal personae 
that can hamper transformation processes. Yet, so far, organizational liter-
ature has neglected the importance of those who guide liminal personae 
through their experience.

As a consequence, we know little about the role and activities of cere-
mony masters in the context of organizations, where liminality is analyzed 
more as an emergent phenomenon. The purpose of this study is thus to 
bring back in the ‘ceremony masters’ in organizational studies on limi-
nality, and enlighten their actions. Since liminality offers opportunity 
for creativity (Garsten 1999; Sturdy et al. 2006; Swan et al. 2016), we aim 
to understand the actions of creative workers as main facilitators of limi-
nality. Hence, our research question in this paper is: How do creative workers 
as ceremony masters facilitate liminality for their clients?

Our insights are based on an in-depth qualitative study of creative 
workers at a social innovation hub who aim to spark their clients’ imagination 
and creativity in innovation projects. As ‘ceremony masters’, they enacted 
two independent but related practices to facilitate liminality for their clients. 
Through the practice of ‘morphing’, the creative workers changed their 
own roles and personal representations depending on clients’ demands and 
needs. At the same time, through the practice of ‘activating’, creative workers 
encouraged their clients to play and experiment with new technologies 
while connecting them to a heterogenous group of experts and other inter-
ested people. Through the combined interplay of morphing and activating, 
the creative workers purposely created feelings of ambiguity, freedom and 
community which triggered liminality among their clients. In other words, 
creative workers facilitate liminality by being liminal themselves.

With these insights we contribute to organization theory on limi-
nality and creativity, by revealing a case of ‘double liminality’. We take the 
perspective of the ‘ceremony masters’ in facilitating liminality, and propose 
that creative workers might be liminal themselves in order for their clients 
to transform. We especially build on the work of Czarniawska and Mazza 
(2003) and Tempest and Starkey (2004), and add to those the argument 
that ‘ceremony masters’ can safely guide people through the liminality. We 
further show that such a perspective adds to the insights on liminality as 
process, position and place (Söderlund and Borg 2017), by focusing on what 
practices can be done to facilitate liminality. Also, we respond to the calls 
for research on activities of creative workers ( Jones et al. 2016), and espe-
cially in their ‘mundane’ activities beyond engaging in creative processes 
themselves (Rahman and Barley 2017). 
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4.2. Theoretical Background

4.2.1. Liminality 

The notion of ‘liminality’ has found a revived appeal in organization 
studies since the last decade and builds on insights from anthropologists 
Arnold van Gennep [1873-1957] and Victor Turner [1920-1983]. Liminality’ 
finds its origin in the Latin word of limen, which means ‘threshold’. For 
instance, in his book Les Rites de Passages, van Gennep (originally published 
in 1909; translated in 1960) describes the particular rite which turns boys 
into men. He suggests that each rite unfolds in three phases, going from 
‘rites of separation’, through ‘transition rites’, to ‘rites of incorporation’. 
The first phase involves a symbolic detachment of subjects from previous 
structures. The second or the middle phase brings actors in liminality, 
which means that they are structurally ‘in between’, neither completely 
detached nor completely incorporated back into existing structures. In the 
final phase, that of incorporation, the liminal personae gained a renewed 
state and move back into existing structures.

Building on this work of Gennep, Turner (2008 [1969]) elaborated on 
the middle phase of liminality by further eliciting the experience and 
position of the liminal personae. He suggested that liminal personae are 
“betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, 
convention and ceremonial” (1982: 68). And accordingly, “temporarily 
undefined, beyond the normative social structure” (Turner 1982:  27). 

Liminality is imbued with specific feelings, upon which Turner espe-
cially elaborated in his early work (2008 [1969]). In particular, he shows 
that being “not strictly definable” (Söderlund and Borg 2017: 3) goes 
accompanied with feelings of ambiguity, freedom, and community. First, 
people undergoing the liminality might experience ambiguity as they 
pass ‘through a realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past 
or coming state’ (Turner 1987: 5). Ambiguity refers to a lack of compre-
hension about what is happening and an inability to compensate for this 
with existing information (Weick 1998). Secondly, feelings of freedom 
might emerge or what Turner (2012: 3) called ‘a spring of pure possibility’. 
Because liminality offers a sort of anti-structure vis-a-vis the dominant 
structure, people might have the feeling that ‘anything may happen’ 
(Turner 1987: 13). Finally, liminality commonly triggers a communitas 
(Turner 2008a [1969]; Turner 2012) or what is commonly referred to as 
feelings of community. As liminality is part of a community ‘rite’, it can 
enhance feelings of belonging to the collective as well as generate sensa-
tions of identity and kinship.
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In organization studies, liminality has been used to explain a wide 
variety of phenomena, among which organizational change (Czarniawska 
and Mazza 2003; Sturdy et al. 2006; Howard-Grenville et al. 2011), iden-
tity (Ellis and Ybema 2010; Beech 2011), learning (Tempest and Starkey 
2004), entrepreneurship and innovation (Henfridsson and Yoo 2013; 
Garcia-Lorenzo et al. 2017), work rhythms (Vesala and Tuomivaara 2018), 
education (Simpson et al. 2010) and creative agency (Garsten 1999; Swan 
et al. 2016). Much of the previous studies on liminality in organizations, 
has emphasized how liminality is an opportunity for individuals and 
collectives to re-invent themselves, covering a wide range of actors such as 
consultants (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003; Sturdy et al. 2006), scientists 
(Zabusky & Barley 1997), strategy managers ( Johnson et al. 2010), knowl-
edge brokers (Swan et al. 2016), and employees (Howard-Grenville et al. 
2011; Shortt 2015). 

The first study that broke ground in organizational research on limi-
nality is the work of Garsten (1999). In his study on temporary workers, 
Garsten (1999: 603) uses the concept liminality to give an alternative 
perspective to the idea of being ‘just a temp’. He suggests that the role of a 
temporary worker offers a lot of freedom in comparison to others who are 
less flexibly embedded in those existing normative structures, as maneu-
vering outside of the “normative structures” offers them the opportunity 
to act as ‘knowledge brokers’ and create new knowledge. Moreover, he 
shows that the liminal position of temporary workers could be consid-
ered as “a seedbed of cultural and social creativity, a position in which new 
models, symbols and institutions arise” (Garsten 1999: 615). From this we 
can conclude that liminality can be beneficial for organizations, insofar 
that liminal personae such as temporary workers can infuse organizations 
with “new aspirations, identities, and structural models” (Turner 1982: 28).

Taken together, the literature demonstrated that liminality is condu-
cive to creativity, but so far has primarily emphasized the ‘limen’ (liminal 
space), ‘liminal personae’ (the ones that undergo the transition) and the 
process of transition. As a consequence, the current literature overlooks 
the role and behavior of those who facilitate liminality. This is surprising 
as Turner already mentioned in his early work that liminality is facilitated 
by ‘ceremony masters’ (2008 [1969]: 98). 

4.2.2. Creative workers as ceremony masters

In his early work, Turner (1982; 1987; 2008 [1969]) suggested that ‘cere-
mony masters’ are often the elders or respected headmen of a village, 
people who are legitimized to be in charge of preparing youngsters to their 
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new role in the community because of their vast experience in and knowl-
edge about the ‘life after’ the liminal space. Similar to this role of ceremony 
masters, midwives can assist women to become mothers after giving birth 
to a baby (Homans 1982).

In this study we direct attention to creative workers as ceremony 
masters. Creative workers themselves do not only have significant expe-
rience with creative processes and know what it takes to be(come) crea-
tive in organizational settings (Harrison and Rouse 2014; Stierand et al. 
2014; Jones et al. 2015; Cohendet and Simon 2016; Ortmann and Sydow 
2017; Fortwengel, Schüßler and Sydow 2018). Creative workers are also 
often considered as ‘misfits and mavericks’ ( Jones et al. 2016) or ‘amphib-
ians’ (Becker 1974; 1982; Powel & Sandholtz 2012; Jones et al. 2016) who 
experience liminality themselves, because they cross boundaries, shake 
up conventions, or simply find themselves outside existing structures. For 
example, Hargadon and Sutton (1997) show in their study that because of 
their position at the interstices of structures, designers at IDEO can act as 
‘technology brokers’ and promptly identify new technologies and re-intro-
duce them as innovations into other fields - which the authors refer to as 
‘technology brokering’. Moreover, because of their experience and outsider 
position, creative workers may act as ceremony masters and trigger crea-
tivity among their clients.

We explore how creative workers, as ceremony masters, help others to 
become creative. Literature on creative services explained how engaging in 
collaborative interactions spurs creative work (Hargadon and Sutton 1997; 
Hill and Johnson 2003; Hargadon and Bechky 2006; Lingo and O’Ma-
hony 2010; Harrison and Rouse 2014). For example, in their study of the 
internationally renowned design firm IDEO, Sutton and Hargadon (1996) 
demonstrate that the collective process of brainstorming promotes organ-
izational memory, skill variety, and wisdom, all of which in turn helps to 
ignite creativity amongst designers. Next, building on this study, Hargadon 
and Bechky (2006: 487) show that interactions such as help seeking, help 
giving, reflective reframing, and reinforcing can trigger ‘fleeting moments’ 
in which creativity emerges.

By focusing on creative workers as ceremony masters for liminality, we 
shift attention from liminal personae to those who facilitate it, and from 
creative workers generating their own creative products to helping others 
to become creative. It is particularly relevant to further explore how crea-
tive workers as ceremony masters facilitate liminality for their clients. We 
do this by studying the setting of creative firms like innovation hubs, as 
here creative workers organize temporary innovation projects for their 
clients that are aimed at triggering novel ways of behaving.



Design Meets Business152

4.3. Methods

4.3.1. Research setting

Our research took place at the independent Dutch social innovation 
hub Waag. At Waag, around 50 creative workers are employed, with diverse 
backgrounds in art, science and technology. Creative workers at Waag 
organize projects for their client organizations in the areas of e-health and 
e-governance, and across a variety of domains related to digital society. 
Waag is a non-profit innovation hub that fuels its efforts through a combi-
nation of funding from national and international public subsidies and 
grants (80 percent of their income), client organization co-financing and 
income from spin offs of their projects (20 percent of their income). Waag 
houses a FabLab, a FashionLab, and a BioLab, and hosts a Makers Guild. 
Its facilities are equipped with state-of-the-art digital technologies and 
creative tools. With over 20 years in existence, Waag is the largest inde-
pendent creative center in Europe. One of their innovation projects, called 
‘Fairphone’, has become an international example of open innovation in 
the digital society (www.fairphone.com).

Waag has its roots in the hacker movement of the 1990s, and as is stated 
on their website (www.waag.org) values the maker culture or a subculture 
whose aim is to help people to use technology and ‘change society in a 
positive way’.  As the creative director said in an interview, ‘[Our clients] 
come to us when they need a change, a disruption’. Thus, the phenomenon 
of interest in this paper, how ceremony masters help others to experience 
liminality and moreover transition, is highly present and transparently 
observable (Pettigrew 1990). 

Waag has clients in public and private sector industries: they work with 
research, private, and public organizations such as museums, ministries, 
and universities. Most of its projects are broadly defined, target far-ranging 
questions (e.g. How to digitalize the cultural heritage sector?) and exploring 
innovative solutions to broad societal questions (e.g. citizens science or 
open software). All Waag projects include either experimentation with or 
development of digital technologies. To understand what creative workers 
at Waag do, see also Table 4.1.

4.3.2. Data Collection

Our main data sources were interviews complemented by observations 
and documents (see Table 4.2 for an overview). We collected data in two 
phases. The first phase, from May to August 2014, was aimed at getting 
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Table 4.1   Overview of selected projects

ASCL E-ID MESCH

Time span

Client 
organiza-
tion(s)

Main aim

Number of 
workshops, 
meetings and 
events

Experimen-
tation with 
digital tech-
nology

How did the 
project come 
into exist-
ence? (Main 
driver)

February 2013 - February 2016 
[3 years]

Sheffield Hallam University, Uni-
versity of Limerick, University of 
Strathclyde, ECTRL Italy, Stichting 
Digitaal Erfgoed Nederland, 
UniversitaetStuttgart, Universi-
dad Carlos III De Madrid, Museo 
Storico Italiano Della Guerra, 
Universiteit Van Amsterdam, 
Stichting Museon,  Fondazione 
Bruno Kessler [11 organizations]

Goal of the project is to co-de-
sign novel platforms for the 
creation of tangible exhibits at 
heritage sites: curators will be 
able to offer visitors new inter-
active experiences by means of 
material interaction with smart 
objects. This is the domain of 
e-humanities.

9 

3D printers, virtual reality, digital 
applications

Project was initiated by University 
of Sheffield, which needed Waag 
to join based on their comple-
mentary expertise. Together with 
12 organizations in total they 
formed a research consortium.

February - June 2015 
[5 months]

Ministry of Internal 
and Royal Affairs
[1 organization]

Goal of the project is 
to explore the meaning 
of a digital identity in 
today’s age from the 
perspective of citizens. 
This is in the domain of 
digital citizenship.

3 

3D printers

Project was initiated as 
a result of a request of 
the client.

April-October 2015 
[6 months]

Gemeente Amsterdam 
(CTO), HvA, RIVM, 
SenseMakers, Alterra, 
AMS, TU Delft, TNO, 
Amsterdam Economic 
Board [9 organizations]

Goal of the project is to 
explore, together with 
partners and citizens, 
Waag wants to discover 
the possible uses of 
sensor technology to 
illuminate the city’s 
persistent urban envi-
ronmental issues and 
influence public policy. 
This is in the domain of 
e-government.

8 

Digital sensors, Arduino 
boards, 3D printers

Project was initiated by 
Waag as a continuation 
of the project Amster-
dam Smart Citizen Kit 
(ASCK) that the organ-
ization had initatied in 
2014.
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familiar with the organization, the practices of the creative workers and 
the types of projects they were doing. The second phase of data collection, 
which focused on our current research question, ran from May 2015 to 
February 2016.

In total we conducted 58 semi-structured interviews (between 50 
and 120 minutes) with a diverse selection of Waag’s creative workers and 
clients. We voice-recorded and transcribed all the interviews verbatim. 
In the first phase, 31 interviews were conducted – with support of 
research assistants - with Waag’s creative workers selected on the basis of 
snowball sampling (Patton 2002). The interview guides (see Appendix) 
included broad questions concerning members’ perceptions about their 
work, the design of the organization, their relationship to other organi-
zations and other topics that helped us to flesh out the details concerning 
creative work.

In the second phase, and after the first round of analysis, 27 additional 
interviews were conducted around three projects of Waag. These three 
projects were purposefully selected based on three criteria (Patton 2002). 
First, we looked for ‘typical’ examples of their work and fitted our research 
question, namely projects that were clearly aimed to create change. Second, 
the role that Waag played in the projects had to be substantial, and directed 
at a broad variety of participants, so we could study their practices. Finally, 
as we were interested in facilitating liminality, we had to (partially) follow 
projects in real time. Based on these motivations, we followed the projects 
named Amsterdam Smart Citizens Lab (ASCL), E-ID, and Material 
EncounterS with digital Cultural Heritage (MESCH). In this paper, we 
use ASCL to develop an empirical narrative of how liminality is facilitated 
by Waag. We chose ASCL as the project is exemplary of the work of Waag 
and we gathered most real-time data on this project as we participated in 
three of the project’s workshops. Further, similar to the other projects we 
followed, in ASCL we found generic patterns of activating and morphing 
(see Table 4.4). For more information about the client, content and dura-
tion of the projects, see Table 4.1.

Within these project contexts, we analyzed activities, workshops, 
meetings, and other events that clarified what Waag’s creative workers do. 
In the second round of our data collection, the first author - at times accom-
panied by one of the other authors - carried out 18 interviews with creative 
workers and 9 with their clients. In semi-structured interviews, we asked 
the creative workers to describe one of the three selected projects in which 
they were involved. We for example asked them to draw a timeline, which 
helped the creative workers to recall project details from beginning to end 
and helped us articulate in greater detail the ways the projects unfolded. 
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Further, interviewing the clients allowed us to get a sense of normalized 
behaviors that might easily go unnoticed by creatives themselves and to 
better understand the transformation process at Waag. During both inter-
views with creative workers and clients, we tightened our focus by inquiring 
about pivotal moments of insight, conflict, and change. Such focus helped 
us to better understand in specific when creative workers changed their 
behavior and more general, what patterns of behavior were key in facili-
tating liminality. 

We carried out observations to complement the interviews and docu-
ments and improve our grasp of the creative workers’ more fleeting and 
taken-for-granted practices. A total of 14 observations over a total of 24 
hours were conducted by the first author, from May 2015 to February 2016. 
Observations were targeted at all three projects. The first author joined 
workshops and meetings as a ‘fly on the wall’ (Lofland and Lofland 2006) 
to experience the atmosphere and see what was going on personally. Addi-
tionally, secondary observations were made using existing video recordings 
of workshops. These typically lasted between 2 to 20 minutes and were 
meant to serve as a video report to externals (as part of a tangible project 
deliverable) or as ‘visual minutes’ for project members. The first author’s 
notes of events emphasized the creatives’ practices, the space, materials, 
the atmosphere, and points of surprise, for example.

To get a more complete understanding of the projects, we also gath-
ered archival data, including project proposals, reports, meeting notes and 
strategy documents. The archival data helped us understand not only the 
proposal stage of the projects we had chosen but also to better understand 
how the projects unfolded over time. For example, the project reports 
helped us to triangulate our own conclusions and observations during 
projects, such as how many people participated in projects, what technol-
ogies were used during the project and other factual data. For an overview 
of all our collected data, see Table 4.2.

4.3.3. Data Analysis

Data analysis happened concurrently with data collection. In particular, 
it took place after the first phase, and during and after the second phase. In 
our data analysis, we combined thematic analysis with a process approach 
to inductive theory building (Gehman et al. 2017). First, we did a thematic 
analysis (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton 2013; Van Maanen 1979) to develop a 
conceptual structure that we could use to interpret what creative workers 
do to facilitate liminality among clients. Then, with the conceptual struc-
ture in mind, we used a process approach to understand how the creatives’ 
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practices contributed to the facilitation of liminality. Data analysis was 
collaborative, as we repetitively discussed our findings. To ensure quali-
tative rigor, we peer reviewed our initial interpretations (Gioia et al. 2013) 
and did a member check (Patton 2002) with Waag, where we presented our 
interpretations. They recognized our descriptions of their work and their 
feedback helped to validate key insights.

Thematic analysis. We initially identified themes using open coding 
and also by drawing upon existing concepts where possible (Gioia et al. 
2013). Our coding was inspired by our initial observation that Waag’s 
creative workers were intentionally ambiguous in their behaviors, which 
brought their clients out of their comfort zones. Interviewees described 
their experiences working with Waag using terms like ‘vague’, ‘unclear’ 
and ‘unfathomable’. In her field notes, the first author also found empirical 
evidence suggesting feelings of ambiguity. With help of the other authors, 
the first author coded the data in search of activities performed by Waag’s 
creative workers and more general what contributed to the ‘vague’ image 
and perception of Waag. Coding for the creative workers’ activities led to a 
list of first order themes, which are visible in Table 4.3. Based on principles 
of axial coding (Gioia et al. 2013; van Maanen 1979), together we clustered 

Table 4.2   Sources of data collection

First period of data collection (May 2014 – July 2014)

Second period of data collection (May 2015 – February 2016)

Source

Source

 
Details

 
Details

31 interviews with creative workers

In total, 27 interviews were performed:
- 18 interviews with creative workers
- 9 interviews with clients

In total, 14 observations were carried out:
- 4 organizational meetings 
- 4 workshops
- 6 videos

In total, 21 documents were gathered:
- 7 general documents 
- 7 project reports 
- 2 presentations 
- 5 videos

Interviews

Interviews
(Participant) observations

Archival data
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these first order themes into second order themes associated to the prac-
tices of activating and morphing (see Table 4.3).

Because of the prevalence of ambiguity in our data, we turned to the 
literature and found that much of what we observed resonated with the 
concept of liminality in organization studies (e.g. Garsten 1999). We 
decided to incorporate this concept into our analysis to further under-
stand what creative workers do in their projects (see Gioia et al. 2013: 20). 
Our reading of the literature on liminality, encouraged us to explore not 
only feelings of ambiguity but also those of community and freedom in 
our data (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003). We found supportive data for all 
these aspects and summarized our findings in a coding scheme (see Table 
3), in which we distinguished between first and second order codes. The 
thematic analysis yielded a conceptual structure which we used in our 
process analysis.

