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Abstract. Workarounds are goal-driven deviations from standard operating

procedures, performed to overcome obstacles constraining day-to-day work.

Related research has elicited antecedents and types of workarounds but not in-

vestigated how and why workarounds diffuse in an organization, leaving their

mark on co-workers, IT artifacts, and organizational structures. Drawing on

organizational routines and business processes as complementary theoretical

lenses, we perform a multiple case study to elicit how and why workarounds

occur and impact organizations. We start by pinpointing workarounds as in-

dividual temporary fixes for technology, or for organizational, and strategic

misfits in organizations. Once established, workarounds can diffuse in an or-

ganization if observed by or communicated to co-workers, initiating processes

of restructuration and re-design on an organizational level. If appropriate

governance structures are in place, workarounds can become official work

practices or trigger the innovation of processes and IT artifacts that resolve

their underlying misfits. Our results provide unique empirical insights into

the mechanisms of bottom-up initiated change in organizations, substantiated

by integrating previously unconnected theory on organizational routines and

Business Process Management (BPM).



2 Workarounds as Generative Mechanisms

1 Introduction

Workarounds are goal-driven deviations from standard operating procedures that

employees perform to resolve perceived constraints at work. These activities

are rarely acknowledged on an organizational level (Alter, 2014; Laumer et al.,

2017). Workarounds have been much discussed with regard to technological

change (Röder et al., 2016) where they were found to be a natural consequence of

digitalization, "as new controls inspire new workarounds" (Pentland et al., 2020,

p. 20). Employees establish workarounds to cope with a perceived poor task-

technology fit (Goodhue and Thompson, 1995) in their established routines (Safadi

and Faraj, 2010).

Workarounds performed in an organization can have both negative and positive

consequences. On the negative side, workarounds can diminish an organization’s

ability to effectively and efficiently control and perform its operations, leading to

loss of control, facades of compliance, inferior process quality, loss of revenue,

fraud, or penalties (Alter, 2014). On the positive side, workarounds can serve as a

source of improvement, creative flexibility, or innovative capacity (Petrides et al.,

2004; Röder et al., 2014) that organizations can use to adapt or innovate their

operations. Most organizations still neglect the potential of their employees to

innovate their day-to-day performances on-the-fly. Thus, even if workarounds can

constitute a positive non-conformance with defined business processes (Beerepoot

and van de Weerd, 2018; Röder et al., 2016) that have manifested in the day-to-

day work of employees and proven their superiority, their potential as a mechanism

for bottom-up process innovation in organizations remains overlooked.

Although workarounds are commonplace in organizations (Li et al., 2017) they are

still under-investigated and under-theorized (Pollock, 2005). Previous research

is limited to identifying antecedents and types of workarounds, to elicit how and

why employees work around perceived constraints on an individual level (Wolf

and Beverungen, 2019). However, we know little about the consequences of

workarounds for co-workers, the form and function of IT artifacts, and the constitu-

tion of organizations as social system (Tucker et al., 2014). Seminal work on com-

munities of practice (Wenger and Snyder, 2000), organizational learning (Nonaka

and Takeuchi, 2011), socio-materiality (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2014), and the

duality of structure and agency in social systems outlined by structuration the-

ory (Giddens, 1984) strongly suggest that these effects must exist and can be
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discovered. It is also likely that all three effects are intertwined, forming complex

patterns resulting from the workarounds performed on an individual level.

So far, established theories and methods lack the explanatory power to fully iden-

tify the complex consequences of workarounds. BPM focuses on designing IT

artifacts that enable process execution, but lacks consideration of the complex con-

sequences of unforeseen actions—including workarounds— performed by process

participants. Likewise, Organization Science focuses on the interplay of people

and organizations as social systems, but tends to view IT artifacts as structures that

exert material agency on routines, while not treating them as man-made objects

that can be altered in purposeful acts of design. Since contemporary organizations

are socio-technical systems, in which humans employ IT artifacts to perform their

day-to-day work, we posit that we need to integrate both strands of research to

investigate more thoroughly the diffusion and consequences of workarounds in

organizations. Consequently, we formulate our research question as follows: “How
and why do workarounds occur and diffuse in an organization, impacting co-workers,
IT artifacts, and structures in a socio-technical system?".