Process analysis. In the next phase, we used the conceptual structure 
to analyze how each of the three projects unfolded over time using a process 
approach (Langley 1999). Based especially the work of van Gennep (1960 
[1909]), we discovered that liminality is the middle phase of three phases 
of a rite de passage: separation, transition and incorporation. Based on this 
framework, the first author then explored the emergence of phases in the 
selected projects. As there is little known about the creation of liminality 
in organizations and there is a gradual transition between the three phases, 
especially the work of Eriksson-Zetterquist (2002) and Czarniawska and 
Mazza (2003) helped us to identify how liminality unfolded in the projects. 
In particular, the first author wrote case narratives (Langley 1999) of all the 
projects followed by descriptions of how activating and morphing emerged 
over time, and to what extent feelings of ambiguity, freedom and commu-
nity unfolded.

We considered all initial workshops in the three projects as being in 
the first phase of ‘separation’, as the creative workers used the initial work-
shops to embed the clients into a new environment that is distinct from 
their work as usual. During this phase, the first feelings of community and 
ambiguity started to develop. The concluding events and the period after 
the final workshops were labeled as the phase of ‘incorporation’. During 
this final phase, the clients were brought back into their everyday organ-
izational reality. This final phase goes accompanied especially with a 
renewed sense of community, as van Gennep (1960 [1909]) already argued. 
The period in between the first and final phase, which covers most of the 
project workshops, was labelled as the ‘transition’ period. This middle 
phase was the only phase in which clients sensed all sorts of feelings of 
liminality, including ambiguity, community and freedom.
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Table 4.3   Inductive coding scheme

E-ID
 
ASCL

 
Empirical illustrations

“From the university of Amsterdam, there is a re-
searcher at all meetings. And also the Technical Uni-
versity Delft writes a popular blog about the project. 
And yeah, last time there was also this researcher 
from London” (Client)

“He then introduces Martin from a governmental 
institution who gives a short 15 minutes presenta-
tion on available technologies with respect to air 
measurement.” (Field notes)

“We do not do that by telling them stories, but by 
activating them and giving them the space to follow 
and formulate their own questions.” (Creative worker)

“They also looked at ‘ok what is needed here, what 
is the question here’, because things that were on 
the program were not suitable anymore.” (Client)

“First they facilitated, then acted more like technol-
ogy experts, like they had this hardware developer 
that helped the teams” 

“Yeah than there was a change of a project manag-
er, again” (Creative worker)

“It is rather open [referring to Waag’s organization of 
creative projects]. It is also a lot of ‘what is possible 
here’, ‘where is this moving to’”. (Client)

“And that it is a bit messy and not structured, that 
also gives freedom.” (Client)

“[For Waag it was a challenge] to make from sixty 
strangers a group, that work together and then 
measure something.” (Client)

“Well there was an entirely different target group. 
From their own network, [there were] critical per-
sons, citizens, but also companies.” (Client)

“We had to do these assignments with each other 
that sparked our creative thinking”

“They have the courage not to make the planning 
airtight. They just let it happen, see what is coming, 
and respond to it.” (Client)  

“We have the luck that we can [sense]. Sometimes in 
the project in certain moments other things are 
needed. Then you need to answer a question, then 
you need to test.” (Creative worker)

“Yes, they hosted the workshop and also partici-
pated in it. Later, one of them helped us write the 
report. It is a very loose organization, everyone has 
its own free role” (Client)

“’Who is from Waag, oh there is another one, and 
another one, oh well’. I did not know they have so 
many [people involved].” (Client) 

“They do not give so much instructions. It is more of 
a ‘figure it out yourself’ approach.” (Client)

“They do it well… to create a setting in which you 
just feel free, in which you enjoy it to participate. … 
A sort of playground for adults” (Client)

“[During a lunch walk] we continue our conversation 
while we walk back to Waag. (…) Someone leads 
the walk and as sheep we follow ... I had a feeling of 
togetherness.” (Field notes) 
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MESCH

 
Second order concept

 
First order concept

Bringing heterogeneous 
actors together

Introducing to new 
technologies and 
creative methods

Encouraging experi-
mentation and play

Sensing clients’ 
needs and questions

Role adapting

Trading personal 
involvement

Ambiguity

 Freedom

 

Community

“They invited diverse curators from diverse 
museums to test prototypes with diverse 
partners” (Client)

“So as soon as you need to build a sensor, 
they really have someone that can pre-
scribe programmes and that can exactly 
tell you what sort of elements you need. 
They have much expertise and capabilities 
in house. A lot of facilities and machines to 
do stuff” (Client)
 
“When I was in the Fablab, they just told 
me ‘go and play’ (Client)

“With other partners I can say: “oh, they 
really do this” and “they are so busy with 
this, that is really their thing”. In the case of 
Waag I cannot really do that. But maybe it 
shows that they are everywhere where they 
believe they can contribute something”

“Then Peter joined as a content strategist. 
So Waag had again another role, so to 
speak So they [Waag creative workers] 
were present and involved in different 
roles.” (Client)

“There is a new person. ... I think this is the 
third or fourth person that I see is involved 
in MESCH…. At one point I thought: “who 
are all these people?”” (Client)

“In their [Waag’s] attitude they stayed open  
nd did not defend themselves like ‘this is 
what we have to do now’” (Client) 

“I really had the feeling that I did not only 
got help, but that I learned something 
from it, and that we really did it together, 
but that it was still mine, from me and my 
colleague. It is great if you work on some-
thing for a while that someone does not 
suddenly takes over.  (Client)

“Organizations like Waag are really good 
in bringing people together …and making 
them work together as a group”(Client)

Activating

Empowering clients to engage in 
creative behavior by themselves.

Morphing

Fluidly adapting roles and 
representations to clients’ needs.

Liminality

A process of transformation 
facilitated by creative workers, 
in which clients move away from 
problematic situations while 
orienting to new realities. 



Design Meets Business160

After specifying how for each phase, the creatives engaged in activating 
and/or morphing, and whether the clients experienced liminality, we 
analyzed and compared how patterns of activating and morphing occurred 
across projects. In particular, in adherence to the replication logic (Eisen-
hardt 1989), we discovered that in all projects the creative workers put 
more emphasis on activating in the beginning and end of the projects. In 
the middle of the projects, the liminal phase, the creative workers espe-
cially engaged in morphing to make sure that feelings of ambiguity and 
freedom did not generate frustrations and hampered motivations to pursue 
the innovation challenge. The results of this process analysis are visible in 
Table 4 and explained below in the findings.

4.4. Findings

We found that creative workers facilitated liminality through practices 
of ‘activating’ and ‘morphing’. To illustrate this, we first explain the core 
concepts: activating, morphing, and liminality, and then we present a case 
narrative of one project (ASCL) to show in more detail how the creative 
workers facilitated liminality over time. 

4.4.1. Activating

Activating is a form of client empowerment that takes place when crea-
tive workers invite clients to explore and play with unfamiliar technologies 
and creative techniques, while connecting them to other actors they never 
worked with before. Activating is targeted at building creative confidence 
(Kelley and Kelley 2013) and stimulating clients to conceive alternative 
realities by themselves. As one of the creative workers explained: “we want 
people to grow to do it themselves”, without trying to intervene or steering 
direction. Typically, when creative workers activated their clients, they 
performed three activities upon which we elaborate below.

First, the creative workers activated their clients by bringing heteroge-
neous actors together. In each project, the creative workers invited not only 
their clients but also actors from their own network that were interested in 
the innovation challenge at hand. As a consequence, in each project a wide 
variety of actors participated including artists, researchers, policymakers, 
entrepreneurs and also more genuinely interested ‘citizens’. What all these 
people have in common is, according to the creative workers, is that they 
can be considered as ‘frontrunners’, ‘change agents’ or ‘tastemakers’ — the 
‘1 percent’ that occupies influential positions with respect to a specific 
innovation challenge. For example, for E-ID, the creative workers invited a 
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well-known Dutch journalist, a top researcher in the field of online behav-
iour, and a successful business professional specialized in cyber security.

Second, activating was achieved by introducing clients to new technologies 
and creative methods. Especially in their labs, the Waag’s creative workers 
introduced their clients to new technologies including technologies like 
3D printers, Arduino boards, and laser cutters. Next to experimenting 
with the technologies, creative workers introduced their clients to creative 
methods: “we draw inspiration from design thinking and co-creation activ-
ities”, one of them said. While creative methods differed in each project, 
a common exercise was to prototype with “cheap and socially engaging 
technologies”. Through directly engaging with such methods and technol-
ogies, the clients had the chance to connect these to their own experiences 
while at the same time envisioning solutions for the innovation challenge 
on which they worked.

Third, the creative workers activated their clients by encouraging their 
clients to play and experiment. Rather than dictating how to use technologies 
or how to conduct certain activities, clients were given carte blanche and 
were encouraged them to engage in their own sensemaking processes. One 
of the creatives highlighted in an interview that this was intentional: 

“We let them muddle along. We do not take over from them. It is not like, 

‘give us an assignment and we come up with a turnkey solution’. … They 

need to play and figure it out by themselves.”

Moreover, activating allowed Waag’s creative workers’ clients to explore 
novel solutions by offering them a collective, hands-on experience in which 
they worked with new technologies and creative methods around a specific 
innovation challenge.

4.4.2. Morphing

Waag’s creative workers also engaged in morphing. Morphing refers to 
the efforts of creative workers to adapt their own performances and roles 
to what is needed in a specific situation. This practice can be compared to 
the way the 1980s children’s cartoon character Barbapapa fluidly changes 
shape — from hammer to a house, one after the other — according to the 
needs of the situation he is confronted with: “We are exactly like Barba-
papa — we can change into anything, take on all sorts of roles . . . [by] iden-
tifying what is going on, and what is needed”, one of the creative workers 
said. Moreover, morphing is a responsive and dynamic practice and takes 
place through performing three activities.
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First, Waag’s creative workers morphed by sensing clients’ needs and questions. 
To identify what was needed in a situation, the creatives had to constantly 
remain aware of what was going on during project activities, regardless of 
the role they were playing. They called it having ‘a sort of an antenna’ or 
‘sensor’. Sensing needs and anticipating questions, in turn, allowed the crea-
tives to recognize opportunities for contribution and respond to them.

Second, instead of fixating their own roles, creative workers morphed by 
changing roles during projects. For example, during the MESCH project, the 
client needed help developing digital content for a prototype. In response 
to this, one creative morphed from facilitator to content strategist. Crea-
tives often took on a variety of roles during a single project:

 
“We facilitate, we can moderate, we can bring people together if that’s 

what is needed, and we can develop products, make prototypes. We can 

organize events. We can jumpstart communities. We can facilitate com-

munities. We can talk with hackers, and inhabitants, and professionals, 

and politicians, and the business world ...We can spot trends. We can make 

technology mash-ups really quickly”.

 
Similarly, the founder of Waag highlighted “we are polymorphs” which 

she later explained as “adopting various identities”. To be able to offer such 
a wide variety of expertise, Waag employs and collaborates with creative 
workers who have broad skill-sets.

Third, the creative workers morphed by trading personal involvement. 
When creatives were unable to fulfill a role, they stepped out of the 
project and other creative workers joined in. For example, during ASCL, 
four different people fulfilled the role of facilitator. Moreover, through 
morphing, creative workers could intervene in situations in which clients 
needed guidance to move creative processes forward. 

4.4.3. Liminality

During liminality, clients experience feelings of ‘in-betweenness’ 
informed by a sense of community, freedom, and ambiguity (Turner 2008 
[1969]). In the innovation projects we studied, liminality was especially 
sensed during the ‘middle phase’, after the clients disassociated from ‘busi-
ness as usual’ and before experience clients before clients went back into 
their organizational realities.

First, liminality was characterized by feelings of ambiguity. When clients 
experienced ambiguity, they faced a lack of clarity around what was happening 
in the project or around the role of creative workers. Clients experienced 
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ambiguity as ‘something different’, ‘not understand(ing) what is happening’, 
and sometimes even like ‘a culture shock’. Creative workers intentionally 
created ambiguity around creative processes: “so actually you should think 
about a process where you keep everything open, and yet build in sufficient 
safety”, they said. This was done through avoiding introduction rounds, 
giving little guidelines, questioning normative assumptions, not displaying 
their own agenda and not assigning tasks. Further, creative workers also 
created ambiguity through constantly shifting between roles. One client for 
example said: “again someone else joined [the project]. Other clients similarly 
remarked: “I did not know who belonged to the Waag and who did not” or “it 
[the involvement of Waag] is in constant flux, it keeps on changing”.

Freedom is closely related to ambiguity and here refers to the creative 
workers efforts to create psychological safety among their clients. As their 
clients experienced freedom, they were more inclined to alter their routi-
nized behavior and express innovative perspectives. In projects, creative 
workers tried to generate feelings of freedom among clients by encouraging 
them to speak out and organizing their own activities, without judging 
them or pushed into a specific direction. Creative workers emphasized that 
they purposely created ‘an open playing field’, as this gave clients “an equal 
chance of being heard” and “acting in crazy ways in which they are not used 
to act”. As one creative put it:

 
“What I always try to do is turn sessions into safe places for exchanging 

ideas while enforcing the kind of ground rules where people listen to each 

other, where people respect each other and where people can also address 

points that are difficult and important to them. And I think it is a very per-

sonal thing for the facilitator or the moderator to try to be more sensitive 

to people and give them a feeling of safety.”

Finally, during the projects we studied, creative workers tried to 
create community feelings, that is encouraging the emergence of collective 
feelings of belonging among their clients and other project participants. 
In interviews, the creative workers referred to this in terms of creating ‘a 
group feeling’, ‘a club’, and ‘a feeling of togetherness’ or ‘turn[ing] a group 
of … strangers into a community’ that shared a common interest and 
purpose. Developing such communal feelings could enhance feelings of 
freedom among clients or ‘the will to easily share things with each other’. 
Also, community feelings helped clients to take responsibility for devel-
oping innovative solutions by themselves. In the following, we explain in 
more detail how liminality is facilitated through practices of activating 
and morphing. 
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4.4.4. Case narrative of Amsterdam Smart Citizens Lab (ASCL)

In order to show how the creative workers facilitated liminality, we will 
recount the history of one project: ASCL (see also Table 4.1). This allows 
us not only to give more details of the practices per phase, but also to 
enlighten how all the core the concepts of activating, morphing and limi-
nality are related. 

The aim of ASCL was broadly to explore the possibilities of open tech-
nologies in combating city pollution (see Table 4.1). A major challenge 
in the project was to introduce Waag’ s clients, who were accustomed to 
thinking in terms of their own expertise and technology, to citizen science. 
ASCL was organized around eight workshops. In these workshops, nine 
client organizations — governmental institutions, academic institutes and 
research centers — as well as twenty actors from diverse backgrounds, 
ranging from business professionals to university students - participated. 
We narrate the unfolding of the project according to the three phases that 
van Gennep (1960 [1909]) developed, emphasizing how creative workers 
activated and morphed in each phase.

Separating people from organizational realities. The project was 
launched with a workshop in May 2015 that was hosted at Waag’s office. 
Waag offers a creative environment that looked is different than regular 
work environments and resembles with that of other innovation hubs due, 
among others, the display of work tables, technologies and fabrication 
tools. One of the clients remarked: “Creativity is everywhere you look”. A 
key challenge in the beginning of the project was to develop a community 
out of the “sixty strangers” that participated in ASCL, as one of the crea-
tive workers said. In order to encourage such feelings of belonging, already 
at the workshop’s start, one of Waag’s creative workers asked the clients to 
join the other project participants and self-organize in teams for the entire 
duration of the project. Each team was organized around a subdomain, 
including traffic, air, water, and noise pollution, and consisted of five to 
six members. Forming teams was an important step in creating not only 
a community but also a shared responsibility around the innovation chal-
lenge. One of the creative workers said: “we need people who are not only 
part of the project when it is important, but who feel co-ownership during 
the entire project”. 

Creative workers further enhanced feelings of community by acti-
vating the teams in collective activities. One of the activities for 
instance demanded the teams to play a game and explore the team 
members complementary knowledge and skills. Another activity was to 
better understand what the team members independently knew about 
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the subdomain of the innovation challenge. These activities allowed 
the team members to sensitize with the innovation challenge while at 
the same time getting to know each other and identify their comple-
mentary skills Towards the end of the workshop, the creative workers 
offered the teams the possibility to meet either physically, at one of 
Waag’s labs, or digitally, via an online platform that was created for the 
project. Moreover, at the start of the project, the creative workers put 
efforts in creating a social environment outside of the daily realities 
of their clients. They achieved this by bringing together diverse actors 
that usually did not collaborate on innovation challenges and offering 
them an alternative physical work space that is not associated with their 
everyday context.

Bringing people into a state of liminality. After the first workshop, 
for about a month, until the second workshop in June, the teams worked 
independently at either Waag’s labs or in their own organizations, on their 
chosen subdomain. They were asked to do some field research and gather 
empirical data about their audience and the overall problem. In the second 
workshop, the composition of the teams shifted unexpectedly as not all 
former team members were present. At the same time, the creative workers 
opened the workshop to all interested audiences and new faces joined the 
project. One of the clients explained:

 
“In the preliminary sessions you are exploring what exactly the question 

is that you are tackling. You are invited to think out of the box as much as 

possible, and generate many ideas. At one point you need to narrow that 

down and focus on a particular question, and then you feel that you solved 

it in one session. As in this next session, new people joined our group, it 

started all over again. We had the same kind of discussion [in the teams]… 

Also, you need to get to know each other again and build trust again... It 

seemed like we had taken a step back.”

As this fragment shows, the inclusion of new actors in the project 
enhanced feelings of ambiguity while at the same time distorted the 
emerging sense of community in teams. As the clients complained to the 
creative workers about this, the creative workers identified the need to 
intervene and morphed their roles from creativity expects to more active 
facilitators of team processes. They hosted an extra session in which they 
brought the new actors up to speed about the project: “the newcomers were 
asking a number of questions, so Christine [a Waag creative worker] did an 
introductory session with them before letting them return to the rest of 
their team”.
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Soon after this reshuffling of teams, the creative workers introduced the 
first activity of the workshop to the teams: getting familiar with existing 
technologies. First, Waag’s creative workers asked their clients to present 
the technologies they currently used to combat urban pollution. One of the 
clients presented a sensor to measure air pollution, using a lot of jargon and 
profession-specific terminology. After the client presentations, the other 
project participants were asked to challenge the clients’ perspectives. One 
of the creative workers motivated this by saying: “you just knocked all our 
hope to the ground, and now we [creatives] have to pull you up again”. To 
show the other project participants what he meant, the creative worker 
started himself with challenging the client’s perspective: “you said that 
[measuring the city environment with homemade sensors] is not possible. 
But that is not the case — I think it depends on how people relate to each 
other and organize themselves to use the technology”. In doing so, the 
creative workers activated their clients by encouraging a new kind of imag-
inative thinking that would allow them to see that their current actions 
were problematic and thus required change.

Besides client presentations, in the following workshop, the Waag’s crea-
tive workers invited the teams to ‘design something, and actually go and 
make it’, as one of the creative workers said. This time, the creative workers 
organized activities that were more targeted and aimed at developing a 
‘digital sensor’. They invited their clients and other project participants to 
get to know innovative and Do It Yourself (DIY) technologies through 
organizing a hands-on session in their Fab lab in which all sorts of machines 
like 3D printers and laser cutters were displayed. Because this was the first 
time for most project participants to ever to handle new technologies, exper-
imenting with such new technologies was experienced as challenging and 
triggered feelings of ambiguity among them. Identifying the need of clients 
to get more guidance, two new creative workers joined the workshop as 
technology experts. Their job was to assist the teams when they had ques-
tions about the technologies under and make the teams feel safe enough to 
move beyond the fears they had. This becomes visible in the following frag-
ment of the project report that was written by the creative workers of Waag:

[Some clients] lack of hardware and maker expertise made the design and 

construction process considerably more difficult. The [clients’] skills hand-

icap was eventually surmounted through working every week with Emma, 

one of Waag’s hardware developers and sensor expert extraordinaire. … [A 

client] felt they were ‘really lucky’ to have her to guide them along the way. 

‘Without Emma, it would have been impossible,’ he said. After she [the cre-

ative worker] vacated the Fablab for summer holidays the wind group was 



4. Facilitating Liminality 167

even able to successfully work with the fabrication tools and develop their 

sensing hardware without explicit instruction.

After a period of experimenting with new technologies and creative 
methods, clients felt activated to explore innovation possibilities with new 
technologies because they sensed that they were supported by the crea-
tive workers at Waag. At the same time, however, clients mentioned that 
they were confused about the unfolding of the project. One of the clients 
for example said during an interview: “it was rather unclear what is going 
to happen. There was no clear project plan or outcome. We only had the 
schedule in which the workshops were listed”. Instead of offering their 
clients more clarification and hence reducing their sense of ambiguity 
around creative processes and planning, the creative workers publicly 
stated in the following workshop that experiencing uncertainty is part of 
the project and “things will become clearer in due time”. Taken together, 
in the second and third workshop, the creative workers morphed in order 
to restore emerging feelings of community while activating their clients 
to freely explore new technologies and feel comfortable with ambiguity by 
not offering clear information about the planning.

After the first three workshops, Waag’s creative workers chose to give 
the teams some more freedom to explore what they had learned inde-
pendently and take responsibility for moving the project forward; there 
were no guided workshops scheduled for the rest of the summer. The 
teams were invited to self-organize the following three workshops. The 
creative workers’ involvement in the project became limited to tracking 
the teams’ progress on the online platform they developed at the beginning 
of the project. In interviews, the clients at first framed this period as liber-
ating. Coming out of a period of guided workshops and having gained crea-
tive confidence and learned new technical skills, they felt activated. Yet, as 
time passed, the teams had trouble developing the prototypes of the digital 
sensors. “Some of them had never worked with technology before”, one of 
the creative workers said. Without support of Waag, the teams’ motiva-
tion quickly dwindled and one team even halted their efforts completely. 
This damaged the sense of community that had emerged in the workshops 
before: “I felt like I was trying to tackle this challenge alone”, one of the 
clients said during an interview. Fearing that the project would fall apart 
the creative workers morphed back to a more central facilitator role in the 
project and organized extra meetings. About this, one client said:

“After the summer the fire went out a little. Then, they adopted a new ap-

proach. They decided to organize extra meetings, and also changed the 
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topics of the meetings, and looked at “ok what is needed here, what is the 

question here”, because things that had been slated as part of the program 

were not suitable anymore”.

 
Based on the negative feedback from their clients before the last work-

shop, the creative workers intensified their involvement and helped the 
still participating teams to progress by for example offering extra tech-
nical support and also offering guided mini-workshops in which the teams 
could participate. 

Incorporating people into organizational realities in a renewed 
state. After the abovementioned workshops, most of the teams could 
progress and independently developed the prototypes of digital sensors. 
Most of the teams made use of the facilities offered in Waag’s labs. During 
the last workshop, at the end of October, Waag’s creative workers put more 
emphasis on activating clients compared to the previous workshops. In 
particular, the creative workers invited the teams to present the prototypes 
they had developed to people from Waag’s wider network and organized a 
‘grand finale’ in conjunction with a cultural center in Amsterdam. During 
these presentations, the teams emphasized how their perspective shifted, 
and they learned to work with citizens science in tackling urban pollution 
issues. To place responsibility in the clients’ hands, in the presentations, 
Waag’s creative workers loosened their involvement by morphing to the 
role of hosts. This final phase of liminality shows how the creative workers 
offered the clients the final encouragement to experience liminality. On 
stage, they were asked to present their insights to wider audiences.

A few months after the project ended, Waag’s ASCL clients reflected 
on the outcomes. Rather than yielding a specific outcome, the clients noted 
that engaging with Waag had sparked changes: “I really learned a lot”, they 
said. One of the clients even wrote a scientific paper on the benefits of citi-
zens science in tackling pollution and other societal issues. In interviews, 
the clients said that they had learned to think from a citizens’ perspective, 
better understanding of ‘what the public might find more, or less, impor-
tant’. Further, they had noticed that Waag’s learning-by-doing approach 
had helped them to approach their work with more speed and purpose, and 
“just do it instead of engaging in endless conversations”. In addition to this, 
the clients mentioned that working with Waag expanded their network as 
they came into contact with people they normally would not collaborate 
with. Taken together, these observations show that the clients experienced 
a transition. In a way, they felt ‘reborn’ and gained renewed perspectives, 
networks and skills which enabled them to approach problematic situa-
tions differently.
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4.4.5. Comparing activating and morphing across cases 

Also, in the other projects we studied (see Table 4.1), Waag’s creative 
workers facilitated liminality for their clients by separating them from 
existing organizational realities, throwing them into the deep end, and 
finally helping them to stand up again and share their transformative expe-
riences with others in existing organizational realities (see Table 4). This 
was achieved through the combined interplay of activating and morphing. 
While activating happened in all phases, morphing was primarily done in 
the middle phase. Interestingly, in all three projects the creative workers 
put efforts in activating their clients to build a community of like-minded 
people from diverse backgrounds around the innovation challenge. In a 
way, this community functioned as an alternative community to the one 
experienced in daily organizational realities and helped to build a collec-
tive responsibility with respect to the innovation challenge. 

After this, especially in the second phase, in all projects ambiguity was 
heightened. Not only did ambiguity emerge around the community as the 
participants of workshops sometimes changed, but ambiguity also evolved 
around the roles of creative workers themselves as the latter engaged in 
morphing. For example, in Mesch, one of the clients reflected on one of 
the meetings with Waag and said: “at one moment we were at the table 
with five people, to talk about the Loupe [a prototype], (...) and I thought: 
“Who are all these people?”. Ambiguity was also created around creative 
processes. For example, in Mesch, the creative workers asked the clients 
to put on a “paper helmet” and use “toilet rolls” as vernaculars. Instead of 
explaining the purpose of the prototypes or offering them solid guidelines, 
the creative workers asked the clients to freely play with it and identify 
possible usages of it. Clients described this experience as a “culture shock”.

Our analysis of the projects shows that enhancing ambiguity in the 
middle phase could have a stimulating effect, but also has unintended 
consequences. On the one hand, not knowing where the creative process is 
heading, offered the clients the freedom to come up with their own innova-
tive directions. This was especially the case in projects in which clients did 
not only get introduced to creative methods but also hands on experience 
with new technologies. For example, in Mesch a client said:

“I really had the feeling that I did not only got help, but that I learned 

something from it, and that we really did it together, but that it was still 

mine, from me and my colleague. It is great if you work on something for 

a while that someone does not suddenly takes over. Not that when you are 

doing a Rubik’s cube, someone says ‘oh, I will help’ and then pulls it out of 
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your hands, and then suddenly it is half finished, and then you think ‘yeah, 

that is really friendly of you, but now I did not do it myself and I did not 

have so much fun as when I shove it on its place then if you taught me some 

tricks to do it myself.”

In all projects but E-ID, the clients personally experimented with new 
technologies and accumulated technical skills. Especially because E-ID 
lasted shorter than the other projects (3 workshops), a consequence was 
that it was more difficult to activate clients at the end of E-ID.

On the other hand, an unintended consequence of enhancing ambiguity 
could be that it triggered more negative sensations of “feeling lost”, “chaos” 
and even a “hampering motivation”, as several clients mentioned in inter-
views. This became visible in ASCL when one of the teams ‘dropped out’ 
over the summer, because there was little infrastructure offered by Waag, 
or in Mesch, when a client panicked as no one guided her in the Fab Lab: 
“Waaah, where do I have to put in my USB stick? It was scary. What did I 
have to do?” Yet, at the same time, creative workers could also create frus-
trations by offering too much guidance in creative processes. For example, 
in E-ID, the creative workers actively participated in the first workshop 
and while doing so, displayed their agenda and steered innovation process 
into a specific direction. As a consequence, a client explained that he did 
not feel the space to express himself and have a different opinion than 
Waag’s creative workers. To avoid such situations when liminality became 
too unsettling, creative workers had to morph and constantly be aware of 
what is going in projects. 

Our analysis of the projects shows that at Waag there is not a clear final 
phase of liminality. Especially so in the case of E-ID, where besides social 
drinks no closing event was organized in which the participants could 
present their world views and reflect on their experience. At most, during 
ASCL and MESCH, the creative workers offered their clients a stage and 
emphasized the importance to continue working on the innovation chal-
lenge at hand. 

4.5. Discussion and Conclusion

By drawing on a qualitative process study of creative workers at a Dutch 
social innovation hub, aiming at sparking creativity, we have demonstrated 
how creative workers facilitate liminality for their clients. Liminality is 
said to be conducive to creativity (Garsten 1999; Sturdy et al. 2006; Swan 
et al. 2016) and creates feelings of ‘in-betweenness’ and in doing so triggers 
creativity and innovation (Howard-Grenville et al. 2011; Henfridsson and 
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Yoo 2013; Swan et al. 2016). We found that creative workers as ceremony 
masters foster liminality by empowering their clients to freely experiment 
with new technologies and connect with actors beyond their own networks 
(activating), while fluidly adapting their own role and involvement as they 
sense what is needed (morphing). Activating and morphing allowed the 
creative workers to separate their clients from existing organizational real-
ities, experience ambiguity, freedom and community in the middle phase 
of liminality, and finally to incorporate their clients in a renewed state back 
into organizational realities. These findings have implications for organi-
zational and management studies on liminality and creative work. 

4.5.1. The importance of ‘ceremony masters’ in facilitating 
liminality 

Our research contributes insight into the creative potential of limi-
nality, and thereby responds to the interest in liminality as an explanatory 
concept in organization studies (Söderlund and Borg 2017). The primary 
focus of existing research has been on those actors undergoing liminality, 
the ‘liminal personae’ as Turner (2008 [1969]) referred to them. As a result, 
the literature so far has been silent about ‘ceremony masters’, those who 
create and safeguard the conditions that can induce liminality in others, 
and more generally about how liminality can be purposefully facilitated. 
Prior research seems to assume that liminality is created by the liminal 
personae themselves (Garsten 1999; Shortt 2015; Sturdy et al. 2006; Swan 
et al. 2016), or as if liminality is a given - either as a temporary or permanent 
condition ( Johnsen and Sörenson 2015). For example, Henfridsson and Yoo 
(2013) suggest that innovation trajectories are liminal by nature and do not 
question how liminality comes about in the first place. 

Our findings show how liminality can be actively facilitated by cere-
mony masters, which were in our setting creative workers employed at an 
innovation hub. The intervention of ceremony masters proved to particu-
larly be essential to navigate feelings of ambiguity, freedom and commu-
nity. Using van Gennep’s (1960[1909]) framework, we show how ‘cere-
mony’ masters are involved in all three phases of liminality (separation, 
transition, incorporation). Ceremony masters guide and manage others to 
experience liminality, while at the same time making sure that too much 
ambiguity is avoided and feelings of community and freedom are main-
tained. While our findings are particularly about creative workers, they 
have broader implications for organization studies, as they show liminality 
cannot be taken for granted as a characteristic of places, positions, and 
processes (Söderlund and Borg 2017), but that it needs to be seen in relation 
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to ‘ceremony masters’ who actively facilitate and shape experiences.
Further, our study offers insight in the specific practices that incite limi-

nality. In particular, we found that the practice of activating was enacted in 
all three phases of liminality, but with an emphasis on the first and third. 
It is important that ceremony masters use activating practices in the first 
phase to separate clients from their existing structures. They do so by 
offering alternative options and possibilities, such as new people, new tech-
nologies and an environment in which existing structures and positions are 
actively questioned. Similarly, in the third phase, creatives activate clients 
to move away from the middle phase of liminality by letting them present 
new insights and empower and prepare them for taking (renewed) posi-
tion in the existing organizational settings. Morphing was added to the 
second phase of liminality in particular. In this phase, it was still impor-
tant to gather people so they could form a community, and stimulate them 
to experiment and play with technologies, as part of the activating prac-
tice, but morphing proved vital in guiding people in this phase with lots 
of ambiguity. In particular, through morphing, creative workers tried to 
avoid feelings of frustration or other negative emotions that emerged as a 
consequence of heightened ambiguity and as a consequence could hamper 
creative processes. Through combined practices of morphing and acti-
vating, clients could experience not only a sense of freedom and a commu-
nity feeling, but also ambiguity (without it overwhelming them). It is likely 
that the temporal nature of the collaboration with Waag heightened the 
intensity of participants’ experiences.  

Further, our findings show the importance of ceremony masters as 
they safeguard people from harm while undergoing these liminal phases. 
Earlier research demonstrated that liminality could generate both frustra-
tion and exhilaration among those undergoing it (Czarniawska and Mazza 
2003). For example, Sennett (1998) highlights the limits of liminality, 
arguing its destructive aspects and fragmenting potential. Such frustration 
can be a roadblock in the pursuit of creativity in liminality (Swan et al. 
2015). Our findings, however, add to the more positive takes on liminality 
of Czarniawska and Mazza (2003) and Tempest and Starkey (2004), by 
emphasizing the role of ceremony masters. As ceremony masters, the crea-
tive workers have the important task of guiding others (clients) towards 
their own aims in becoming more creative and, moreover, making a differ-
ence. For example, putting a lot of emphasis on activating client partici-
pation heightened individual experiences of ambiguity and created frus-
tration. To maintain liminality when this happens, the creatives morphed 
into more integral roles, took control over how their clients made sense of 
events, and provided more direction. As such, ceremony masters can also 
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protect people from ‘self-proclaimed ceremony masters taking over and 
even spinning out of control’ or ruin the potentiality of liminality alto-
gether ( Johnsen and Sørensen 2015: 333).

4.5.2. Offering creativity as a service through adopting fluid 
roles 

Our study also contributes to organizational studies on creativity. 
While scholars have explained how creative workers collectively create 
content such as ballet (Sgourev 2015), music (Lingo and O’Mahony 2010), 
video games (Cohendet and Simon 2016) and films (Bechky 2006), our 
study demonstrates a more mundane type of setting in which creatives can 
contribute. In particular, we show that creative workers can be of addi-
tional value in ‘humdrum organizations’ (Townley et al. 2009), not only by 
directly providing a creative product to a client, such as is the case with 
architecture (Boland and Collopy 2004; Jones and Massa 2013), but by 
encouraging clients to come up with creative solutions by themselves. As 
such, our study suggests that creativity can be provided as a service, as is 
the aim behind facilitating liminality. 

Further, this paper shows that creative workers can act as ceremony 
masters and facilitate liminality through adopting the position of liminal 
beings themselves. Thus, our study reveals a case of ‘double liminality’. Not 
only the clients of Waag but also the creative workers themselves described 
the organization in terms of ‘vague’ and ‘unclear’. Creative workers can use 
experiences of their own creative processes, and the ambiguity involved in 
it, to facilitate liminality for others. They are especially suitable for this 
task as they do not only have experience in adopting liminal positions - 
such as ‘mavericks’ and ‘misfits’ ( Jones et al. 2016) - but also can cope with 
open-ended and highly ambiguous situations in for example product inno-
vation (Stigliani and Ravasi 2012), generating creative ideas during business 
dinners (Sturdy et al. 2006) or kickstarting new innovation trajectories 
(Henfridsson and Yoo 2013). 

In their liminal position, creative workers ‘morph’ and accordingly, 
adopt fluid roles, to facilitate liminality. We find that creative workers 
can intentionally inspire flexibility and unpredictability (Austin et al. 
2012) by constantly changing their own roles depending upon what they 
deem necessary at any given moment. The fluidity of morphing relates 
to emerging insights on creatives as ‘amphibians’ (Powel & Sandholtz 
2012; Jones et al. 2016) or actors that are highly mobile and move between 
insider and outsider positions and roles such as Picasso (Sgourev 2013) 
“who was uniquely situated to introduce radical innovation because struc-
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tural conditions allowed for the credibility of drastic experimentation” 
( Jones et al. 2016: 756). Yet, whereas amphibians cross boundaries, inspire 
and switch roles to advance own innovations (Powell & Sandholtz 2012), 
morphing can occur within the same setting and is oriented at supporting 
others’ creative processes.

Hence, while the existing literature suggests that for ceremony masters 
it is risky to be liminal themselves (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003), as they 
do not have protection from other actors or structures, our study points 
at the opportunities it brings along. Creating liminality around their 
own roles, can give creative workers the flexibility to quickly adapt to the 
changing conditions in which they work, for example as a result of the 
introduction of new technologies (Yoo et al. 2010). Through adopting fluid 
roles, and being vague around their key roles and positions, Waag could 
engage in a wide variety of projects, claim expertise in diverse domains 
and achieve a broader impact in society. In arguing this, our study helps 
to enlighten the work of the emergent occupations that offer creativity as 
a service to their clients, such as service designers who increasingly help 
organizations to transform and move out of their comfort zone in co-crea-
tion workshops (Fayard et al. 2017; Elsbach and Stigliani 2018).  

4.5.3. Limitations and suggestions for future research

We recognize two limitations in our research that imply suggestions for 
future research. First, our data collection was restricted in time. Without 
having the option to follow what occurred after the projects ended, we 
could not see the long-term effects of liminality. Future research could 
explore the long-term consequences of experiencing liminality in innova-
tion projects. Related to this, what is interesting in our case is that the third 
phase, that of incorporation, was the least developed phase at Waag. This 
means that there was not a real closure in projects. In such situations, it is 
even more unclear what the consequences of liminality are. This alludes 
to what scholars refer to as a situation of ‘permanent’ liminality ( Johnsen 
and Sorensen 2015). Future research could conduct longitudinal qualitative 
research and further explore what are the outcomes of liminality, and what 
has been transformed or is transforming while undergoing liminality.

Second, the dynamics we observed may have been more pronounced 
because of the limited commercial interests of Waag as a nonprofit organi-
zation. Creative workers with profit motives may have a stronger tendency 
to prove their value by delivering specific creative output themselves and 
be less inclined to focus on activating their clients to independently engage 
in creative processes. Yet, commercial design agencies who are currently 
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also expanding beyond regular product design to the design of organi-
zational processes (Fayard et al. 2017), might take a more central role in 
creative processes as their responsibility is to deliver a finished outcome at 
the end of innovation projects. Accordingly, in commercial environments, 
the final phase of liminality will most likely be more readily identifiable. 
Future research might further explore whether practices of activating and 
morphing can play a similar, though perhaps more limited, role in facili-
tating liminality for clients in more commercial environments.

Next, more research is needed on identifying and distinguishing the 
three phases of liminality. Previous research on liminality in organiza-
tional environments showed that liminality can unfold through three 
phases that van Gennep (1960[1909]) earlier proposed in his work (Eriks-
son-Zetterquist 2002; Czarniawska and Mazza 2003). Yet, literature 
provides little instruction about how the three phases can be distinguished 
and identified. Our study suggests that the three phases of liminality are 
in way dependent on the actions of creatives themselves: when the creative 
workers do not only activate their clients but also engage in morphing, the 
clients entered the middle phase of liminality, where they experienced feel-
ings of ambiguity, community and freedom. As the transitions between 
the phases unfold gradually, it remains complicated to draw a clear-cut 
line that separates the phases and the accompanied practices of creative 
workers. Future research could further identify the boundary conditions of 
these phases and theorize the gradual development of liminality over time. 
For example, scholars could study a larger sample of cases of liminality 
across various organizational settings, and compare these experiences to 
identify similarities and differences in how liminality unfolds over time. 

In conclusion, we hope that our study inspires organizational scholars 
in the organization studies’ field of liminality and creativity to build on our 
study and further explore how and by whom liminality is created in today’s 
society. This paper has shown that in today’s society creative workers 
might facilitate liminality through activating their clients by letting them 
play with new technologies and collaborate heterogeneous actors, while 
at the same time changing their own roles and involvement along with 
the needs of their clients. In doing so, creative workers offer their clients 
simultaneously an end and a new beginning.
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To return to my introductory story about the ‘wake-up call’ of designers by 
the strategic director of Fjord (Chapter 1), this dissertation research sug-
gests that collaborations with business have brought creatives into places 
they have never been before. Instead of being at the center of creativity 
and developing mostly finished products, now creatives also organize ex-
periences for their business clients that help their business clients to be-
come creative themselves (Chapter 2 & 4). As a consequence, creative oc-
cupations like Service Design have attracted different people who might 
question what is formerly accepted as ‘common conduct’ and trigger new 
behaviors (Chapter 3). 

While changes in work and occupations might have significant impact 
on how creatives do their daily job, they unfold gradually and might be 
hard to identify, let alone to respond to. Especially, in situations like the 
emergence of an occupation, it might be complicated to notice changes in 
work because the work itself is still highly ambiguous and it is complicated 
to organize collective action. 