We conduct a multiple cases study to examine workarounds as generative mecha-

nisms for bottom-up innovations of business processes in organizations. Investigat-

ing nine workarounds from three cases, we provide theoretical contributions on

an individual and on an organizational level. First, we conceptualize three types

of misfits—organizational, technology, and strategic misfits—in organizational rou-

tines, which can lead to the occurrence of workarounds. Second, if observed or

communicated, workarounds may have complex consequences beyond their indi-

vidual initiators, leaving their mark on the enactment of performative routines by

co-workers, on the form and function of IT artifacts, and on organizational struc-

tures. We provide empirical evidence to explain how and why workarounds act

as generative mechanisms for bottom-up process innovation and organizational

change, which occasionally take place without being noticed or steered on a man-

agerial level—an effect sometimes referred to as drift (Ciborra, 2001). En passant,
we analyze, integrate, and extend BPM and organizational routines literature to

equip other researchers with a new and powerful theoretical lens with which to

investigate and manage workarounds.

The paper unfolds as follows. In Section 2, we review related research on

workarounds, and present BPM and organizational routines as complementing
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theoretical lenses for investigating the occurrence, diffusion, and implementation

of workarounds in organizations. In Section 3, we describe and justify our multiple

case study approach. In Section 4, we present a coding table that guided our in-

ductive data analysis, before we present and analyze nine workarounds identified

in three case organizations. The discussion in Section 5 elicits the occurrence and

consequences of workarounds, explaining how and why they leave their mark on

co-workers, IT artifacts, and organizational structures. Section 6 concludes the

paper with a call-for-action to align process mining and case study research for

investigating workarounds further.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1 Workarounds as Individual Performances

Organizations are socio-technical systems, which consist of two mutually depen-

dent sub-systems, i.e., a social system and a technical system (Bostrom and Heinen,

1977). The technical system refers to the technology and processes that are used

to support human needs and achieve organizational goals (Fischer and Herrmann,

2011). The social system is concerned with dynamic organizational relationships

and actors’ capabilities, using IT artifacts in a social context (Sarker et al., 2019).

Social structures result from a continuous transformation with emergent behavioral

patterns (Fischer and Herrmann, 2011). Social and technical structures mutually

appropriate each other (DeSanctis and Poole, 1994). Actors use technology to

perform tasks. Depending on the degree of task-technology fit, technology might

constrain their ability to achieve work goals or allow individuals to achieve their

goals (Leonardi, 2011). Vice versa, actors also have the capacity to physically

change technology or to use it differently than intended by its designers while

performing tasks to achieve their goals (Leonardi, 2011).

The rapid speed of technology innovations accelerates innovation cycles (Fichman

et al., 2014), creating challenges for employees at all organizational levels to

overcome. Organizations often struggle to keep up with the speed of changes in

their environment (Gimpel and Röglinger, 2015). In an unstable and complex

environment, organizations need to adapt more often (Lee et al., 2011). On

the one hand, this need to adapt constitutes an opportunity for organizations to
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grow their business; on the other hand, adaptation is subject to high levels of

uncertainty and risk (Lee et al., 2011). Likewise, standardized business processes

are often not designed to adapt to new disruptive technology or, they become

outdated when new work approaches emerge (Breu et al., 2002), creating misfits

related to technology and organizational structure that are a common cause for

the occurrence of workarounds (Alraddadi et al., 2018).

In socio-technical systems, misfits can emerge from technical or social sub-systems.

However, previous research has only marginally explored types of misfits that

might cause employees to perform workarounds (Ejnefjäll and Ågerfalk, 2019;

Wolf and Beverungen, 2019). Thus, we consolidate this research to conceptualize

three types of misfits. First, a technology misfit points to insufficient technology

or processes that constrain employees in performing their work (Safadi and Faraj,

2010). Second, an organizational misfit reflects a discrepancy between a defined

pattern of a process and its actual performance by employees (Azad and King,

2012; Wolf and Beverungen, 2019). Third, strategic misfit refers to IT artifacts that

are misaligned with an organization’s strategy or government policies (Röder et al.,

2014; Wolf and Beverungen, 2019).

Misfits constrain employees in performing their day-to-day work effectively and

efficiently. To find a viable solution, employees perform intra- and extrapolation,

since humans are capable of inferring the unknown from the known (Ariely and

Carmon, 2000). In doing so, employees start testing multiple options for overcom-

ing a misfit (Thelen and Smith, 1996). This behavior can result in the emergence of

workarounds. Workarounds have been defined as goal-driven changes in business

processes that humans perform to overcome misfits constraining their work (Alter,

2014; Röder et al., 2014). Workarounds differ from related concepts like deviance,

non-compliance, and others (see Appendix Tab. 5) in that they are goal-oriented

and purposeful actions, are process-centered or IT artifact-centered, and may entail

both positive and negative consequences. While the mismatch between performed

work and designed processes was first identified in the mid-1980’s (Woltjer, 2017),

informal work practices—such as workarounds—are more commonplace in orga-

nizations than expected (Petrides et al., 2004).