Whether it takes reflections of authority figures such as a strategic 
director (see Introduction), the arrival of new occupational members 
(Howard-Grenville et al., 2017; Chapter 3) or critical reflections from clients 
to realize that daily tasks and routines are changing, creatives eventually 
need to come to terms with it. This is the starting point of this dissertation 
in which I explored the question of how creatives cope with their changing 
work and occupations as a result of collaborating with business. In order 
to answer this question, I conducted qualitative research at two creative 
organizations, a design firm in Spain and an innovation hub in the Nether-
lands. Based on my data analysis, I developed three empirical papers that 
each shed a different light on this question. The papers are presented in 
Chapter 2, 3 and 4.

Chapter 2 and 3 are based on my ethnography at the design firm Fjord. 
Chapter 2 explores how designers cope with their increasingly abstract 
work. It suggests that partly as a result of new collaborations with busi-
ness, the work of designers changed from primarily developing finished 
products for customers to primarily developing abstract services for busi-
ness. Drawing on the concept of craftsmanship, it is suggested that desig-
ners hold onto former material practices instead of adapting these to the 
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new situation. Elaborating on Chapter 2, in Chapter 3 it is suggested that 
as the work of designers is becoming more abstract, designers with a back-
ground in business are attracted to the emergent occupation of Service 
Design. In this Chapter, it is explored how occupational members cons-
truct an occupational mandate despite increased heterogeneity within the 
occupation. It is suggested that the arrival of new occupational members, 
with different backgrounds and visions, challenges the development of an 
occupational mandate. Developing an occupational mandate is key in the 
institutionalization of occupations, and hence needed for the occupation 
to grow and survive. 

Chapter 4 is located in the context of the innovation hub Waag. This 
chapter suggests that the role of creatives in creative projects is chan-
ging. Instead of being at the center of creative processes themselves and 
developing creative products for their clients, they now engage in crea-
tive processes with their clients and help their clients to become crea-
tive themselves. In doing so, this paper suggests that creatives take the 
role of ‘ceremony masters’ in rite-de-passages. As ceremony masters they 
facilitate ‘liminality’, a transformative experience in which clients break 
away from existing organizational realities and envision new ones. In 
order to achieve this, creatives need to both ‘activate’ others and ‘morph’ 
themselves into creative processes. As a result, their involvement in 
creative processes is constantly changing, depending on their client’s 
commitment and needs. 

So, this dissertation research suggests that one the one hand, creatives 
adapt their daily work routines to the changing situation, and on the other 
hand, creatives put efforts in keeping it the same. The papers presented in 
this dissertation research suggest that creatives have changed their inte-
ractions with clients and within the occupation themselves, while at the 
same time protecting the material practices that are inherently linked to 
their own ‘craft’ identity.

In what follows, I first offer a more detailed summary of the key findings 
presented in this dissertation research. A summary of my key findings can 
be found in Table 5.1. Based on these findings, I answer the main research 
question posed in this study. Then, I identify how this dissertation 
research contributes to existing theoretical debates. In particular, I argue 
that this study contributes to organizational research on design, liminality 
and occupations.  After this, I identify directions for future research and 
practical implications. Finally, in my methodological reflection, I reflect 
on what it means to do ethnography and suggest that doing ethnography is 
a practice in craftsmanship..
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5.1. Summary of Key Findings

5.1.1. Making and using artifacts to cope with increasingly 
abstract work

Most creatives are craftsmen, as their work is not only to create ‘things’ 
but also requires the mastery of a craft (Sennett 2008). For example, 
besides knowing how to use design tools, designers need to learn how to 
prioritize their work processes, position their body, and what new techno-
logies and techniques are available. Mastering a craft is an endless journey 
demanding continuous improvement and a passion to become a ‘master of 
the craft’ (Baer & Shaw 2014). As such, craftsmen typically work hard to 
perfect their own skills, repeating similar movements over and over again. 
They are so used to performing certain material practices that changing 
their own approaches to work is difficult. Chapter 2 seeks to answer the 
question of how craftsmen cope with changes in material practices at work. 

To explore this question, I conducted an ethnographic study at design 
firm Fjord. Especially after the acquisition by Accenture, the designers 
experienced changes in their work. In particular, a key change was that the 
outcome of their work shifted from making ‘tangibles’, finished products 
like screens and web interfaces, to ‘intangibles’, abstract outcomes such as 
business services and strategies. Instead of letting go of their former habits 
and adapting their skills to the new context, the designers held onto previous 
practices. In particular, as they were so used to ‘create’, they could not prevent 
themselves from visualizing, prototyping and illustrating. The designers 
sought all sorts of opportunities to make board games, draft pixel-perfect 
illustrations and overall enhance their craft skills. Interestingly, such activi-
ties were neither demands of clients nor mandatory to finish design projects 
successfully. Instead, they were initiatives of designers and designers made 
artifacts even though they faced high time pressure in projects.

Why did the designers put so much efforts in making and using arti-
facts in their work, which was becoming increasingly oriented at abstract 
outcomes? In Chapter 2, it is suggested that engaging in such material 
practiced helps the designers to come to terms with the changing reality of 
their work. First, it allows them to emotionally connect with their work. It 
helps them to experience fun and enhance a sense of belonging to the wider 
community of craft. Further, making and using artifacts helps the designers 
to establish a sense of control over increasingly ambiguous and collabora-
tive design processes. For example, the designers made illustrations around 
which collaborative design decisions could be made. Finally, making and 
using artifacts also helps the designers to distinguish themselves from, in 
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Table 5.1   Summary of this Dissertation Research

 
Research 
Setting

 
Chapter

 
Overall Research Question:
How do creatives cope with their changing work and occupation as a result of collaborating with business?

 
Specific Research 
Question

 
Key Findings 

2.
Pixel Perfect:
Designers as 
Craftsmen

3. 
(Re)Negoti-
ating Service 
Design:
Discovering 
the Occupa-
tional Mandate 
in Intra-Oc-
cupational 
Struggles

4. 
Facilitating 
Liminality: 
Creative 
Workers as 
Ceremony 
Masters

* Work of designers is becoming increas-
ingly abstract, shifting from making tangi-
bles to making intangibles.

* As a response, designers continue 
former work practices of making and using 
artifacts.

* Making and using artifacts gives them 
emotional comfort, a sense of control and 
helps them to differentiate from other 
occupations.

* Internal heterogeneity in occupation 
Service Design is heightening because 
of arrival designers with business back-
ground

* Two communities are emerging among 
the designers, business designers and 
craft designers, who have different con-
ceptions of ‘what they ought to do’ 

* Differences between the communities 
become clear in interactions with space, 
time and clients.

* To move their work forward despite dif-
ferences in work approach, the designers 
develop temporary settlements.

* Creative workers can be seen as ‘cere-
mony masters’ who facilitate liminality for 
their clients.

* Liminality is imbued with feelings of 
ambiguity, community and freedom.

* Creative workers facilitate liminality by 
‘activating’ their clients to connect to other 
actors and to experiment with new tech-
nologies. Activating clients calls for the 
ceremony masters to constantly ‘morph’ 
into different roles. 

Fjord, 
Design Firm,
Spain.

Fjord,
Design Firm,
Spain.

Waag Society,
Innovation 
Hub, The 
Netherlands

How do designers as 
craftsmen cope with 
changing material prac-
tices at work?

How do members of an 
emergent and changing 
occupation define their 
occupational mandate?

How do creative work-
ers facilitate liminality 
for their clients?
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Overall Research Question:
How do creatives cope with their changing work and occupation as a result of collaborating with business?

 
Response to Overall 
Research Question

 
Theoretical Implications

 
Practical Implications

* Creatives might appear inflexi-
ble because they hold onto their 
own work practices instead of 
adapting to the changing context 
in which they work.
 
* Highlighting importance of 
craftsmanship, physical and 
skilled work in today’s digital 
society, and implications for 
business schools.

* Working in new domains en-
courages creatives to collaborate 
with different people and revise 
their own work habits, roles and 
skills.

* Changing context of design 
work has implications for how we 
teach design in schools.

* Hiring people with different 
backgrounds in the same domain 
of work might create occupation-
al struggles on the work floor.

* Creatives adopt diverse and 
fluid roles in projects and hence 
need to broaden their skillset and 
experience.

* Creatives expand their skills 
beyond traditional work domain, 
to include for example ‘connect-
ing skills’. Implications for design 
schools.

* Difficult to estimate value of 
transformative experiences like 
‘liminality’ in creative projects.

* Using craftsmanship as a 
lens to understand designers 
shifts attention to not only the 
instrumental use of artifacts at 
work, but also that designers use 
artifacts as a matter of habit.

* Because designers are 
intertwined with their material 
practices, they might not be able 
to completely replace or change 
their former habits and skills in 
times of change (like knowledge 
workers might do).

* Showing that the occupa-
tional mandate is negotiated in 
intra-occupational struggles and 
not only in inter-occupational 
struggles

* Renegotiating occupational 
mandate can happen at all times, 
not only at beginning stages of 
occupational emergence

* Doing ethnography is key to 
develop situated understandings 
of occupational emergence.

* Illuminating the link between 
creativity and liminality.

* Insights into the work of ‘cer-
emony masters’ in facilitating 
liminality.

* Demonstrating that creatives 
are not only creatives themselves, 
but also engage in other mun-
dane activities.

 * Shifting between roles to trig-
ger creativity for others, thereby 
creatives do not only facilitate 
liminality but also adopt a liminal 
position themselves.

Through a study of designers, it is 
suggested that the nature of the 
work of certain creatives is be-
coming increasingly abstract. In 
order to cope with this, designers 
make and use artifacts. 

This helps them enhance a sense 
of ‘craftsmanship’ in their work, 
while differentiating themselves 
from workers in similar domains 
(like management consultants). 

Using an ethnographic study 
of members of the occupation 
Service Design, it is demonstrat-
ed that some creatives might 
experience occupational changes 
as a result of new collaborations 
with business. 

In particular, occupations can at-
tract new occupational members 
that challenge the occupational 
mandate that was emergently de-
fined by already serving members 
of the occupation. 

Creatives develop a new pattern 
of collaboration by putting their 
clients -instead of themselves - 
at the center of projects. 

They help their clients to become 
creative themselves through 
facilitating liminality.

Creatives adopt fluid roles, bal-
ancing between engagement and 
disengagement, to move projects 
forward.
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their words, “normal consultants” and especially from Accenture consul-
tants who are involved in similar domains of work. Making prototypes such 
as ‘a digital robot advisor’ allowed the designers to express their expertise 
while at the same time, setting themselves apart as an occupational group. 

Taken together, this study shows that using the lens of craftsmanship, 
helps to understand that designers do not only use artifacts instrumentally 
in their work – for example to inspire novel ideas – but also as a matter 
of habit, because designers material practices are intertwined with their 
own craft identity. Further, this study shows that designers cannot simply 
adjust their skills and work processes to fit the new situation. Even though 
the nature of design work is changing, the designers continue to perform 
former work processes. Continuing what they previously did helps them to 
be more connected to their craft and guarantee a sense of stability in their 
highly changing work.

5.1.2. Discovering the occupational mandate in intra- 
occupational struggles 

Chapter 3 elaborates on Chapter 2, and is set at the design firm Fjord. 
It explores the changing work domain of designers from an occupational 
perspective. Occupational studies suggest that when occupations change, 
they might attract newcomers with different beliefs (Howard-Grenville 
et al. 2017). At the same time, it is argued that for emerging occupations 
to flourish, it is important develop common ground and create an occu-
pational mandate (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 2017). This chapter 
explores the question of how members of the emergent and changing occu-
pation Service Design develop an occupational mandate.

Service Design is an emergent occupation, only becoming a paid job 
in the late 1990s. Service Design grew out of other design practices that 
were primarily focused on developing finished products, like product 
design or interaction design. Especially when the popularity of design in 
business increased, the end product of design shifted from making tangi-
bles to making intangibles. Especially around 2013, designers increasingly 
developed strategies and other abstract outcomes for business. As a conse-
quence, the occupation Service Design attracted especially people with 
a background in business and management. Moreover, Service Design is 
not only an emergent occupation but also a changing occupation with an 
increasingly heterogeneous occupational membership.

At Fjord, this meant that design projects included both newcomers, 
often people with a background in business (‘business designers’), and 
longer serving workers, often people with a background in traditional 
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design disciplines (‘craft designers’). My analysis shows that each subgroup 
holds different ideas and approaches with regard to ‘what a designer ought 
to do’. Heterogeneity among these groups especially became clear around 
interactions with space, time and with clients. For example, while both 
groups agreed that it is important to work in a creative environment sepa-
rate from corporate offices, the business designers emphasized the neces-
sity of including the clients in the workspace of designers while the craft 
designers were proponents of working independent from clients. Further, 
while both the groups of designers agreed that design processes cannot 
be planned neatly, the business designers preferred to spend their time 
on developing ‘good content’ while the craft designer spend a significant 
amount of their time on making things look ‘beautiful and functioning’. 
Then, similar to the business designers, the craft designers considered it 
important to co-create design projects with clients. Yet, the business desig-
ners agreed to involve the clients along design processes, while the craft 
designers preferred to only involve designers at predefined moments (such 
as presentations). Moreover, while both communities of designers share 
certain values and perspectives, the ways in which they practice these in 
their work are different and is likely to result in discussions about what 
counts as ‘best practice’ in Service Design.

Further, my analysis shows that the communities of designers created 
temporary settlements to move their work forward despite ambiguity 
around what constitutes a core practice of designers. For example, desig-
ners adapted to each other, made a compromise or developed a new prac-
tice. At the same time, however, they continued expressing their discon-
tent in ‘backstage environments’, for example after an official meeting 
commenced and when they were taking lunch. In such settings, designers 
would make jokes or gossip. Because these temporary settlements did not 
lead to an overall consensus, the occupational mandate remained ‘under 
negotiation’ and ambiguity around work tasks persisted. Taken together, 
this study shows that in emerging and changing occupations it can be 
difficult to develop an occupational mandate. Instead of clarifying what 
counts as core work practices, the arrival of new members in occupations 
can challenge existing perceptions and routines, and increase the already 
existing ambiguity around the work domain. 

5.1.3. Acting like ceremony masters in facilitating liminality 
for clients

While Chapter 2 and 3 focus mainly on how a subcategory of creatives 
– designers – organize their own work, Chapter 4 adopts a more external 
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perspective and looks at how creatives interact with clients. In particular, 
this Chapter starts from the assumption that creatives increasingly are 
asked by business to help them innovate. For business it might be difficult 
to innovate solely, as they are caught up in routines (Cohendet and Simon 
2016), have a heavy workload (Elsbach and Hargadon 2006), or simply do 
not possess the requisite creative capabilities (Amabile 1996). Hence, crea-
tives can organize experiences for business clients that can help business to 
become creative. 

Organizational researchers showed that creativity can be stimulated 
through creating ‘liminality’. Liminality is a temporary experience of 
‘in-betweenness’, ridden of feelings of ambiguity, community and freedom 
(Turner 2008 [1969]), that helps people move away from existing organiza-
tional realities and orient towards new realities (e.g. Czarniawska & Mazza 
2003). The literature showed that liminality can be purposefully created 
by ‘ceremony masters’ (Turner 1976), yet so far we know little about the 
role of ceremony masters in creating liminality. The main question of this 
Chapter was therefore how creatives as ceremony masters facilitate limina-
lity for business clients.

Based on a study at the innovation hub Waag Society, it is demonstrated 
that liminality can be facilitated through ‘activating’ clients by connecting 
them to a heterogeneous group of ‘frontrunners’ or ‘innovators’, letting 
them play and experiment with new technologies without given clear-cut 
guidance. For example, the creatives encouraged their clients to organize 
in teams and experiment with a 3D-printer in Waag Society’s Fab Lab. 
The practice of ‘activating’ demands the creatives to ‘morph’ into diffe-
rent roles, depending on the needs of their clients. For example, in projects 
creatives changed their role from facilitator to technology expert, because 
the clients needed more guidance in building digital prototypes. Through 
the combined practice of activating and morphing, creatives can create 
feelings of ambiguity, community and freedom among their clients. In 
doing so, they facilitate liminality for their clients. 

Taken together, this study enlightens the behavior of ‘ceremony 
masters’ who facilitate liminality for others. Especially, it is suggested 
that it is important for ceremony masters to stay alert and identify when 
clients have negative feelings that can hamper their commitment in crea-
tive processes. Further, our study reveals a case of ‘double liminality’. 
Creative workers can act as ceremony masters and facilitate liminality 
through adopting the position of liminal beings themselves. Not only the 
clients of Waag, but also the creative workers themselves described the 
organization in terms of ‘vague’ and ‘unclear’. Hence, it is suggested that 
creatives might not only adopt fluid roles for their own creative processes, 
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but also to place their clients - and not themselves – at the center of crea-
tive processes. 

5.2. Response to the Overall Research Question

The previously discussed findings help to answer the main research 
question of this dissertation: How do creatives cope with their changing work 
and occupation as a result of collaborating with business?

Each chapter offers a different, but complementary, explanation 
of how creatives respond to their changing work and occupation. In 
particular, as suggested in the introduction, I elaborate on three prac-
tice domains of creative work: ‘interactions with artifacts’, ‘interactions 
within occupations’ and ‘interactions with clients’. Below I discuss how 
the empirical chapters of this dissertation research help to clarify each of 
these practice domains. 

Changing interactions with artifacts. Chapter 2 shows that the work 
of a particular group of creatives, designers, is becoming more abstract. 
Instead of developing finished products like screens, they now develop 
abstract constructs like services, strategies and vision. It is suggested that 
instead of letting go of their former routines and skills, creatives hold onto 
what they previously did. In fact, they do not only continue practices like 
visualizing and experimenting with design tools, also they develop new 
practices like creating board games. It is suggested that performing such 
activities helped the designers to create a sense of stability amidst the 
changing reality of their work. In particular, it helped them to sustain their 
sense of craftsmanship and belonging to the wider occupation of designers, 
even though their work was moving more to the domain of management 
consultants. Taken together, this chapter suggests that the work of some 
creatives has become more abstract as it moved into the business, and in 
order to cope with this, creatives hold onto certain practices they strongly 
associate with their own creative identity and sense of craft.

Changing interactions within occupations. Chapter 3 suggests that 
not only the work of creatives is changing, but also their occupation. It 
is argued that as design moved into the domain of business, it attracted 
new members to the occupation. The arrival of new members created 
intra-organizational struggles between former and new members: they 
challenged each other’s perceptions and practices of ‘what a designer ought 
to do’. Instead of overcoming their differences permanently, the designers 
developed temporary settlements that helped them continue collabora-
tive work despite developing common agreements. Taken together, this 
chapter suggests that especially in the case of emerging occupations in the 
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creative industry, moving into the domain of business can enhance hetero-
geneity inside occupations. The arrival of new members, consequently, can 
challenge former ideas about what are core practices inside the occupation 
and make it more difficult for emergent occupations to develop an occu-
pational mandate, a common understanding of core culture, practices and 
values, and grow and survive as an occupation. 

Changing interactions with clients. Chapter 4 sheds light on inte-
ractions between creatives and clients. It is suggested that creatives are 
increasingly asked by clients to help them transform, change their mind-
sets and induce creative behavior. In order to achieve this, the creatives do 
not develop concrete or finished solutions for business, but help business 
professionals themselves to become creative through facilitating limina-
lity. In doing so, they are not at the center of creative processes themselves 
but act as ‘ceremony masters’ who help others to become creative. Facilita-
ting liminality as ceremony masters can be achieved by ‘activating’ clients 
and ‘morphing’ between different roles. Moreover, this study suggests that 
interactions between creatives and clients are changing. Instead of making 
clients dependent on the creativity of creatives themselves, creatives 
increasingly help their clients to become independent and engage in crea-
tive processes themselves. In other words, the roles and skills of creatives 
are changing, embracing behaviors they previously did not associate with 
their own work or craft. 

Taken together, in this dissertation it is suggested that as the work 
of creatives becomes more abstract, this did not only change the actual 
tasks of creatives but also their occupations. To cope with this, creatives 
perform various practices. On the one hand, creatives hold onto previous 
practices (Chapter 2), even when these trigger heated debates within the 
occupation (Chapter 3). On the other hand, creatives change their prac-
tices by not positioning themselves at the center of creative processes but 
their clients, demanding them to take upon tasks that move beyond what 
is traditionally associated with creative activity. This dissertation research 
has theoretical implications, upon which I elaborate next. 