Workarounds have been researched on an individual level, identifying what types

of workarounds exist and how and why people perform them. Workarounds en-

able employees to perform their day-to-day work activities (Goh et al., 2011)
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through reflecting on how work practices can be improved (Petrides et al., 2004).

Reasons for conducting workarounds include a misalignment of goals (Ignatiadis

and Nandhakumar, 2009), insufficient process and system design (Alojairi, 2017),

situational constraints (such as time and work pressure; Alter 2014), or organiza-

tional policies (Ignatiadis and Nandhakumar, 2009). Workarounds can manifest

as artifact-centered or process-centered deviance (Weinzierl et al., 2020). On an

individual level, workarounds are usually perceived as positive deviations since

they enable employees to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of their work,

but they can also have both positive and negative consequences on an organiza-

tional level (Alojairi, 2017; Pinto et al., 2018). On the positive side, they can

be a source for improvement, creativity, or mitigate inefficiencies, obstacles, and

anomalies (Alter, 2015). On the negative side, they can result in a loss of control,

revenue losses, errors, inefficiencies, compliance problems, or inferior process qual-

ity (Alter, 2015; Boudreau and Robey, 2005; Hunt and Jackson, 2010). Depending

on the nature of their consequences, workarounds can trigger different reactions

from co-workers and supervisors, including adoption, ignorance, prevention, and

redesign (Beerepoot and van de Weerd, 2018).

Since workarounds are improvisations or creative acts that employees apply to per-

form their day-to-day work, they are often regarded as temporary fixes (Koopman

and Hoffman, 2003), which are not intended to become permanent solu-

tions (Koopman and Hoffman, 2003). However, since workarounds are embedded

in a social system, they are influenced by the system’s social rules and norms,

making them more than a mere improvisation by individual actors in response

to a misfit (Malaurent and Karanasios, 2019). In line with structuration the-

ory (Giddens, 1984), we posit that workarounds—like all human actions—can

also manifest as organizational structures. Previous research, however, is incon-

clusive about how this manifestation takes place. On the one hand, workarounds

are mostly treated as emergent phenomena and as a black box, viewing them as

outcomes rather than as dynamic change processes (Alraddadi et al., 2018). On

the other, workarounds have also been called a source of emergent "change when

they illuminate a path toward greater efficiency or effectiveness" (Alter, 2014, p.

1049). Recent research proposed that workarounds can affect co-workers’ subse-

quent activities (Wolf and Beverungen, 2019), trigger the re-design of business

process and technology (Röder et al., 2015), and be institutionalized in an orga-

nization’s structure (Alraddadi et al., 2018). However, no theory is available to
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date to explain how and why these effects manifest and what conditions must be

in place for the manifestation to work.

2.2 Theoretical Lenses for Eliciting the Occurrence and

Consequences of Workarounds

Business Process Management as a Theoretical Lens for Studying

Workarounds

BPM is a fundamental sub-discipline of IS that investigates the structuration of

repetitive and predictable processes (van der Aalst, 2013) to achieve a desired out-

come in an organizational context. A business process is "a set of logically-related

tasks performed to achieve a business outcome" (Davenport and Short, 1990, p.

4), involving “a number of actors and objects [. . . ] that collectively lead to an out-

come that is of value to at least one customer” (Dumas et al., 2018, p. 5). Business

processes are supposed to represent best practices and, therefore, are assumed

to describe the most appropriate way to conduct work activities in organizations

(Alter, 2015).

The BPM lifecycle is a framework that comprises six phases—identification, discov-

ery, analysis, redesign, implementation, and monitoring—that any business process

iteratively follows in the continuous pursuit of increasing the efficiency and effec-

tiveness of an organization’s value creation (Dumas et al., 2018). In the latter

phases of the BPM lifecycle, IT artifacts—including constructs, models, methods,

and instantiations (March and Smith, 1995)—are designed to prescribe the most ef-

fective and efficient way of performing a process. However, IT artifacts—including

process models—can never be conceptually complete. A designer can never ob-

tain and address all relevant requirements, since the number of requirements is

inherently infinite (Alexander, 1964), constituting a need for continuous and it-

erative process (re-)design and evaluation (Hevner, 2007). To reduce the need

for redesigning processes, organizations educate process participants on how a

process ought to be conducted to minimize deviations from the designed process

model. Training can be formal—performed by experts—or informal, e.g., observ-

ing co-workers performing their day-to-day work to acquire knowledge about how

a process ought to be executed (Dunford and Perrigino, 2018).
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Dependencies among the activities constituting a process exhibit three coordination

patterns: Flow, share, and fit (Malone et al., 1999). Flow describes how the output

of one employee’s activity becomes the input of another employee’s activity. Share

refers to multiple actors accessing the same resources when performing an activity,

while fit refers to multiple actors producing the same output (Malone et al., 1999).

In contrast to mass transaction processes, some types of processes—including

highly creative processes—may not exhibit the same level of coordination and

structure (Hall and Johnson, 2009) and cannot or should not even be modeled

beforehand (Hall and Johnson, 2009; Seidel et al., 2010). The requirements of

how to handle a process “[. . . ] can be viewed as a result from the dynamism of

the organizational and business environment” (Valença et al., 2013, p. 14). If

anticipated at design-time, process variability (Frei et al., 1999) can be addressed

by implementing different control flows into process models, to enable process

participants to deal with unforeseen circumstances or specific customer needs.

Beyond the variability built into’ process models, process participants enact work

within dynamic, constantly changing, and self-organized, socio-technical sys-

tems (Arrow and McGrath, 1995). Consequently, participants aiming to fulfill

their day-to-day work often end up improving processes to realize specific business

objectives (Becker et al., 2009) by implementing "workarounds [which constitute]

knowledge about the information systems but in the context of work needs" (Safadi

and Faraj, 2010, p. 4). These workarounds in turn constitute an inherent part of

business processes (Röder et al., 2015), because they help process participants to

solve misfits that arise in process models (Maurer et al., 2012). While workarounds

are often a first-order solution to problems (Röder et al., 2015), the diffusion and

consequences of workarounds in organizations can be described as a secondary

design process in which "functions and content emerge during interaction, modifi-

cation, and embodiment of the system in use" (Germonprez et al., 2011, p. 662).

Basically, organizations that are aware of workarounds and analyze how process

participants work around pre-designed process models can integrate this knowl-

edge into the next iteration of process re-design (Cresswell et al., 2017).

BPM—particularly process mining—provides methods and tools for discovering

the actual enactment of activities across all instances of a process, represented as

workflow nets that usually become very complex due to the number of deviations

present in process instances (van der Aalst, 2011). Conformance checking is aimed

at (automatically) detecting deviations of process instances from process models,
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based on analyzing event logs supplied by process-aware information systems

(e.g., workflow engines) (van der Aalst, 2013). Interpreting the results of process

mining and isolating workarounds might lead organizations to set up a project for

redesigning a process and its IT artifacts accordingly.

However, much of the BPM literature still views deviations from predefined process

models as undesirable and non-compliant behavior (Hadasch et al., 2016), even if

acknowledging that deviations are often required to fulfill practical requirements

that were not specified in a process model (Brander et al., 2011). Recent call for

actions have claimed that “a broader version of BPM should consider actual work

practices and actual performance results and not just process models" (Alter and

Recker, 2017, p. 66), acknowledging the fact that workarounds not only exist

but also diffuse in organizations where they function as a “stimulus for change

and not only capture the reactive part of flexibility” (Valença et al., 2013, p.28).

Hence, describing and explaining how and why workarounds occur, diffuse in,

and are implemented by organizations seems a logical next step towards further

understanding drift and bottom-up innovation of processes.

Organizational Routines as a Theoretical Lens for Studying Workarounds

As a source of flexibility and continuous change, workarounds are also discussed

in organizational routines literature (e.g., Beerepoot et al. 2018; Feldman and

Pentland 2003). Organizational routines are continuously emerging systems with

internal structures and dynamics (Pentland and Feldman, 2005). They consist of

ostensive and performative aspects (Latour, 1984), which are closely related to

the concepts of structure and agency, as featured in structuration theory (Giddens,

1984). Ostensive aspects refer to abstract, cognitive regularities and expectations

that enable participants to guide, account for, and refer to the specific performance

of a routine (Becker and Zirpoli, 2008; Feldman and Pentland, 2003). Performative

aspects describe actual enactments of a routine by specific people at a specific time

and under specific conditions (Becker and Zirpoli, 2008; Feldman and Pentland,

2003). Both aspects are enabled and constrained by technology—including IT arti-

facts—that exert material agency on each aspect and their interplay (Beverungen,

2014), as visualized in Fig. 1.