5.2. Implications for Theory

5.2.1. Emphasizing the mundane activities of creatives

This dissertation propels a more democratic notion of creativity by 
suggesting that creativity is not the domain of creatives alone. So far, 
most of the organization studies on creativity have suggested that creati-
vity primarily belongs to an exclusive group of people: ‘the creatives’. It is 
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argued that creativity is an individual character trait that can be triggered 
in certain contexts (Woodman et al. 1993; Amabile 1996; 1997; Sternberg 
1997) or a collaborative process that is triggered in interactions between 
people (Hargadon & Bechky 2006; Tschang & Szcypula 2006; Lingo & 
O’Mahony 2010). For example, Hargadon and Bechky (2006) show that 
through help-giving, help-seeking, reframing and reinforcing, collections 
of creatives can trigger novel insights and in such fleeting moments they 
become creative collectives. Another example is the study of Tschang and 
Szczypula (2006) who illustrate that video game designers become crea-
tive through collectively iterating novel ideas. While such studies help to 
better understand how creativity in organizational environments can be 
triggered (Cohendet et al. 2013; Hargadon & Bechky 2006; Jones et al. 
2015; Jones et al. 2016), such line of reasoning suggests – albeit implicitly – 
that creativity is the property of creatives. It is important to recognize that 
creativity is not only the domain of creatives for several reasons.

First of all, maintaining a divisive boundary between ‘the creatives’ and 
the rest or ‘the humdrum’, as Townley, Beech and McKinley (2009) call it, 
suggests that both categories are mutually exclusive. Yet, such categorization 
is problematic. Creatives can include all people “at the center of a set of activi-
ties, referred to by others [as creative] and carry the status of success as defined 
by the in-group’, which are often ‘marginal’, at the intersection between 
groups and therefore able to pick up diverse ideas and relations (Hargadon & 
Sutton 1997; Uzzi & Spiro 2005)” (Townley and colleagues 2009: 945). Crea-
tivity, hence, is not something that exclusively belongs to a separate group of 
‘lone geniuses’ that possesses extraordinary skills and attitudes. 

Secondly, maintaining a division between creatives and ‘the humdrum’ 
does not reflect what is happening in today’s society, in which not only 
creatives but also others are involved in creative processes. In particular, 
in Chapter 4 of this dissertation I uncover a new pattern of collaboration 
between creatives and their clients by showing that creatives, at times, 
voluntarily relax their involvement and control over creative processes 
(through ‘mobilizing’). Similarly, in Chapter 2, I show that also designers 
do put themselves at the center of creativity constantly. Especially during 
co-creation workshops like the Ramble, they attempt to make their clients 
creative and take a more facilitating role themselves. 

A consequence of a more democratic understanding of creativity is not 
only that attention is oriented at how ‘the humdrum’ is involved in creati-
vity, but also that creatives do other things besides generating creativity. 
More specifically, in this dissertation research I contribute to existing lite-
rature on creative work (e.g. Jones et al. 2015; Boland et al. 2008; Hargadon 
& Bechky 2006) by emphasizing that creatives engage in ‘mundane acti-
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vities’ other than those targeted to achieving creative output. So far, only 
little studies illuminate what other those ‘other mundane activities’ that 
which creatives perform. For example, an exception is the work of Rahman 
and Barley (2017) who argued that architects spend a lot of time on “situated 
redesign”, which is work oriented to resolve or prevent unforeseen tech-
nical problems that can hamper the progress of projects. 

A motivation for the neglect of ‘mundane activities’ of creatives might 
be that in the past, most attention has been given to creativity and innova-
tion involved in the work of creatives themselves (Harrison & Rouse 2014; 
Berg 2016; Fortwengel, Schüßler & Sydow 2017). Most research focused 
on the ‘intellectual capital’ (Bourdieu 1977) or the shaping of novel “ideas 
that form the basis of any creative endeavor” (Townley et al. 2009: 944), or 
on how innovative ideas are assessed (Elsbach & Kramer 2003), selected 
and brought to fruition (see e.g. Lingo & O’Mahony 2010). Research who 
did mention other ‘mundane activities’ like management and planning 
(Cohendet & Simon 2007), building networks (Uzzi 1997; Uzzi & Spiro 
2005) and brokering (Hargadon & Sutton 1997), explained this in the light 
of the creativity involved in the work of creatives. Such attention for the 
creativity involved in the work of creatives, is not surprising since the latter 
often seek to develop products or services that are appreciated as distinc-
tive, unique and novel. 

While previous studies yielded interesting insights, an implication 
of the focus on creativity in the work of creatives, is that we lack a deep 
understanding of ‘what creatives do’ (Rahman & Barley 2017). Knowing 
more about the mundane activities of creatives is important “as occupa-
tions continue to evolve and as people find themselves working in entirely 
new fields, as well as in organizations whose forms depart from standard 
bureaucracies, detailed fieldwork on the mundane activities of members 
of the so-called creative and technical occupations becomes increasingly 
important for our understanding of what work is, how it is accomplished, 
and how it is organized (Hughes 1958; Barley & Kunda 2001; Bechky 2011 
in Rahman & Barley 2017: 405). In this regard, this dissertation builds on 
the work of Carlsen and colleagues (2012) who urge scholars to focus not 
only on creative work as the development of new ideas, but also on all the 
other practices evolving around it.

This dissertation research contributes to what we know about mundane 
activities of creatives (Rahman & Barley 2017) in various ways. First, in 
Chapter 2 it is demonstrated that creatives perform various material prac-
tices not only for purposes of creativity but also, and especially, for the 
sake of reinforcing their identity as craftsmen. In addition, in Chapter 3 it 
is demonstrated that creatives decorate their work space with ‘designerly’ 
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artifacts not only to trigger creativity and play, but also to differentiate 
their workspace from the corporate offices of clients. In these chapters it 
is also suggested that creatives do tasks they previously relate to business 
activities and are not oriented at triggering creativity, such as competitive 
analysis, presenting for clients and making business models. Finally, in 
Chapter 4, it is suggested that for creatives it is important to build a broad 
network and so that they cannot only get access to better funding oppor-
tunities but also to connect their clients to a group of like-minded others. 

While this dissertation research highlights the importance of stud-
ying mundane activities of creatives, I do not suggest that creatives do 
not involve in creative processes at all. In fact, various studies in this 
dissertation highlight the importance for creatives to be creative them-
selves. For example, Chapter 2 suggests that for designers it is important 
to be involved in creative processes, as this helps them connect to their 
craft. Also, Chapter 4 suggests that when creatives strongly disengage in 
projects, their clients can feel lost instead of encouraged, and the benefits 
of liminality can be hampered. Taken together, this dissertation empha-
sizes the importance of studying activities of creatives other than those 
oriented at generating creativity, and in particularly shifts attention to how 
creatives take distance from creative processes and put others at the center 
of creativity as they offer ‘creativity as a service’ to their business clients.

5.2.2. Illuminating the link between creativity and liminality

Adopting a broader definition of what creatives do, also helps deve-
loping a more comprehensive understanding of creativity. Creativity is 
commonly understood as ‘idea generation’ or collaborative practices that 
lead to the birth of new ideas (Amabile 1996; Hargadon & Bechky 2006) 
or to bring such ideas to fruition (Lingo & O’Mahony 2010). This disser-
tation research adds to such explanations, by building on existing studies 
(Howard-Grenville et al. 2013; Swan et al. 2016) and defining creativity 
as a process of liminality, a transformative process in which people move 
away from what they know and explore alternative realities. In Chapter 4, 
I show that creatives can act as ceremony masters and help their clients 
become creative through facilitating liminality. It is here suggested that 
their clients are ‘liminal’ when they experience ambiguity, community and 
freedom, elements that are also necessary to kickstart creativity and think 
beyond existing structures. 

Further, this dissertation adds to theory on liminality by showing 
how liminality can be facilitated. While attention for liminality in the 
creativity literature is increasing (Howard-Grenville et al. 2013; Swan 
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et al. 2015; Sturdy et al. 2006; Garsten 1999), existing studies exclusively 
focus on those undergoing the liminality. The literature has been silent 
on the ‘ceremony masters’ or those inducing liminality in others or exis-
ting research mentioned them as a negative, unintended consequence of 
managerial performance (Izak 2015).  Ignoring how others facilitate limi-
nality is warranted as Turner (1976) already wrote that liminality is often 
created by authority figures, such as chief-man or others that are seen as 
capable in a certain domain. Chapter 4 shows how creatives as ceremony 
masters facilitate liminality through performing the practices of ‘activa-
ting’ and ‘morphing’. Moreover, this research emphasizes that liminality 
is not something that is suddenly ‘there’, in contrary it demands careful 
attention to emotional states and a constantly switching between roles to 
create and maintain liminality.

Further, this dissertation also adds to studies that allude to the conse-
quences of liminality (Garsten 1999). So far, we know that undergoing 
liminality triggers all sorts of emotions, both frustrating and exhilarating 
emotions. It is argued that in order to trigger creativity, it is important for 
people to have positive emotions related to feelings of joy, freedom and 
social support (Czarniawska & Mazza 2003). Also, scholars showed that 
negative feelings such as anger or despair can hamper creative processes 
(Swan et al. 2016). On the one hand, this dissertation research confirms such 
insights (see Chapter 2 & 4). On the other hand, this dissertation research 
contributes to existing debates by showing that creatives can manage the 
consequences of liminality through (re)balancing morphing and mobi-
lizing. For example, when clients are frustrated as they experience too 
much ambiguity around the problem domain, creatives can enhance their 
involvement in creative processes and identify directions for innovation. 
Further, when clients are excited, the creatives can support this in further 
encouraging them to work independently, play with new technologies and 
brainstorm ideas. 

Further, this dissertation research shows that creatives can facilitate 
liminality through adopting the position of liminal beings themselves. 
I refer to this in our paper as a case of ‘double liminality’. Creatives can 
intentionally inspire flexibility and switch between roles to keep creative 
processes among their clients moving. The fluidity of morphing relates to 
emerging insights on creatives as ‘amphibians’ ( Jones et al. 2016) or actors 
that are highly mobile and move between insider and outsider positions 
(Sgourev 2013). They are suitable to do so because they do not only have 
experience in adopting liminal positions - such as ‘mavericks’ and ‘misfits’ 
( Jones et al. 2016) - but also can cope with open-ended and highly ambi-
guous situations in for example product innovation (Stigliani and Ravasi 
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2012), generating creative ideas during business dinners (Sturdy et al. 2006) 
or kickstarting new innovation trajectories (Henfridsson and Yoo 2013). 
Yet, the existing literature suggests that it is risky for ceremony masters 
to be liminal themselves (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003), as they do not 
have protection from other actors or structures, our study points at the 
opportunities it brings along, this dissertation research suggests that 
the position of ‘double liminality’ can help the creatives to cope with the 
quickly changing conditions of their work and claim expertise in diverse 
domains, something that more and more creative occupations (like design) 
are doing. Overall, this dissertation research extends the emerging body 
of literature on liminality in organizational environments. In particular, it 
helps to further understand how liminality is created, and how the conse-
quences of liminality can be managed and shaped in practice.

5.2.3. Highlighting the relevance of craftsmanship as a lens 
to study creatives

This dissertation research alludes to the benefits of adopting craft-
manship as a lens to study creatives. Adopting craftsmanship as a lens 
allows researchers to study creatives not only as people who engage in 
collaborative practices to generate new concepts or ideas (like in creativity 
studies, e.g. Harrison & Rouse 2015), develop new products (like in design 
studies, e.g. Ravasi & Stigliani 2012) or steer processes into novel directions 
(like in innovation studies, e.g. Henfridsson & Yoo 2013), but also as people 
who need to practice certain skills and feel a strong engagement with their 
work. In particular, it helps to better understand the role of emotions and 
material practices in the work of creatives. 

To begin with, this dissertation research draws on the concept of crafts-
manship to show that members of the occupation Service Design struggle 
with the new direction which their work is heading. As their work is beco-
ming more abstract, they do not feel ‘involved’ in their work, lose motiva-
tion and even experience heightened stress. They seek ways to have fun 
and sense delight again in their work through making and using artifacts. 
This chapter suggests that creatives, as they are craftsmen, are emotio-
nally involved with their work. Even though I do not explicitly theorize 
the emotions of creatives in the rest of this dissertation research, the 
importance of emotions in the work of creatives can also be highlighted by 
turning to the other chapters. In Chapter 3, it is showed that the arrival of 
new members can lead to struggles about ‘what are best practices’ within 
the occupation of Service Design. Within occupations, people can feel 
‘attacked’ by others who have different approaches and understandings of 
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work. This, in turn, can trigger various negative emotions such as unease 
and frustration. Finally, also Chapter 4 suggests that emotions are involved 
in the work of creatives. More explicitly, the creatives at Waag Society are 
involved in managing the emotions while facilitating liminality. Being 
upset or frustrated, can slow down creative processes and hence such nega-
tive emotions need to be downplayed by the creatives.

 Further, the lens of craftsmanship, shifts attention to the role of 
emotions in the work of creatives, something that is key but we still know 
little about. A reason for the neglect of the role of emotions in the work 
of creatives, might be that for a long period, organizational scholars asso-
ciated the study of emotions with the domain of psychology. So far, there 
has been limited attention for emotions in organizational settings (e.g. 
Hareli & Rafaeli 2008; van Kleef 2009, 2014; Friedland 2017; Elsbach & 
Bechky 2018). An exception is the work of Elsbach and Bechky (2018) who 
study how expressing emotions in the workplace shapes the image and 
perception of employees in the work place. They argue that crying about 
stress in a public place is condemned by peers, while being sad about family 
circumstances is seen as acceptable behavior. This dissertation builds 
on such research in arguing that it is important to warrant attention to 
expressions of emotions in the workplace to better understand the work 
of creatives.

Besides shifting attention to emotions, the lens of craftsmanship also 
helps to emphasize the importance of material practices in the work of 
creatives. In particular, it can highlight how creatives are intertwined with 
material practices at work. Such perspective is anchored in the thought 
that rather than separating artifacts, tools and technologies from practi-
tioners, practitioners draw on materials to interactively constitute their 
work (Streeck, Goodwin & LeBaron 2011). In a sense, material practices 
have become part of practitioners’ bodies and enacted out of habit, without 
awareness. It has become a way of ‘knowing in practice’ (Orlikowski 2002), 
part of their ‘habitus’ and standing in the world (Bourdieu 1977). 

Such view on material practices, moves beyond the instrumental and 
teleological views on artifacts (Ingold 2013; Comi & Whyte 2018). So far, 
most studies have adopted an instrumental view on artifacts, “conceiving 
of visual artefacts as instruments in the hands of practitioners” (Comi & 
Whyte 2018: 1059). For example, pictures, maps, data packs, spreadsheets 
and graphs and other tools are used to make strategies (e.g. Jarzabkowski, 
Spee, & Smets 2013; Paroutis, Franco, & Papadopoulos 2015). Or, as I showed 
in Chapter 2, it is demonstrated that designers make ‘customer journeys’ to 
help companies think from a user perspective. Other scholars leaned more 
towards a teleological perspective on artifacts, portraying tools as static 
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entities that contain meanings and interpretations ( Justesen & Mouritsen 
2009; Kornberger & Clegg 2011), “whereby visual artefacts do not merely 
provide the means to an end, but instead produce an end that prompts 
immediate action” (Comi & Whyte 2018: 1060). For example, Justesen and 
Mouritsen (2009) propose that annual reports can communicate the firm’s 
capabilities and strategies as a standalone object. Both the instrumental and 
the teleological perspective to artifacts, portray artifacts as a “set of ‘tools’ 
in the hands of practitioners, failing to fully appreciate the entanglement of 
human and non-human actors” (Comi & Whyte 2018: 1060).

 So, starting from the idea the material practices are intertwined with 
practitioners, shows that artifacts cannot easily be separated from the 
practitioner using or developing it. Daily work activities imply the mobili-
zation of the artifacts and the body in certain ways. Such view is important 
because it can help researchers that study creativity and creatives, better 
understand how creatives organize their daily work and how they cope 
with changes in their work. In Chapter 2, it is suggested that for creatives 
it is difficult to adapt to external pressures for change, because they need 
to ‘drop their tools’ with which they are intertwined. Hence, instead of 
adapting, creatives might continue former practices because they are used 
to performing these, and as craftsmen, this might give them the oppor-
tunity to improve their own creative skills. Taken together, this disserta-
tion research shows that adopting the lens of craftsmanship is beneficial 
because it allows for a more integrative understanding of creative working, 
shifting attention to the importance of craft, emotions, and material prac-
tices in the work of creatives.

5.2.4. Occupational emergence and the development of an 
occupational mandate

This dissertation research also contributes to what we know about the 
emergence of occupations. First, building on the assumption that occu-
pations are internally heterogeneous (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017), it is 
demonstrated that the occupational mandate is negotiated in intra-occu-
pational struggles. The literature suggested already long ago that occupa-
tions are made out of different constituencies (Abbott 1988). Yet, so far, 
only little studies have explored heterogeneity inside occupations (excep-
tions are Nelsen & Barley 1997; Howard-Grenville et al. 2017). A reason for 
this can be that most studies have adopted an inter-occupational approach, 
looking at the struggles between occupations and not within occupations 
(e.g. Begun & Lippincott 1987; Bechky 2003a). Accordingly, it appears that 
occupations are homogeneous entities in which all the members share 



Design Meets Business196

similar beliefs, behaviors and values. Studies that do address heteroge-
neity inside occupations have been done in occupations that are ultimately 
established (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Howard-Grenville et al. 2017). In other 
words, even though intra-occupational struggles took place, in these studies 
ultimately a dominant social order is achieved. This dissertation research 
adds to these studies by showing that intra-occupational heterogeneity can 
lead to disagreements inside the occupation that are never fully settled. 
In particular, Chapter 3 shows that designers cannot develop a consensus 
about what a designer ‘ought to do’ at work. Moreover, ambiguity around 
the occupation persists, which brings us to the following point.

Second, this dissertation research also suggests that the development 
of an occupational mandate is not simply a passing stage in the early phase 
of institutionalization of an occupation. In Chapter 3, it is suggested that 
when occupations are growing into new directions, such as design into 
business, the occupational mandate can be renegotiated. In this disser-
tation research, it is demonstrated that even though the occupational 
mandate is emergently developing and key values are established (see also 
work of Fayard et al. 2017), the influx of new members at later stages can 
challenge existing ideas about ‘how work ought to be done’. Moreover, it 
is suggested that even an occupation is involved in paid work and gained 
legitimacy by its audiences, the occupational mandate can be ‘under fire’. 
In arguing this, it builds on the thought occupations are products of social 
processes (Bechky 2011; Abbott 1988), just like the jurisdiction of occupa-
tions (Bechky 2003a), and therefore constantly in the making. Occupa-
tional mandates, hence, might never completed.

Third, it is demonstrated that especially within new occupations, 
there might be ambiguity among its members with respect to ‘best prac-
tices’ and ‘core work tasks’. Even though it is known that occupations 
develop from different constituencies (Abbott 1988), we know little about 
its consequences for the organizing and work inside occupations. On the 
one hand, this dissertation research highlights research that shows that 
competing interpretations and performances of work exist inside occupa-
tions (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017; Nelsen & Barley 1997). On the other 
hand, this dissertation research adds to existing research that inside occu-
pations there might be vagueness and ambiguity around a domain of work. 
Rather than competing over meanings, at times members might feel lost 
what belongs to their task domain and what not. A reason for this is that 
new occupations are formed by members that come from different back-
grounds and sometimes do not even know about each other’s existence, let 
alone have a similar approach to their work. Moreover, this dissertation 
research orients attention to the prevalence of ambiguity inside emerging 
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and growing occupations. Taken together, Chapter 3 contributes to the 
practice research on occupations (e.g. Bechky 2003a; 2003b; 2006) and in 
particular occupational emergence (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 
2017). It shows that occupational mandates develop in intra-occupational 
struggles, that occupational mandates might never fully develop and there-
fore occupational ambiguity might persist. 