When employees enact routines, they can follow the ostensive aspects of a routine

by focusing on what they should do (Alter, 2014), but they can also choose to

"act otherwise" (Giddens, 1984, p. 14) by implementing a temporary workaround
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Ostensive Aspects Performative Aspects

IT Artifact

enables & constrains

enables & 

constrains

enables & 

constrains

creates & 

recreates

Figure 1: Framework of Organizational Routines (based on Beverungen (2014)
and Pentland and Feldman (2008))

that might become persistent (Alter, 2014; Feldman and Pentland, 2003). The

workaround can emerge in response to external changes, through reflexive self-

monitoring, or in response to facing an obstacle. Employees may perceive affor-

dances of an IT artifact individually (Leonardi, 2011), invoking the performance

of a workaround, which can gradually manifest as a new ostensive pattern of the

routine if it is performed frequently enough (Alter, 2014; Rerup and Feldman,

2011). Hence, by enacting a workaround in the performative aspects of a routine,

employees alter the potential repertoire of activities that creates and recreates the

ostensive aspects of the routine (Feldman and Pentland, 2003). However, purpose-

ful acts of modifying or redesigning the material or physical properties of an IT

artifact are not considered as part of change in organizational routines (Leonardi,

2011).

Employees may experiment with various options to work around a perceived mis-

fit (Safadi and Faraj, 2010), for example by searching for an expert opinion, a

website, or by following a trial-and-error approach (Alojairi, 2017). If employees

are experienced with a system or business process, they may discover new ways

of performing their day-to-day work more efficiently (Safadi and Faraj, 2010).

Workarounds are not always performed by individuals on their own but, being

subject to influence by organizational norms, information systems, and the activi-

ties of co-workers, they can also be socially constructed and therefore be based on

mutual consent (Dunford and Perrigino, 2018). Socially constructed workarounds

can be explained by “common stressors”, which multiple employees are exposed

to, e.g., job demand or environmental stressors (Dunford and Perrigino, 2018).

Moreover, once a workaround becomes established in an employee’s routines, it
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can become accepted by co-workers as an agreed work practice (Dunford and

Perrigino, 2018).

Employees interpret, appropriate, and use IT artifacts in different ways (Malaurent

and Karanasios, 2019). Extant research has remained silent on how workarounds

in organizational routines can initiate an IT artifact’s redesign to enhance task-

technology fit. First results indicate that a regular enactment of workarounds might

have the power to transform co-workers’ activities (Wolf and Beverungen, 2019),

the form and function of IT artifacts (Röder et al., 2015), and organizational struc-

tures (Alraddadi et al., 2018; Azad and King, 2012). This way, workarounds may

diffuse through communication (Dittrich et al., 2016) and observation (Safadi and

Faraj, 2010). Considering organizations as socio-technical systems allows to recog-

nize the recursive relationship between information systems and the routines of so-

cial actors (Beerepoot et al., 2018). While organizations try to achieve a fit through

a gradual process where the system and the organizational context are “mutually

adapted” (Maurer et al., 2012; Woltjer, 2017), workarounds can also have a cas-

cading effect and induce other workarounds (Alraddadi et al., 2018) or misfits

(Maurer et al., 2012; Woltjer, 2017). Despite first indications that workarounds

can have these consequences, an in-depth examination of workarounds as genera-

tive mechanisms for restructuring and redesigning IT artifacts and organizational

structures is still missing.

3 Research Method

When contemporary and complex social phenomena cannot be clearly separated

from their real-world context and researchers have little or no control over them,

case studies are a suitable method for researching operational links—guided by

how and why questions (Yin, 2017). By applying case study research, we seek

to explain how and why workarounds are performed by individuals embedded in

organizational routines and their impact on co-workers, IT artifacts, and organiza-

tional structures. Workarounds are a complex phenomenon and are inextricably

linked to the socio-technical context in which they are established (Malaurent and

Karanasios, 2019).

We implemented a qualitative research approach that considers the social, techno-

logical, and organizational context of individuals conducting their day-to-day work
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in organizations (Kaplan and Maxwell, 2005) to elucidate the occurrence, diffu-

sion, and multi-faceted consequences of workarounds. We adopted critical realism

as philosophical paradigm to explain the occurrence and diffusion of workarounds

through social structures, actions, and contextual conditions within an organi-

zational setting (Wynn and Williams, 2012). To this end, we collect data on

employee’s experiences in their day-to-day work to understand the events and

underlying phenomenon (Wynn and Williams, 2012) of workarounds in business

processes and organizational routines. In our multiple case study, we analyzed

three cases, as summarized in Tab. 1. We purposefully selected these cases, which

are subject to a replication logic to ensure high robustness of our insights (Yin,

2011). In each case we investigated how workarounds in a business process im-

pacted on the performance of co-workers, on organizational structure, and on

IT artifacts. The business processes differed in terms of their scope, governance,

degree of IT support, maturity, variability, interdependence, degree of creativity,

degree of formalization, frequency, and stability (c.f. Tab. 6 in the Appendix). The

diversity of the processes and their contextual embedding led us to assume that

the impact of workarounds would also differ across cases, but "for anticipatable

reasons"—a property of theoretical replication (Yin, 2017, p. 57).

Following the general advice by Yin (2017), we identified and analyzed multiple

sources of evidence for each case. Primary sources of evidence included organiza-

tional documents, direct observations, and semi-structured interviews. Documents

included process models, work descriptions and standard operating procedures, e-

mails, spreadsheets, and lists that employees used for performing their day-to-day

work. Interviews were conducted with several informants involved in the same busi-

ness process. This approach was intended to reveal the different perspectives that

stakeholders take in a process and to substantiate the significance of the collected

data. We reached a point of saturation when we no longer obtained any new in-

formation regarding the phenomenon under investigation. In total, we performed

23 semi-structured interviews and numerous informal conversations, each lasting

between 30 and 77 minutes. The results of the interviews were audio-recorded

and transcribed to extract rich insights from all the notes, audio recordings, and

documents. The different types of evidence were carefully triangulated (Yin, 2017)

to accurately identify different consequences of workarounds.

The object of investigation in Case 1 is the starter-changer-leaver process performed

by the IT division of a large media company. The process had recently been changed
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by introducing a new workflow engine designed to digitalize the process and make

it more efficient. In Case 2 an auditing process was analyzed, which is performed by

one of the big four international auditing companies. The process is performed for

external clients and also bridges the company’s front-stage (consultants working

at the client’s facilities) and back-stage (shared service center). This process was

being established at the time of our investigation and was still in considerable

flux. The object of investigation in Case 3 is a process of resource planning and

allocation for courses in a public university. This process had remained unchanged

for a couple of years. While the process bridges several organizational units in the

university, there is no single IT artifact to support it.

For each case we conducted qualitative content analyses on the data re-

trieved (Mayring, 2004). Content analysis of existing documentation helped us

to gain meaningful insights into individuals’ workarounds that they established

in their organizational routines and finally provided an impetus for change. For

this purpose, electronic coding in a team was performed with the support of a

computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, namely MAXQDA.

Following state-of-the-art advice on analyzing qualitative data (Mayring, 2004),

we organized data analysis in three basic steps, consisting of data reduction, ex-

plication, and structuring. For data reduction, we first paraphrased the state-

ments from the interviews by cutting text components that are not content-bearing.

Then we generalized the statements to an appropriate level of abstraction, i.e.,

extract the sentence kernels and re-testing them to ensure they are representa-

tive (Mayring, 2004). Based on theoretical insights about the occurrence and

diffusion of workarounds in Section 2, the data were coded by abstraction and

categorization (Mayring, 2004).

We performed a within-case analysis before the resulting insights were compared

across cases. Analyzing and comparing data of multiple cases on a particular

phenomenon minimizes the risk that "[...] findings are not merely the result of id-

iosyncrasies of the research setting" (Cavaye, 1996, p. 237). A cross-case analysis

is a standard procedure to consolidate and generalize insights obtained from differ-

ent cases, to prepare the findings for a discussion in light of previous research, and

to draw fundamental conclusions on the investigated topic (Miles and Huberman,

1994). From the cross-case analysis, we identified recurrent patterns emerging

from our data that we summarized in six propositions.
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Case 1: Media, Services, and
Education

Case 2: Professional Ser-
vices Network Case 3: Public Institution

Industry Media (Service) Auditing (Service) Education (Service)
Size 126,000 employees 276,000 employees 2,500 employees
Type for-profit for-profit not-for-profit
Number of
Interviewees eight six nine

Roles of
Informants

process owner, HR, corporate
IT, property managements,
employer branding, corporate
audit, data security, education
management

senior consultant, shared ser-
vice center clerks, director,
process owner, manager pro-
curement

work group secretaries, room
managers, administrative of-
ficer, research assistant, stu-
dents, examination officer