5.3. Suggestions for Future Research

5.3.1. Exploring brokerage work of creatives

This dissertation research offers opportunities for studying the broke-
rage work of creatives. Broadly speaking, brokerage work refers to “beha-
vior by which an actor influences, manages, or facilitates interactions 
between other actors” (Obstfeld et al. 2014: 141), enabling disconnected 
actors to interact economically, politically and socially (Stovel & Shaw 
2012). A broker, therefore, is a sort of ‘third party’ and hence might facilitate 
connections in situations that demand collaboration such as creativity. It 
can be said that creatives increasingly act as brokers as their work is moving 
into new domains. To begin with, in this dissertation it is suggested that 
it has become a core task of creatives to bring together diverse stakehol-
ders and allow them to engage in collaborative action (see Chapter 4). For 
example, especially the case study of Waag Society shows how important 
it is for creatives to have a broad network of experts in order to mobilize 
their clients. Future research could study how creatives as brokers enable, 
facilitate and transform connections between diverse actors. 

Driven by the work of Simmel (1950) and Granovetter (1973), brokerage 
is addressed in many substantive areas of research, among which sociology, 
economics, and organization studies. Yet, to date there are only a few empi-
rical studies of what brokers actually do (Obstfeld et al. 2014; Hargadon & 
Sutton 1997) and even less about how brokers foster creative work (Lingo 
& O’Mahony 2010). A potential explanation for this limited academic 
interest might be the dominance of the structural network approach to 
study brokerage, emphasizing the personal benefits that can accrue from a 
broker’s unique access to contacts and information (Burt 1992; Dimaggio 
1992; Gould & Fernandez 1989). Key to such view is the idea that brokers 
are positioned in a ‘structural hole’ (Burt 1992), connecting otherwise 
unconnected actors. For the broker, this position is advantageous because 
of its access to diverse ideas, information and technologies. 

Whereas the network perspective has demonstrated that and with whom 
brokers enable collaboration, it offers little insight in how brokers work to 



Design Meets Business198

connect actors and contribute to innovation. Questions about what brokers 
actually do (Obstfeld et al. 2014), are mostly tackled in studies using a prac-
tice-oriented approach. Hargadon and Sutton (1997) first broke ground in 
this direction by describing how brokers generate novel ideas by drawing 
existing technological solutions from some industries and reintroduce it 
in other industries where they might be potentially valuable. Building on 
this study, Lingo and O’Mahony (2010) did research on Nashville music 
producers in which they show that a key challenge for brokers is not only 
bringing together diverse parties, but keeping them together when novel 
ideas are brought to fruition. 

So far, most studies explore brokerage behavior in a context where the 
outcome is known, for example the production of a music record (Lingo & 
O’Mahony 2010). We still know little about the role of brokers in situations 
where the outcome is unknown, or when they operate in highly abstract 
and fluid environments like exploratory projects targeted at generating 
creativity. Knowing more about brokerage behavior in such context is 
relevant since it is impossible for brokers to determine in advance what 
competences, capabilities and resources are needed to develop creative 
outcomes. This makes it even more difficult for brokers to connect diverse 
actors, and how this contributes to creativity. Hence, future research can 
look into question of how brokers connect diverse actors in exploratory 
creative projects. 

This dissertation suggests possible answers to this question that can be 
further researched. On the one hand, in Chapter 4 it is suggested that crea-
tives can enable connections through offering clients liminality. In doing 
so, creatives act as a sort of ‘decentralized catalysts’: they create potentia-
lities for connections by involving themselves fluidly, rather than adop-
ting a more static and continues position, in collaborations. These obser-
vations respond to the recent attention for catalyst brokerage, showing 
that brokers may trigger creative change beyond their own direct control 
(Sgourev 2015). On the other hand, this dissertation suggests that crea-
tives can also purposely keeping parties apart for purposes of generating 
creativity. In particular, in situations in which creatives see themselves as 
responsible for developing creative outcomes for clients (such as in the case 
of Fjord).  For example, in Chapter 2 it is demonstrated that the designers 
purposefully maintain distance between their clients and the end-users, 
so that they can continue to present themselves as user experts, and hence 
gain legitimacy for their work. 

Finally, this dissertation research also suggests that it is interesting to 
explore brokerage behavior beyond connected two rather disparate parties. 
In fact, especially in the case of Fjord, it is interesting to explore how 
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diverse and even competing parties are collaborating in design projects. 
For example, my data collection suggests that designers use their rela-
tionship with the Accenture consultant to ‘defend’ their own behavior vis a 
vis clients, and vice versa clients also use their relationship with the Accen-
ture consultant to ‘put pressure’ on the designers. Further in Chapter 3 it 
is demonstrated that even in the in-group there can be multiple parties. 
In the case of the designers at Fjord, craft designers and business desig-
ners had different perspectives and approaches to design. Sometimes, the 
business designers agreed more with clients than with their peers in the 
design project. Taken together, sometimes brokers need to bring parties 
together, whereas in other situations brokers might put more efforts in 
keeping people apart. These observations highlight the opportunities for 
exploring the brokerage work in creatives, especially their efforts oriented 
at connecting diverse actors in open-ended contexts in which access, refe-
rrals, information and technologies that determine the success of creative 
work continuously change (Townley et al. 2009). 

5.3.2. Connecting intra-occupational struggles to inter- 
occupational struggles

This dissertation research could be extended in various directions 
in the field of occupations and professions (Abbott 1988; Bechky 2003a; 
2003b; Nelsen & Irwin 2014; Howard-Grenville et al. 2017; Huising 2015) 
and in particular extend the little research on the emergence of new occu-
pations (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 2017). 

Despite the rapid pace in which the nature of work is changing and occu-
pations are born in today’s society (Barley & Bechky 2017), there is a lack of 
research on the formation of new occupations (exceptions include Nelsen & 
Barley 1997; Fayard et al. 2017; Vaast & Safadi forthcoming). The existing lite-
rature suggested that for occupations to emerge, they need to pass through 
several ‘stages’ (Abbott 1988). First, there has to be a group of people that works 
on similar tasks and recognizes each other as in-group. Then, these people 
together need to develop common ground, a consensus with respect to how 
work ‘ought to be done’, also referred to as the occupational mandate. Finally, 
for occupations to fully establish and become recognized by others as legiti-
mate, occupations need to develop jurisdiction. This can be done, for example, 
through claiming authority over artifacts in the workplace (Bechky 2003a) 
or through leveraging political associations (Halpern 1992). This disserta-
tion mainly focuses on the development of an occupational mandate, joining 
the little but active group of scholars that explores this topic (Fayard et al. 
2017; van Maanen & Barley, 1984; Nelsen & Barley, 1997). 
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As most of existing occupational research focuses on the later stage of 
establishing jurisdictions (e.g. Bechky 2003a), the initiation and first stages 
of occupational emergence still provide plenty of room for research. There 
are some studies on the beginning phases of occupational emergence. These 
studies mostly look at the ‘entry’ problem, namely how new hires learn the 
moral, social and work codes within an emerging occupation (van Maanen 
1973; Ibarra 1999; Anteby et al. 2016). As a consequence, there is still little 
research on the very first stages in in which members recognize each other as 
in-group and take the first steps to organize collective action. A reason of this 
lack of research might be that it is very complex to identify when occupations 
emerge, let alone defining who belongs to the in-group and what are core tasks. 

Yet, at the same time, recent research showed that digital technologies 
offer interesting opportunities for research on the very first stages of occu-
pational emergence (Vaast & Safadi 2016). For example, in their study Vaast 
and Safadi (2016) explore how the occupation of data scientists emerged 
through studying micro-blogging on Twitter. This study shows that it is 
now possible to better track, trace and explore the emergence of new occu-
pations. This offers promising venues for future research on the emergence 
of new occupations like data scientists, influencers, data analysts, interface 
or visual designers. For example, future research could explore the emer-
ging occupation of ‘influencers’ - people who encourage their ‘followers’ 
on social media platforms to buy and promote certain products or services 
- through studying their ‘posts’ on the digital platform Instagram. Taken 
together, as the birth of new occupations largely takes place in a digitally 
enabled context, there is more knowledge to win about how occupations 
are born by for example combining quantitative digitally mediated data 
(such as collecting tweets or #hashtags) with more situated qualitative data 
(such as retrospective interviews and observations).

There are also research opportunities with respect to the development 
the occupational mandate. So far there are only a handful of scholars that 
explored how occupational mandates are formed (e.g. Fayard et al. 2017; 
Nelsen & Barley 1997; Vaast & Safadi 2016). The existing studies either 
have explored how occupational mandates are developed within occupa-
tions through everyday action (Nelsen & Barley 1997; Chapter 2 & 3 of this 
dissertation research), or how occupational mandates are shaped vis a vis 
other occupations (Fayard et al. 2017). Whether adopting a more ‘internal’ 
or a more ‘external’ perspective, this provides opportunity for researchers 
that want combine both approaches. In other words, there is room for 
research on how interactions within the occupation shape external rela-
tions with occupations, and vice versa how relations among occupations 
shape behavior inside occupations.
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Further, research that links the intra-occupational dynamics with 
inter-occupational dynamics appears promising. It does not only help to 
develop a more complete picture of how occupations develop but also can 
explain better why certain intra- or inter-occupational struggles might 
come to a halt. For example, in their work on Emergency Medical Techni-
cians, Nelsen and Barley (1997) showed how intra-occupational struggles 
faded when the appearance, behavior and knowledge of one occupational 
subcommunity got recognized by others outside the occupation as the legi-
timate course of action. Also, this dissertation research suggests that there 
are relations between the intra-occupational and the inter-occupational 
level worth exploring. For example, elaborating on Chapter 2 and 3, it is 
interesting to investigate whether internal disagreements and ambiguity 
around the occupational mandate affects external perceptions and evalua-
tions of the occupation. More specifically, it is possible that clients doubt 
the validity of the work of designers when they follow a business approach 
at one moment (e.g. asking clients to join their work space) and a more craft-
oriented approach in other moments (e.g. asking clients to sit somewhere 
else). Exploring such questions is even more interesting to explore in the 
current context in which heterogeneity among the designers is increasing. 

To better understand how intra-occupational developments, impact the 
inter-occupational level, future studies could adopt a comparative case study 
design.  A comparative study can be done through sampling longitudinally, 
examining data across time and space. The work of Nelsen and Barley (1997) 
is a good example, as here they compare how paid and volunteer emergency 
services technicians leverage their differences in how they act, talk and 
work. Taken together, there are a lot of opportunities to research occupa-
tional emergence and in particular how what happens within occupations 
shapes what happens at the crossroads between occupations. 

5.3.3. Investigating craftsmanship in the digital age

Finally, future research could also explore the role of craftsmanship in 
today’s society in which digital technologies have become more ubiquitous 
(Yoo et al. 2010). In particular, research could explore how craftsmanship has 
been performed, maintained, changed and disappeared over the past years. 

Chapter 2 of this dissertation research suggests that for creatives it is 
important to engage in tactile work and work with their hands, nuancing 
studies that emphasize the turn to the digital and intangible in organizing 
and work. It is explained that as the work of designers became more abstract, 
the designers turned to the development and usage of physical objects. They 
spent hours on making sketches and refining illustrations while they work 
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under tight deadlines. This reaching out to the physical can be interpreted 
in the light of two developments in society that are interrelated: the rise of 
digital work (Yoo et al. 2010; Barley & Bechky 2017) and the cry for ‘authen-
ticity’ in today’s society (Cattani et al. 2017; Beverland 2005). 

On the one hand, in digital work, practitioners lack the ability to have 
true sensory engagement. For example, while digital artists can design a 
virtual environment of infinite size and color, they cannot touch the object 
they create (Crawford 2009). The introduction of digital technologies is 
changing professions that previously heavily relied on physical tools and 
manual labor. For example, due to the introduction of the Da Vinci Robot, 
surgeons now do not directly operate their patients but do the opera-
tion through control joysticks at a console away from the operating table 
(Sergeeva, Huysman & Faraj 2015). 

On the other hand, ‘authenticity’ is increasingly appreciated. Early 
studies of taste and consumption already pointed to the function of authen-
ticity and for example the appropriation of ‘unique artifacts’ as they can 
help people to socially distinguish themselves by signaling class member-
ship (Bourdieu 1984), express cultural categories and promote lifestyles 
(Appadurai, 1986). This is also reflected in today’s society in which most 
products are mass-produced and not considered as unique. For example, 
artisanal beer breweries distinguish themselves from mass-produced beer 
by global brands like Heineken by emphasizing their commitment to tradi-
tion, skill and attention, and consumers often consider their products to 
be more unique and worth spending more money on. Beverland (2005) 
explained this by writing that “traditional handcrafted methods and intui-
tive expertise help create a powerful image of commitment to past tradi-
tions” (Beverland, 2005, p. 1023). Similarly, Carrol and Wheaton (2009: 
268) show that craftsmanship is important in haute cuisine, suggesting 
that “the knowledge, skills and techniques of the chefs and other staff are 
beyond the normal person’s reach, requiring special training and apprenti-
ceships and a range of specialized experiences.” 

In this dissertation, it is argued that designers hold onto to materiality 
and craft. Partly because of the popularity of digital work and the cry for 
authenticity in today’s society, it is interesting to further explore the role 
of craftsmanship, a (re)turn to manual and highly skilled labor. Scholars 
have argued that indeed, there is a considerable “appeal for tangible work 
that is straightforwardly useful”, and especially so in work that is either 
completely digital or largely digital (Crawford 2009: 135). While this line 
of reasoning is promising, it requires further research to theorize whether 
indeed there is a turn to the physical in work and organizing that is strongly 
digitally mediated. 
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Finally, craftsmanship is not only a principle or an attitude, but also a 
social consciousness in that it compels the importance of “doing good” for 
the greater community of the craft (Sennett 2008; Baer & Shaw 2017). This 
means that besides the importance of material practices, for craftsmen also 
the social nature of their work is important. Future research could explore 
what collective and social practices are enacting for curating a community 
of craftsmen. In his work, Sennett (2008) mentions the key role of rituals 
in sustaining the community feelings among craftsmen. My fieldwork at 
the design firm Fjord, also pointed at the importance of rituals among 
the designers. A designer said: “we have so many rituals. At Fjord, we love 
rituals. They help us do our work”. Indeed, at the design firm there were 
plenty of organizational rituals such as the weekly breakfast meetings in 
which designers shared project updates, design clinics in which they learned 
new knowledge and skills and the annual Equinox in which all the designers 
of Fjord globally gathered for off-site activities. Also, at Fjord there were 
numerous project-related rituals such as the going out to dinner with clients 
and celebrating with the design team members when a project finished. 

I invite future researchers to adopt a ‘ritual’ lens to further reveal 
the role of rituals in creating feelings of community and societal welfare 
among craftsmen. Especially, in the context of Fjord, it is interesting to 
further explore what is the social function of rituals among designers in 
the larger context of the acquisition by Accenture. In a way, my fieldnotes 
seem to suggest that the rituals helped the designers to develop a different 
identity than those of consultants. Further, a ritual lens can offer interes-
ting insights into how craftsmen that are spread over different locations 
globally, still form a cohesive and collective shared identity of the craft.  As 
practice theory is an approach that allows to study people’s daily behaviors 
(Nicolini 2012), it offers interesting opportunities for better understanding 
craftsmanship in today’s society in which digital technologies are perva-
sive and work communities are spread across the globe.

5.3 Practical Implications

5.3.1. Implications for creatives

This dissertation also has practical implications. In particular, it gives 
insights into the strange love affair between creatives and business. Also, it 
helps to better understand the professionalization of creative work and the 
challenges it has brought along. Among others, it is demonstrated that key 
changes include that some creatives now develop more abstract outcomes 
(Chapter 2 & 4), welcome new members to their occupational domain 
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(Chapter 3), work with different audiences and clients (Chapter 2, 3 & 4).  
Especially drawing on my ethnography at Fjord, below I suggest that for 
creatives it is might be useful to adapt their roles, skills and overall ‘design 
attitude’ (Boland & Collopy 2004; Michlewski 2016). 

Adopting more diverse roles in creative projects. Firstly, this disser-
tation research suggests that as the nature of creative work is changing, the 
roles of creatives have changed along. Chapter 2 shows that for designers it is 
no longer sufficient to merely adopt a traditional design role, such as an inte-
raction designer or a product designer. Increasingly, they need to act like a 
facilitator or coach, helping their clients to think from a user-centered pers-
pective. “We are actually a sort of shaman, guiding people through transfor-
mation”, the strategic director of Fjord once told me during a conversation. 
Especially since Fjord was acquired by Accenture, the designers worked on 
large strategy projects and were sometimes required to perform activities 
they previously associated with business, such as offering strategic advice to 
management or doing competitive analysis. 

Chapter 4 also suggests that creatives engage in different activities and 
adopt more diverse roles. This chapter is an extreme example of how crea-
tives need to develop the skill to continuously change their role, tasks and 
involvement in projects. For example, depending on their clients’ needs, 
Waag Society’s creatives fluidly moved between the roles of researcher, 
facilitator, technology expert, and innovator. Moreover, this dissertation 
highlights that for creatives it might no longer be sufficient to hold onto 
the role of the ‘artist’ or typical ‘craftsmen’, but they need to extend their 
roles and activities to domains previously associated with other work 
domains such as business, research, marketing and facilitation. 

Connecting Diverse Stakeholders and Technologies. As crea-
tives shift between roles in various domains, they broaden and transform 
their own skills. In this dissertation research, it appears that for creatives 
it is especially important to train skills of ‘connecting’ and ‘translating’. 
Connecting refers to the ability to bring together disparate people, techno-
logies and tools, something that scholars earlier referred to as ‘brokerage’ 
(e.g. Hargadon & Sutton 1997; Lingo & O’Mahony 2010; Obstfeld et al. 
2014). For example, Chapter 3 shows that for designers it is important to 
connect the perspectives of their business clients with the needs of users, 
to act as ‘guardians of user needs’ - as one of the designers said in an inter-
view- or as input for innovation (Parmentier & Mangematin 2014). In the 
field, the designers put efforts in connecting perspectives through using 
typical design thinking tools like ‘Customer Journeys’, ‘Personas’ or ‘User 
Interviews’. Besides connecting their clients to user needs, designers also 
facilitated new connections between clients and their stakeholders. In 
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particular, in co-creation workshops like the ‘Ramble’, designers brought 
together clients, partners and employees of the client organization in new 
ways. Similarly, at Waag Society (Chapter 4), creatives also facilitated 
connections between their clients and other actors. In particular, they 
linked their clients to their own network of experts in the specific inno-
vation context at hand. They achieved this not only through organizing 
co-creation workshops, but also through regularly hosting social drinks 
and organizing ‘open labs’ to welcome a larger audience. 

Besides connecting to actors, in this dissertation research it is also 
suggested that creatives put efforts in connecting their clients to innova-
tive technologies. As a sort of ‘technology brokers’ (Hargadon & Sutton 
1997), they were always on the outlook for the latest technologies and tried 
to include these into their projects. In particular, each year Fjord globally 
releases a trend report in which the latest technologies are listed. In inter-
views, diverse clients mentioned that this report was one of the reasons they 
approached Fjord and they expected Fjord to be aware of the latest tech-
nologies. In projects, designers connected their clients to new technologies 
mainly through including new technologies in their design prototypes and 
presentations. For example, in Chapter 2 it is demonstrated how designers 
connected their clients to the new technology of ‘smart advisors’. While 
at Fjord the designers use innovative technologies in their work, at Waag 
Society they are also developing these innovative technologies themselves. 
Strongly inspired by the maker movement, in their innovation labs Waag 
Society’s creatives develop new technologies for example in the field of 
biohacking. Also, in their projects they introduce their clients to new tech-
nologies by letting them play for example with 3D-printers and Arduino 
sensors (Chapter 4). Taken together, for creatives it appears important to 
have a broad network of actors and heightened awareness of innovative 
technologies, so that they can facilitate new connections between their 
clients, stakeholders and technologies. As designer John Maeda - who 
headed the MIT media lab and worked as president of the Rhode Island 
Design school - rightfully said, in the new context of their work designers 
can use their craftmanship not to make things work but to make relations 
work (in Glei & Bean 2014):

“When you make things with your hands, you force something into being. 

You sand it, you cut it, you fold it… You do everything to build it from end 

to end. Whereas leading requires a lot of talking, a lot of communicating 

— not using your hands. And when you’re a creative who makes things, 

you immediately build a distinction between the talkers and the makers. 

And makers tend to look down on talkers. And leaders are talkers. You 
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don’t trust them, but now you’re one of them. [laughs] At first you think 

you can’t make anything with your hands anymore. But you can. You make 

relationships. One at a time. With the same painstaking attention to craft 

that you knew as a maker.”