Total Duration 320 minutes 234 minutes 566 minutes

Interview Type face-to-face, via telephone,
and video chat

face-to-face, via telephone,
and video chat face-to-face

Documents
process demonstration, infor-
mal conversations, firm pre-
sentation, PDF and excel files

process documentation, PDF
and excel files, process
demonstration

SharePoint lists, excel files, e-
mails

Table 1: Introduction and Replication of the Three Cases

4 Occurrence and Consequences of Workarounds

4.1 Theoretical Focus of the Analysis

Prior to analyzing the cases, we developed a coding scheme that is based on exist-

ing concepts and constructs in research on BPM and organizational routines (Dubé

and Paré, 2003). For this purpose, we carefully studied the literature to iden-

tify a preliminary set of constructs (Dubé and Paré, 2003). While BPM focuses

on the design and use of IT artifacts for performing organizational tasks, orga-

nizational routines focus on exploring how structure and agency constitute and

re-constitute each other as a duality. To investigate how and why workarounds

occur, diffuse, and implement in organizations by constituting new organizational

routines, we integrated both theories, departing from previous research on inte-

grating organizational routines and technology (Feldman and Pentland, 2003),

and on incorporating the design of IT artifacts into this interplay (Beverungen,

2014).

The coding scheme includes three analytical dimensions: Workarounds’ settings

(I), their occurrence (II), and their consequences (III), inspired by Laumer et al.

(2017). These dimensions constitute the conceptual frame of our coding table (see

Tab. 2), which we used to analyze data from all three cases. Departing from related

research, we started by performing an initial coding step to identify workarounds
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in one case, along with their properties and diffusion mechanisms. The first phase

of our data analysis led us to make small adjustments to the coding schema to

increase its conceptual clarity and precision in order to complete rendition of the

workarounds (Hartley, 2004). Then, we analyzed the data obtained from the first

case with the revised coding scheme, as recommended by Dubé and Paré (2003).

In this way, we carefully aligned data and theoretical constructs, which ensures

high internal validity (Hartley, 2004). Since no inconsistencies or ambiguities

occurred in the second data analysis phase, the coding schema reached saturation,

comprising of nine categories that further specify the three dimensions. We applied

the final scheme to the complete data set, comprising all three cases.

Dimension 1: Setting. We examined the setting in which workarounds occur by

analyzing whether employees received formal training, informal training, or no

training on how to perform their tasks and how to use IT artifacts to conduct their

work activities (1). This allowed us to identify if employees are familiarized with

the intended structures and processes in an organization or whether they needed to

draw their own subjective conclusions about the structures and processes that were

governing their work. Further, we coded the cases regarding the core elements,

in terms of organizational routines (i.e., identifying the routine’s ostensive and

performative aspects) and the business process (i.e., identifying the process’s type

and instantiations) (2). Since we set out to investigate digitalized processes—that

tend to drift (Pentland et al., 2020)—and in which employees used technology to

conduct their day-to-day work, we also analyzed which types of IT artifacts the

informants used to perform their work. To gain a deeper understanding of the

dependencies among tasks, we coded the tasks’ type of coordination, comprising

the three patterns of flow, share, and fit (3) (Malone et al., 1999).

Dimension 2: Workaround Occurrence. In order to understand why

workarounds emerge, we conceptualized three types of misfits, drawing from our

theoretical framework: Technology misfit, organizational misfit, and strategic mis-

fit (4). A technology misfit refers to a lack of alignment between IT artifacts and

the tasks performed by employees. An organizational misfit points to inconsisten-

cies between the ostensive and performative aspects of a routine. A strategic misfit

refers to IT artifacts that are not appropriately aligned with the ostensive aspects of

a routine. In addition, we analyzed whether a workaround is socially constructed

or individually constructed, to explore the constitutive mechanisms that trigger

workarounds (5). Regarding the workaround type (6), we distinguished between
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artifact-centered workarounds—directed towards using an alternative IT artifact

or using an IT artifact differently than intended by their designers—and process-

centered workarounds that employees perform to bypass activities in a business

process.

Dimension 3: Consequences. We conceptualized three dimensions for elucidat-

ing the consequences of workarounds. First, we investigated their implementation

(7), distinguishing between bottom-up process re-design, IT artifact re-design, pre-

vention of workarounds, or ignorance of workarounds if no countermeasures are

enacted. Next, we analyzed workarounds’ diffusion mechanisms (8). In this re-

gard, we examined if a workaround spreads via communication or observation.