Translating between Design, Business and Technology. Closely 
linked to the skill of connecting is that of translating. With translating I 
here refer to explaining ideas, technologies or perspectives in a language 
that is understandable to local audiences. The aim of translating, then, is 
to bring together rather disparate worlds through developing a communal 
language. As creatives are increasingly ‘decentered’ in creative processes, it 
is even more important to make sure their clients understand the diverse 
worlds of creativity and business that they try to bring together. Let me 
turn to the Fjord case to further illustrate this. Here, the designers for 
example said: “I’m trying to create bridges between design, technology 
and business, by talking to the technology and to the business people. I 
need to make sure that each group understands each other’s perspective”. 
In Chapter 2, it is illustrated that the use of artifacts can be useful to trans-
late between perspectives. For example, designers spend a lot of time on 
making their work ‘pixel-perfect’, not only because this allowed them to 
have fun but also because they communicated their insights to clients in 
this way. Because of their multi-interpretable character, artifacts could 
function as a sort of ‘boundary objects’ (Carlile 2002; Bechky 2003a) and 
allow for collaboration despite competing interpretations. 

The role of the business designer. With respect to translating, it is 
especially interesting to further explore the role of ‘business designer’ at 
Fjord. In interviews, designers explained this role as “the bridge between 
designers and business”.  Business designers themselves saw it as their 
responsibility to help designers identify business constraints, needs and 
opportunities (for example by identifying innovation strategies and exis-
ting organizational structures) and vice versa help their business clients 
to better understand the ways in which designers worked (for example 
communicating the ethos, culture and expertise of designers). A business 
designer said: “I need to help designers understand business because they 
speak completely different languages”. In projects, business designers put 
extra efforts in making client feedback comprehensive and actionable for 
designers, and vice versa explaining the culture of designers to clients. 

At Fjord, the role of ‘business designer’ was relatively new. When I 
started my fieldwork in 2016, only five business designers were working 
at Fjord, and when I left the field more business designers were hired. 
In Chapter 3 it is demonstrated how the arrival of business designers 
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challenged existing practices and perspectives at Fjord. Interestingly, 
during my fieldwork I also reached out to other design organizations (such 
as LiveWork in the Netherlands), who integrated ‘business design’ as an 
organization-wide capability rather than a separate role. Future research 
could further explore what are the implications of these two different 
approaches to business design, with respect to how it helps designers bring 
together the world of design and business.

While the previous emphasized how the roles and skills of creatives 
are changing, this does not mean that creatives are completely drifting 
away from what they formerly did. In fact, in Chapter 2 of this dissertation 
research it is for example suggested that attempt to hold onto former prac-
tices and protect their identity as a professional designer. Through desig-
ning artifacts they become better craftsmen and maintain a sense of stabi-
lity in their work. Similarly, in Chapter 4, it is suggested that even though 
Waag Society’s creatives organize liminality for their clients, they do not 
stop themselves from developing new technologies and creative solutions. 
In fact, Waag Society is internationally appreciated as a frontrunner in 
developing social innovations, such as the FairPhone. Taken together, it is 
suggested that as the work of creatives is changing, for creatives it might be 
beneficial to adopt diverse roles and enhance their skills of connecting and 
translating, without letting go of their identity and practices as craftsmen.

Implications for Design Schools. While in recent years there has 
been more attention for the benefits of integrating design into the business 
curriculum (Dunne & Martin 2006; Glen, Suciu & Baughn 2014), there 
is also something to say for integrating business and management into 
the design curriculum. Commonly, designers see business as the ‘Other’ 
with which they define themselves in opposite terms. For example, in my 
fieldwork, the designers went at length to emphasize that they were diffe-
rent from their ‘business counterparts’ even though they were working in 
similar domains (see Chapter 3). For example, they emphasized that busi-
ness tend to think from a rational, cost-saving and product perspective 
while designers first think from a more intuitive, user friendly and enga-
gement perspective. As a consequence, while designers are comfortable 
in ‘doing design’, they often have little knowledge about the ‘business’ of 
design. Hence, it can be beneficial to teach designers ‘business know-how’ 
in Design Schools. 

Design without business, as some critics propose, is likely to fail. 
Without business know-how, there might be a lack of market overview 
(competition and positioning), unprofitable or unrealizable business 
model, arbitrary pricing, over-optimistic marketing and disregard of the 
company’s assets and strategy. Integrating business and management in 
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Design schools can help designers in particular to better communicate their 
work to business clients and validate their design processes.

To begin with, as the audiences of design have shifted as design is moving 
into business, designers have been facing the challenge of communicating 
and presenting their design(s) to clients. Whereas before designers were 
mostly working together with IT departments, now they are more and more 
collaborating with all layers of the organization including strategy, innova-
tion, HR, finance and customer services. Working with these new audiences 
can be challenging as these audiences approach their work in different ways. 
For example, during fieldwork, I saw that for designers it was sometimes 
difficult to articulate their highly conceptual designs to their clients, who 
wanted to see ‘numbers’ and other ‘hard’ proof that design is worthy. 

Further, business knowledge can help business to validate their work. For 
example, designers can learn how to back up their design decisions with statis-
tical analysis, which can help them to validate their designs and decisions to 
clients. Instead of making two intuitive designs for a website, designers can 
prioritize design lay out based on statistical analysis of what has attracted 
customers to websites before. Also, designers can better estimate whether 
their idea is realizable or whether it is too costly for business to develop. 
For example, during my fieldwork, the design team proposed to offer their 
client’s customers a face-to-face guidance. Yet, offering such service to over 
hundred thousand customers is too costly and the clients preferred a robot 
advisor to offer personalized services instead. Besides statistical analysis, for 
designers it might be useful to know more about supply chain management, 
corporate ethics and business model development. 

Recognizing the need for more business knowledge in design work, 
various design firms have introduced the role of the ‘business designer’, 
upon which I elaborated before. At Fjord, this role has been introduced 
since around 2015. Including such role in the design firm can help to bring 
in the management perspective and tackle the abovementioned issues. Yet, 
assigning a specific role to business design, might suggest that the other 
designers do not need to understand business know-how. Teaching busi-
ness in design schools can help them to consider the business perspective 
in all of their design decisions and behaviors, and in doing so, help them 
better communicate and validate their work – instead of depending on 
others (such as the business designer) on it. In short, including business in 
the curricula of design students will help them to see the benefits of unders-
tanding business and management perspective in their work, instead of 
emphasizing its differences. Especially, as design moved into business 
there is benefits for design students to better understand how business can 
be complementary, instead of substitute, to design. 
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5.3.2. Implications for business 

While this dissertation is focused on the changing work of creatives, 
this dissertation research also has implications for business. In particular, 
as the majority of data is collected in the context of a design firm that was 
taken over by a management consultancy, the observations below are espe-
cially relevant for business that acquired creative firms. 

Challenges in collaborating with creatives. Even though creatives are 
increasingly moving into the domain of business and even taking up busi-
ness associated tasks, differences between creatives and business professio-
nals can be challenging in terms of collaborations. In their book, Boland 
and Collopy (2004) differentiate between the ‘manager attitude’ and the 
‘designer attitude’ and argue that these attitudes propel different approaches 
to work. In my fieldwork at Fjord, a common hurdle in relations between 
designers and clients was that clients perceived the attitude of designers as 
“inflexible” or “dogmatic”, not open to change their work practices accor-
ding to the needs of clients (as Waag Society commonly did). In an interview, 
one of the clients said: “I remember several moments in which I thought 
‘are they the client or am I the client? The roles seemed reversed.” Fjord’s 
clients were used to work with management consultants, “like McKynseys 
and Accenturians” as a designer said, who adapted their work to the clients’ 
requests. Hence, working with designers - who followed their own approach 
and often ignored client’ requests - was a new experience. The designers could 
come across as inflexible and not willing to adapt. The designers themselves 
were aware of this and argued that sometimes their own creative workflow 
makes them forget everything around them, including client feedback and 
requests. One of the designers called this a matter of “losing sight”:

Designer: We lose sight that happens a lot

Interviewer: What do you mean with lose sight?

Designer: We get so caught into a project, that when it [project] starts spin-

ning, spinning, spinning very fast you only see what is the middle. You only 

look inwards. You have no outer perspective. That is what I mean with los-

ing sight.

Interviewer: Do you mean lose sight of content, or what people say, because 

you focus on the process [of designing]?

Designer: No not only when we do interviews, but when we are designing. 

We move towards the middle, the inner middle, and suddenly everything 

that is outside that circle disappears and you do not have a full picture. 

Interviewer: What is outside of that circle?

Designer: Politics, clients, and other social stuff. 



Design Meets Business210

Here, a designer interestingly makes a distinction between the design 
process and the “politics, clients and other social stuff”. She explains that 
designers can be so caught up in the process of creating that they forget 
or ignore all other things, even when these concern requests of clients. 
Chapter 2 suggests that ignoring client requests can also serve another 
purpose. Namely, it can help designers to maintain control over the increa-
singly ambiguous design processes in which multiple stakeholders are 
involved (see Chapter 2). Also, holding on to their own way of working can 
be a response to the pressures of moving into the business domain and in 
particular that “normal consultants”. Moreover, regardless of the desig-
ners’ motivations to hold onto their own routines, the dissertation highli-
ghts that collaborations between business professionals can be challenging 
because the work approaches of creatives and business professionals might 
prove inconsumable and in particular, creatives might come across as 
dogmatic and inflexible. Hence, for business, it could be relevant to better 
understand the designerly attitude and culture, for example as explained 
by the business designer or in the work of Boland and Collopy (2004) or 
Michlewski (2016). 

The complexity of measuring the value of transformative creative 
projects. This dissertation research also shows that the value of creative 
work can remain elusive, difficult to grasp. Estimating the worth of crea-
tive work is genuinely difficult, as its value is a matter of personal taste 
rather than standardization ( Jones et al. 2015). For business, measuring the 
value of creative work can be even more difficult in contexts in which the 
outcome of creative work is intangible (Chapter 2) and targeted at achie-
ving transformative experiences (Chapter 3). Especially during my research 
at Waag Society, clients suggested that they considered it complicated to 
measure the value of their collaborations. They said that the impact of 
projects often remained vague until months after their collaboration. An 
explanation can be that the outcome of liminality is a transformation, 
rather than receiving read-made solutions. For example, clients said that 
they changed their personal networks, enhanced their knowledge of tech-
nologies and boosted their creative confidence. Yet, without having the 
option to follow what occurred after projects finished, it remains a ques-
tion what are the long terms effects of creative projects that are oriented 
at facilitating liminality. So, this dissertation research highlights that for 
business the value of creative work can be hard to estimate, especially when 
collaborating with creatives who offer creativity as a service.

Developing a negative capability. Finally, recognizing that creative 
projects are increasingly focused on achieving transformation, this disser-
tation research suggests that for organizations it is important to develop 



5. Discussion 211

a negative capability or “the ability to contemplate the world without the 
desire to try and reconcile contradictory aspects or fit it into closed and 
rational systems” (Keats 1970). Moreover, a negative capability allows orga-
nizations to embrace ambiguity, messiness and the unclarity that is key in 
achieving innovation. This dissertation hints at various suggestions for 
developing such negative capability. 

Firstly, it can be useful for organizations to develop a separate physical 
space that helps employees unleash their creative behaviors. Preferably, 
as Chapter 2 and 4 show, such space does not fit the confines of corpo-
rate offices or other associations with everyday organizational reality. The 
designers at Fjord created such space through decorating their work space 
with Post-its and design artifacts. Further, co-creation workshops with 
clients never took place in client’s corporate offices but were done either 
offsite or in the Fjord design studio. Also, at Waag Society the impor-
tance of creating a separate physical space becomes clear.  They organized 
workshops for clients in their own innovation labs that were equipped with 
the latest technologies and handicraft. These observations highlight that 
certain material environments can help to trigger creativity and trans-
formative thought (Shortt 2015), and in particular that certain artifacts 
can help triggering creativity (Brown 2009). Elaborating on this, future 
research could explore whether creating physical spaces for liminality and 
creative transformation is an emergent practice.

Yet, creating a separate space for purposes of creativity might not prove 
to be sufficient. Interestingly, there is an increasing number of organiza-
tions that are currently building their own in-house ‘innovation labs’ or 
‘digital garages’ (Pooley 2018). Yet, especially in the last years, these corpo-
rate innovation labs were questioned in popular media and on Forbes for 
example labelled as ‘innovation theatres’ (Viki 2018), especially making 
the argument that building a physical space inside a corporate office does 
not create creative culture which is key to developing innovations. In their 
work, Elsbach and Stigliani (2018) alarm the importance of building a ‘design 
culture’ that is not only open for change, but also support and reinforce 
the use of creative tools such as design thinking methodologies. In this 
dissertation it is suggested that collaborating with creatives can be helpful 
to build such design culture in organizations. For example, through organi-
zing co-creation workshops, designers can include diverse members of the 
client organization. This can help create a bottom up energy and support. 

Implications for Business Schools. Especially since business recog-
nize creativity as a top skill in organizations, have accepted design as a 
competitive skill for organizations (Martin 2009), and the demand for 
design in business is still increasing, this dissertation research supports exis-
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ting research (e.g. Dunne & Martin 2005; Glen, Suciu & Baughn 2014) that 
emphasizes the benefits of teaching students in business schools ‘design’. 
On the one hand, it can help students to become familiar with methods 
and tools that can trigger creativity. Such tools can include ‘customer jour-
neys’, a ‘design criteria plan’, ‘conducting user interviews’ and organizing 
‘co-creation workshops’ (see also Fayard et al. 2017). On the other hand, 
teaching design in business schools can help students to develop a crea-
tive approach that can be helpful not only in innovation processes but at 
all stages of organizing. It can help students to “face the uncertainties of 
real world and business problems where the means-end relationships are 
unknown” and move beyond their “sole reliance on analytical abilities” 
(Glen et al. 2014: 653). 

In particular, as design commonly takes place in heterogeneous teams, 
it can help students to develop a collaborative attitude. It can help students 
to identify how complementary skills, while at the same time allowing 
them to discover new skills they might be interested in. Further, it can help 
students to embrace uncertainty, which is inevitable in creativity and inno-
vation. It can help them develop the confidence that chaos is inevitable 
and they can create order out of chaos. Finally, elaborating on the idea that 
craftsmanship is key in design, it might be important for business students 
to learn how to ‘work with their hands’ and make things. In business 
schools, students are trained to write down their thoughts in texts (such as 
papers or in exams). Design, however, offers them another way – through 
materializing and visualizing - to make collaborative decisions, brainstorm 
ideas and envision alternative realities.

In the last two years of my PhD research, I was involved in the orga-
nization and teaching of the course ‘Digital Innovation Lab’. In this inde-
pendent course dedicated to doing innovation with a designerly approach, 
I got a first-hand experience of teaching design to business students. In 
both years, it was a key challenge to make them feel comfortable with the 
liminality, the in-betweenness, of creative processes. It was a challenge to 
convince them that it is normal not knowing what will come out of their 
creative processes, not knowing what will come next, let alone knowing 
what is a right or wrong step along the way. The students’ responses to such 
open-endedness was, often, creating certainty and order. For example, 
students found it challenging to brainstorm about possible solution direc-
tions without sticking to their first idea. In order to tackle such issues, it 
was helpful to dedicate lectures that made them understand that chaos can 
invite for ‘innovativeness’ and giving case studies that showed that stic-
king to the first idea is rarely beneficial. What was also especially helpful 
was that we tried to create a safe environment, in which students felt the 
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freedom to express their doubts, insecurities and even frustrations along 
the way. In a way, as teachers, we were the ceremony masters that facili-
tated liminality for the students, just like the creative workers at Waag 
who facilitated liminality for their clients (Chapter 5). 

An alternative option is to include design in all courses instead of presen-
ting it as a separate course, as we did in Digital Innovation Lab. A reason 
for this is that a separate course in design might come in just ‘too late’. 
For example, in business schools, students commonly learn that reducing 
uncertainty and minimizing risk can be helpful in managing business 
more efficiently. Hence, when students only get familiar with design in 
their late career, such as in their Masters, it might be too big of a jump 
for them to change what they learned over the years (e.g. about reducing 
uncertainty etc.). In such case, it might take more efforts of teachers to 
make the students comfortable with the open-endedness of creativity and 
innovation. Indeed, as Dunne and Martin (2005: 522) write: “If design thin-
king were added to the current curriculum, there is a risk that it would 
become another silo alongside finance and marketing. …design thinking 
needs to pervade everything business students do: It would necessarily 
affect their approach to “traditional” MBA courses.” A benefit of including 
design into the entire curriculum, might be that students are challenged 
to think of design as an approach rather than as a toolkit, something that 
deeply shapes work and organizing instead of being ‘merely’ instrumental 
to it. Taken together, this dissertation research highlights that for business 
it might be difficult to collaborate with creatives because of their diffe-
rent work approach, the difficulty in estimating the value of design and in 
developing a negative capability. At the same time, it is suggested that it is 
relevant to add design, as a separate course or as part of various courses, to 
the curriculum of business schools, encouraging business professionals to 
better understand how creatives do their jobs.

5.4. Methodological Reflection: Mastering the Craft of Doing 
Ethnography

“If this book of mine fails to take a straight course, 
it is because I am lost in a strange region, I have no map” 

 (Graham Greene)

Doing ethnography is a journey into the unknown. You are off the map, 
charting an unknown territory. There are no clear signs, short-cuts, and 
traffic lights. It is riddled with ambiguity and uncertainty. Naturally, then, 
the journey is accompanied with all sorts of feelings, varying from anxiety 
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(‘Where do I start?”), boldness (“Let’s do this!), excitement (“Waah! This is 
interesting!”), and always a risk of failure (‘What if I do not find anything 
interesting to share?”). Working as an ethnographer demands patience 
and dedication. It demands a willingness to learn, to make missteps and 
to start over again. It is about creating one’s own direction, that ultimately 
- and hopefully - leads to a story that is worthwhile sharing with others. A 
story that is not only empirically interesting but also theoretically sound.  

Most textbooks on doing ethnography emphasize the importance of 
starting with a research question. A question that aims to explore a social 
phenomenon, often beginning with ‘how’ or ‘what’ and maybe even ‘why’. 
In my experience, drafting a research question helps to set an intention and 
get started somewhere, accepting that the question is likely to adapt along 
the way.  Yet, even if the research question can give a sense of direction, 
there are still numerous ways in which an ethnography can be done. When 
I returned from the field, I reflected on my own ethnographic journey and 
identified some practices that helped me get going, and going on. I drew 
inspiration from my talks with my colleagues, supervisors, fellow ethno-
graphers at conferences, academic readings (van Maanen 1988; Ybema et 
al. 2009; Hammersley & Atkinson 2007), more popular anthropological 
books (Barley 2000; Ho 2009), and came up with seven lessons worth 
sharing. While these lessons were the results of all my field experiences, 
below I use illustrative examples from my ethnography at the design firm 
Fjord. Also, these lessons are a merely a selection, and in not completely 
representative, of all that I learned during fieldwork.  

First, your informants are your guides. While you might be new to 
the organizational setting, your informants are native. In other words, in 
doing ethnography “we strike out for what we believe to be uncharted waters, 
only to find ourselves sailing in someone’s else’s bathtub” (Turchi 2004: 13). 
While this is depicted humoristically, it does capture something essential. 
In doing ethnography, the territory might seem endless, even borderless, 
to us. Yet, natives are likely to know their way around it. Hence, instead 
of letting myself only be guided by my research questions, I followed the 
natives in their daily endeavors. Finding companionship helped me guide 
through my informants’ (work) lives. It allowed me to be recognize impor-
tant routines, regulations and discourses in the organization. It allowed me 
to participate in social events, during and after work. But mostly, it allowed 
me to establish bonds of trust with my informants, and deeply understand 
their sensitive worlds. Following the emotional experience of my infor-
mants helped me to better understand key challenges in their work. When 
my informants were frustrated or stressed, I knew that most likely some-
thing out of the ordinary happened or something with which they do not 
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agree. Vice versa, when my informants were happy and relaxed, they felt 
connected with their work and sensed it was moving into the right direc-
tion. Closely relating to my informants and connecting to their emotions, 
moreover, helped me to gather more detailed and nuanced data.

Second, embrace uncertainty. Another challenge of doing ethno-
graphy, is that not only you feel uncertain, but also your informants are 
likely to feel uncertain. Human behavior is complex. People might do 
things that are irrational. People might contradict themselves. Say one 
thing and do another thing. While your informants can help you naviga-
ting through their lives, this does not mean they give you clarity. Often-
times people do not know that they do certain things, let alone why so. 
For example, while people in organizations might be convinced that 
innovative ideas are born during strategy meetings, they often emerge in 
informal talks while sharing a cup of coffee. Hence, as an ethnographer I 
had to become comfortable with my informants ‘not knowing’, or at least 
‘not knowing it all’.  In my own research I might have even encountered 
more unclarity around work practices since I studied an emergent occu-
pation and its members often among themselves did not agree what are 
core practices (Chapter 3). In order to lean into the ambiguity of doing field 
research, I started to capture as much data as was revealed to me, which 
brings me to the next point.

Third, engage in butterfly-collecting. When I started my field-
work, design was a popular topic of discussion in. Practitioner journals 
like Harvard Business Review or New York Times announced the rise of 
design in the domain of business. Design journals and blogs warned for 
the implications of collaborating with business and reflected on the profes-
sionalization of design. While such resources are interesting, they did not 
reveal the intimacies that I was looking for. The intimacies that allow me 
to get a ‘real’ understanding of what was going on and theorize upon my 
return from the field. Especially through reading the work of Nigel Barley 
(1983) with the amusing title ‘The Innocent Anthropologist’, I learned that 
developing sensitive knowledge does not happen at once. So, in order to 
get started, I engaged in butterfly-collecting data, something I define as 
noting down first - and often rather incoherent - impressions of my own 
observations. Such impressions included details about how the designers 
dress, their routines, their language, communication with audiences, their 
billing systems and their ideals. I achieved this, amongst others, by ‘stra-
tegically hanging around’ (Watson 2013) in the design studio and parti-
cipating in gatherings whenever possible. Only after several months, and 
especially when I participated in a design project for a longitudinal period, 
my data became more focused. Moreover, even though the designers were 
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extremely welcoming and open-hearted, it took me time to dive deep into 
their worlds.

Fourth, what is interesting repeats itself. Especially in the begin-
ning of my field research, I was worried about not being able to capture 
everything. Taking the value of ‘holism’ in ethnography too seriously, I tried 
to be everywhere all the time. I guess I suffered a bit from ethnography 
FOMO. Even though I have a lot of energy, it was too much to be constantly 
‘on’. Preferably, I ‘avatar-ed’ myself so that I could gather more data. But, 
as Barley (2000: X) wrote: “it’s a delusion — you’ve only been there eight 
weeks — and it’s followed by the complete despair of ever understanding 
anything. But at that moment the place feels entirely yours. It’s the brie-
fest, purest euphoria.” Indeed, it took a me a while to understand that doing 
ethnography, in fact, is not about collecting a lot of data. It is about collec-
ting detailed, deep and especially qualitative data. I learned that it is ‘ok’ 
to focus on one interesting event, and capture all the details that emerged 
around it. The conversations, the behaviors, the fights and the celebrations. 
A talk with one of my supervisors especially helped me to realize this. She 
told me: “don’t worry, what is interesting repeats itself”. At first, I did not 
understand what she meant by this, thinking ‘what if I am not there when 
they say something that is super important?!’. Yet, I gave this approach a 
try. Instead of focussing on capturing all, I let myself be guided by whatever 
appeared interesting to me and even stronger following my gut feeling. For 
example, I traced the development of a board game from beginning to end, 
and captured the practices that emerged around it. Soon, I realized that 
this was not an isolated event. The designers had a habit of making things 
that were not strictly needed to develop design solutions. These insights 
formed the basis of Chapter 2, in which I write about the importance of 
craftsmanship for designers. So, indeed ‘what is interesting repeats itself’.

Fifth, moving in and out of the field. Doing ethnography is a time- 
consuming endeavor. Those of us, who are lucky to have the resources, 
might spend months or sometimes years in the field. Most of our ethno-
graphies do not take place in our hometown.  Sometimes, we even need to 
travel to other countries. My ethnographic research took place in Spain. 
For about 17 months, I travelled between Amsterdam and Madrid. I spent 
the first three and a half months in Madrid, a summer in Amsterdam, and 
then again three months travelling back and forth - sometimes with the 
design team - between Spain and the Netherlands. The last three months 
in the field, I spent almost full time in Madrid. In between these periods, 
I also travelled abroad for conferences in Italy and Scotland. Looking back 
at it, it was an intense period. While moving in and out of the field took 
time and was expensive, it helped me to stay sane. It helped me to re-ener-
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gize after periods of intense fieldwork. To see my husband, family and 
friends. Also, it created distance from my experiences in the field. It gave 
me the time to talk with my supervisors (who were not ‘deeply’ immersed 
in the life worlds of designers, as I was), my colleagues, to read articles and 
question my own interpretations. It helped not ‘to go native’, even though 
‘going a bit native’ is unavoidable. 

While being off the grid for a while can help to gain a fresh perspective, 
it is important to keep close contact with informants. They can help you 
collect data more continuously. In my case, I could not be present a few 
weeks at the beginning of the project. Similarly, because I had to return 
to my teaching duties, I missed the end of the project. Because my infor-
mants called me when important things happened, I did not feel that I was 
‘missing out’ so much (even though the feeling of ‘missing out’ is unavoi-
dable). Further, when I returned to the field I conducted interviews with 
them in which we reflected on what happened earlier. I complemented 
these insights with the notes the design team made in the shared Evernote 
folder and the updates that they shared in the WhatsApp group. 

Sixth, maintaining an entrepreneurial mindset. Doing observations 
in qualitative research is often associated with the activity of ‘being a fly on 
the wall’. In my experience, doing fieldwork is much more than that. Doing 
ethnography requires adopting an entrepreneurial mindset: identifying 
opportunities for observation, asking for the possibility of participating 
and being constantly ‘on the move’. Such pro-active attitude helped me to 
get ‘ongoing access’ to my own research setting. While I received the offi-
cial approval to conduct research at Fjord, I still needed to negotiate access 
to routines and life worlds of Fjord designers. Bryman (1995: 299) mentions 
that “simply because you gain access to an organization does not mean that 
you will have an easy passage through the organization”. The complexity 
of gaining access became especially clear around the second phase of my 
fieldwork, when I joined a design team in a project. I needed to gain trust 
from not only the design team members, but also the clients and Accenture 
consultant involved in the project. What helped me to win their trust, was 
to jiggle between my role as an academic researcher and as a design resear-
cher. For example, when I wanted to speak to Accenture consultants or 
clients, I emphasized my role as a PhD researcher doing research on Fjord. 
When I wanted to develop deeper bonds with the designers, I did the oppo-
site thing and emphasized my role of a design researcher. 

Seventh, be aware of the power play in the field. While juggling 
between roles helped me to gain access, it also brought along various 
challenges. A key challenge in my fieldwork was juggling roles to maintain 
access to the life worlds of both the designers and clients. Liaising with one 
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party, carried the risk of jeopardizing my relationship with the other party 
and compromise the ‘rapport’ I build up with my informants.  I experienced 
such challenge in particular during a moment in my field research when I 
interviewed one of the clients. The opportunity arose quite unexpectedly: 
during lunch break the client approached me and said he finally found time 
to conduct an interview with me. Excited by this opportunity offered, I 
decided to ‘go for it’. Yet, what I did not know at the time is that there 
were tensions between the clients and the designers at that time. Because 
I left the field for some weeks, I was unaware about several conflicts that 
arose between the two parties. When I finished my interview with the 
client, the project lead of the design team expressed her concerns. She had 
the feeling I was talking behind the back of the designers, and worried to 
further exacerbate tensions among themselves and the clients. What this 
experience taught me was that doing fieldwork is a political process. One 
cannot avoid to become part of the power play in the field, but it is impor-
tant to be aware and adapt the data collection accordingly.  

So, this slightly confessional tale suggests that doing ethnography has 
much in common with learning a craft or “the efforts oriented at reaching 
a high level of proficiency in one’s craft” (Baer & Shaw 2017: 1213). It is 
an explorative and challenging journey. Just like any other exercise in 
craftsmanship, in order to find your way into doing ethnography, you 
need to give it time. Not only does doing ethnography itself take time, 
it also takes time and experience to learn the craft of doing ethnography 
and add your personal twist to it. There is no ‘ethnography-for-dummies’ 
for beginning ethnographers that dictates ‘the’ way of doing ethnography 
(even though this might be not a bad idea). In a way, an ethnographer is 
an eternal student in a community of ethnographers that all go out there. 
One can never stop learning but only become better in reaching the ideal 
of ‘a master ethnographer’.  

When doing ethnography demands learning a craft, what does this 
mean for the way in which we learn and teach our students how to do ethno-
graphy in universities? Commonly, students learn how to do ethnography in 
academic textbooks, university lectures and by reading ethnographic works.  
Over the years scholars have developed innovative methods and techniques 
to illuminate how one can practice ethnography, such as doing “multi-
site” ethnography (Marcus 1998), relational ethnography (Desmond 2014), 
network ethnography (Howard 2002), confessional ethnography (Schultze 
2000), critical ethnography (van Maanen 2006), visual ethnography (Pink 
2007), video ethnography (Smetz, Burke & Jarzabkowski 2014) and increa-
singly popular in the last years, virtual ethnography. While these approa-
ches can help to design an ethnographic research, most attention so far is 
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paid to methods and it is ignored that doing ethnography needs more than 
a well-prepared research plan. I agree with Ingold (2014: 390) that “ethno-
graphy doubtless has its methods … But that it is a method, applied in the 
service of some greater end, is questionable”. Even though doing ethno-
graphy demands the researcher to use methods to enhance observational 
engagement, ethnography is more than what we commonly understand 
with ‘a method’ or “a sequence of prespecified and regulated steps towards 
the realization of a determinate goal” (ibid.).

So, when we teach ethnography in schools, it is important to make 
students aware of the fact that doing ethnography is not simply the execu-
tion of a research plan. Doing ethnography demands more than learning 
textbooks by heart. It is a skilled work that can only be learned through 
experience. It demands an intimate coupling between the lives of others 
with the ethnographer’s own life. It is about learning to use your own body 
and mind as research instruments, and your laptop, notebook and recorder 
as extensions. It can only be discovered through constant trial and error, 
and there is no clearly-defined finishing line to be reached. It might be in 
one moment an uplifting experience and in the other moment an unsettling 
experience. Sometimes a lot might happen, and sometimes nothing at all.

As such, doing ethnography demands not only the research process 
but also the researcher herself to transform. In writing our ethnogra-
phies, we do not only reveal our field insights but also, in each word we 
are writing down, we are reinventing ourselves. We are allowing ourselves 
to be open for new possibilities of thinking about experiences and reality. 
Accordingly, doing ethnography demands an “ontological commitment” 
(Ingold 2014: 388): “a fulfilment, in both letter and deed, of what we owe to 
the world for our development and formation”. So, doing an ethnography 
involves a commitment to the job. And that requires courage: you have to 
trust yourself and your own impulse to act. It helps to remember that the 
goal of doing ethnography is not to write a masterpiece or a best-seller. The 
goal is to develop a comprehensive story of how others think and act, and 
saying: “Yes, that is as good as I can make it”. Just like craftsmen, ethno-
graphers need to display a moral imperative to explore and a willingness to 
fall in love with their work… over and over again.
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Appendix: interview guides

Waag Society (Chapter 4). First phase: targeted at Waag at large
(organization and ways of working)

1. Position at Waag 
a. Can you tell me something about your role at Waag?
b. When did you start working at Waag?
c. What are your most important tasks and responsibilities?

2. Aim and purpose of Waag 
a. What is the key purpose of Waag?
b. How do you organize to achieve this purpose?
c. What is the role of organizing multidisciplinary collaborations in this?

3. Organization Waag 
a. How is Waag organized?
b. What sort of clients do you have? 
c. What type of projects do you do? 

4. Organization of collaborative projects at Waag
a. How do you organize projects at Waag? Standard procedure? 
b. What actors are involved in projects?
c. How do you assemble project teams?
d. How long do projects typically last?
e. Can you give examples of projects?

5. Challenges and opportunities in projects
a. Can you elaborate on your experiences in last projects?
b. What are challenges in projects? How to deal with these?
c. What are opportunities in projects?

6. Digital technology in projects
a. What is the role of digital technology in projects?
b. What were opportunities with respect to this?
c. What were challenges with respect to this?

7. Project outcomes 
a. What are examples of project outcomes?



Appendix 245

b. What are successful and less successful project outcomes?
c. What do clients gain from working with Waag?
d. What do you (creative worker Waag) gain from projects?

Second phase: targeted at specific projects; distinguishing creative 
workers and clients as respondents

1. Own role in specific project
a. What is your position, task, and responsibility in this project?
b. Since when are you part of this project? How did this evolve over time?

2. Organization of specific project
a. What is the main aim of the project?
b. Why is Waag involved in this project?
c. Who initiated the project? 
d. What is the general timeline/process of this project?
e. What are the clients (or other actors) involved in this project?
       Why are they involved in project?
f. Is this a typical Waag project? Why yes/no?

3. Development of specific project
a. Can you draw a timeline and highlight key events?
b. What happened during these events? Please describe in detail.
c. What did you do during these events? 
d. What were challenges in the project?
e. How did you all overcome these? 
f. What would you do different next time?

4. Clients and projects
a. What were the expectations of clients in this project?
b. How did the collaboration with clients go in this project?
c. What were ups and downs? What were common compliments or com- 
       plaints of clients?
d. Was there a turning point in the collaboration with clients?
       If so when and why?

5. Outcomes of project
a. What are (expected) outcomes in this project?
b. What have clients gained so far in this project?
c. What did Waag gained so far from this project?
d. Will there be a follow up project? Why yes/no?
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Summary

In today’s society, the creative industry is popular, and collaborations be-
tween creatives and business are increasing ( Jones et al. 2016). In particu-
lar, business have expressed interest in design (Elsbach & Stigliani 2012; 
Gemser & Leenders 2011; Calabretta & Kleinsmann 2017). The popularity 
of design in business is manifested, among others, in the recent wave of 
acquisitions of design firms by management consultancies (Kolko 2015). 
This dissertation research is set in this context and explores the changing 
work and occupations of creatives as consequence of collaborations with 
business. I conducted two qualitative field studies at two creative organi-
zations, a design firm and an innovation hub. In accordance with the prac-
tice approach (Nicolini 2012; Feldman & Orlikowski 2011; Bechky 2011), I 
explored patterns of recurrent behavior in the daily work of creatives. In 
particular, I focused on three domains of interest: interactions with arti-
facts, interactions within occupations, and interactions with clients. Using 
grounded theory techniques (Strauss & Corbin 1990), I developed three 
chapters that reveal various empirical insights and theoretical contribu-
tions to organization studies.

To begin with, based on an ethnographic study at the design firm Fjord, 
Chapter 2 of this dissertation research suggests that creatives’ interactions 
with artifacts at work have changed. In particular, it is suggested that 
designers now not only design tangibles (finished products like ‘screens’ 
or ‘web applications’) but also intangibles (abstract outcomes like ‘guiding 
a mindset change’ or ‘services’). As their work became more abstract, their 
material practices changed. Instead of adapting to the new situation and 
making their work more intangible, Chapter 2 shows that the designers 
continued former work practices. They made and used artifacts, like 
board games, some of which they never made before. Because designers 
are craftsmen, making and using artifacts allowed the designers to practice 
their craft and bring back fun in their work. Also, it allowed the designers 
to establish a sense of control in design processes that became increasingly 
ambiguous. Finally, it helped the designers to differentiate themselves 
from other occupations that worked in similar task domains. Taken toge-
ther, this study suggests that designers enact material practices not only 
instrumentally, but also as a matter of habit – because they are craftsmen. 
For craftsmen, it might be difficult to let go of former material practices, 
not simply because they resist change but because they are intertwined 
with their material practices. Hence, when studying responses to changing 
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work in organizational settings, it is important to clarify how people are 
related to the material practices at work.

Further, Chapter 3 of this dissertation research suggests that interac-
tions within creative occupations have changed as a consequence of new 
collaborations with business. Through an ethnographic study of the emer-
gent occupation Service Design at the design firm Fjord, it is demonstrated 
that it might be difficult to define an occupational mandate when an occu-
pation is not only emergent but also changing. Even though Service Design 
is a new occupation, due to its popularity in business, the occupation 
attracted new members. Whereas before it mostly included designers with 
a background in more traditional design studies (‘craft designers’), the new 
members often were designers with a background in business (‘business 
designers’). As a consequence, the designers had discussions among them-
selves about ‘what a designer ought to do’. These discussions especially 
evolved around interactions with space, time and clients. For example, 
while the ‘business designers’ agreed to involve clients in their own design 
processes, the longer serving ‘craft designers’ preferred to keep their work 
a surprise for clients. In order move design projects forward despite these 
discussions, the designers established temporary settlements such as adap-
ting to one approach, making a compromise or reframing their practices, 
among others. These findings suggest that the arrival of new members 
might lead to intra-occupational struggles that unsettle emergent defini-
tions of the occupation. Hence, occupational mandates can be (re)nego-
tiated at all times. To capture these struggles, it can be useful to adopt an 
ethnographic approach (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007; Bechky 2003a; 
2003b; 2006) that allows to capture not only the frontstage but also the 
backstage behaviors in which occupational mandates are (re)negotiated. 

The final empirical paper is presented in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
This study demonstrates that interactions between creatives and clients 
have been changing. Previously, creatives were asked to develop innova-
tive solutions for their business clients, and hence put themselves at the 
center of creativity processes (Lingo & O’Mahony 2010; Jones et al. 2015; 
Cohendet & Simon 2016). Yet, as of today, creatives are increasingly asked 
to help business professionals unleash their own creative potential, and 
hence put business clients and not themselves at the center of creativity 
processes. In Chapter 4, I studied this changing role of creatives. Through 
an inductive study of creatives at the innovation hub Waag, I suggest that 
creatives act as ‘ceremony masters’ and help their clients become creative 
through facilitating liminality. Liminality refers to a transformative expe-
rience in which people sense ambiguity, freedom and community, and 
hence is conducive to creativity and innovation (Garsten 1999; Sturdy et 
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al. 2006; Henfridsson and Yoo 2013; Swan et al. 2016). Creatives facilitate 
liminality through empowering their clients to freely experiment with 
new technologies and connect with actors beyond their own networks 
(activating), while fluidly adapting their own role and involvement as they 
sense what are client needs (morphing). This study enlightens how limina-
lity is facilitated by ceremony masters, therefore adding to existing studies 
that focus on those undergoing liminality (Garsten 1999; Czarniawska 
& Mazza 2003; Swan et al. 2016). It is demonstrated that creatives shift 
between roles in facilitating liminality for others, and thereby show adopt 
a liminal position themselves. Also, it is demonstrated that a key challenge 
of facilitating liminality is making sure that clients do not lose their 
commitment in creative process that sometimes can be chaotic. So, this 
study gives insights into the collaborative interactions that trigger crea-
tivity, by highlighting the relevance of understanding creative processes 
through the lens of liminality.

Taken together, this dissertation research shows that as a result of new 
collaborations with business, on the one hand, the work and occupations 
of creatives are changing, and that on the other hand, work practices of 
creatives have stayed the same. It is argued that creative work is becoming 
more and more abstract, and creatives struggle to stay connected to their 
craft. In their new work contexts, creatives are encouraged to expand their 
roles and skills, using their craftmanship attitude to create new experiences 
rather than new products. At the same time, creatives put efforts in conti-
nuing former work practices. Even though their work is oriented at deve-
loping abstract outcomes for their clients, they search ways to continue 
making artifacts. Bringing in ‘the tangible’ in their primarily ‘intangible’ 
work, helps to connect with their craft and creative identity. 

How will the work and occupations of creatives change as collabo-
rations with business continue to develop? As we move further into the 
21st century, in which digital technologies are ubiquitous (Yoo et al. 2010; 
2012), demands for work are rapidly changing (Barley & Bechky 2017) and 
creativity is high on the agenda of business (Boland & Collopy 2004), new 
collaborations between creatives and business are likely to emerge. Colla-
borations might not be limited to creatives and business, but also include 
other actors such as technical parties. Further, as most organizations are 
developing their own design and creativity skills, creatives might take 
different roles and for example help business to develop cultures (Elsbach 
& Stigliani 2018) or networks of innovation. 

Even though it remains to be seen how collaborations between creatives 
and business develop, this dissertation research highlights the relevance of 
exploring the changing work and occupations of creatives through the lens 
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of craftsmanship and liminality. Doing ethnography can help researchers 
to develop a sensitivity for new developments and gather detailed stories 
of the interactions that create and recreate the work of creatives, over and 
over again.
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