Finally, in line with our framework, we identified three potentially affected orga-

nizational elements (9), distinguishing between co-worker’s activities, IT artifacts,

and organizational structure.

4.2 Case Description and Within-Case Analysis

We identified nine workarounds that strongly impacted the business processes and

organizational routines in the analyzed cases (see Tab. 3). For each workaround,

we performed an in-depth analysis to provide a thick description (Yin, 2017) of

the setting, the workarounds’ occurrence, and their consequences for co-workers’

activities, IT artifacts, and organizations, outlining the peculiarities of each of the

three cases.

Case 1: The first case represents a multi-national media, services, and education

company. The analyzed process was implemented by the IT department to sup-

port Human Resources (HR) with performing their daily business, supplying them

with a workflow and corresponding system—referred to as Starter, Changer, Leaver
(SCL). The process aims to support HR in coordinating onboarding activities

(starter), performing HR-related changes (changer), and dealing with offboarding

for employees leaving the company (leaver). The process is performed ad-hoc

and on an irregular basis, triggered by employees starting, changing, or quitting

work in that organization. Multiple business units are involved in performing the

process, including HR, information technology (IT), property management, and

the employee’s respective department. Until Spring 2019, the organization used

PDF checklists, excel lists, e-mails, and phone calls to coordinate the corresponding
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tasks. In the course of a large restructuring project—for which we had access to

the project documentation—the PDF checklists were replaced by a proprietary soft-

ware that was implemented as a workflow engine to enact a prescribed workflow

for starter, changer, and leaver activities. We observed that for any role involved

in the process, the system provides different user rights and graphical user inter-

face (GUI)s, i.e., an employee can only see the information and tasks that are

relevant to her own roles and routines. After implementing the SCL system in

the organization, all employees received an official introductory presentation by

IV1—the process owner who was responsible for implementing the SCL system.

The HR department instantiates the process by looking up a staff ID number in the

enterprise resource planning (ERP) system and subsequently enters this ID num-

ber into the SCL system. This activity triggers a workflow that can take different

paths, depending on whether the respective employee will join, change, or leave

the organization. In any subsequent activity, the employee responsible for the task

is informed via an automated e-mail notification, informing her about the required

activities. After completing the activities, an employee marks the respective activity

it as ’done’. Then, the next employee receives a notification about her task, and so

forth, until all activities in the process have been completed (see a process model

in the Appendix Fig. 4: Process Model of Starter-Changer-Leaver). Along this SCL

process, we identified three substantial workarounds.

The first workaround was introduced by HR to overcome a technology misfit re-

garding a missing data field to specify the type of change request (cf. Tab. 7 in

the Appendix). In particular, employees in HR start a new instantiation of the

SCL process to update the personnel data of an employee, e.g., a name change

caused by marriage or an address change caused by a relocation. However, the

implemented workflow system was unable to distinguish between different types of

change request. Thus, all the activities of the change workflow had to be executed,

even though some of them were redundant in some cases, e.g., technical equip-

ment was not required to be checked when performing a name change workflow.

In response to this inefficiency, IV2 from the HR department and her co-workers

agreed to perform an artifact-centered workaround and started using an existing

free text field to add a comment on the particular reason for initiating a change

process.
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"I have to enter it [the type of change request] manually in a comment

field but the colleagues still cannot see immediately which change ac-

tually is requested." (IV2)

The second workaround was performed by all employees in the central IT de-

partment to overcome an organizational misfit (cf. Tab. 8 in the Appendix). It

became apparent that the business units involved interpreted the roles of changers

and leavers quite differently. The HR department declared employees that left a

subsidiary to join another entity of the organization as a leaver (from a legal per-

spective). As the central IT department received the notification that an employee

is leaving the organization, they permanently deleted their access permission and

corresponding users in their system. Often, they realized much later that the em-

ployee had not actually left the organization, but only changed the legal corporate

unit. In that instance, the central IT department needed to create a new user ID

for that employee, although changing the access permission would have sufficed.

To overcome this organizational misfit, IV3 came up with the idea to implement an

artifact-centered workaround to only deactivate users instead of deleting them.

"A leaver could be someone who actually leaves the company or some-

one who changes the legal entity of our organization. We do have

colleagues who moved between the business units within the company,

so that the mailbox can often be adapted and not deleted. Even though

we get a leaver notification, my colleagues and I already know that "we

have to be careful not to delete everything immediately", to allow for

re-activating the account later." (IV 3)

The third workaround in this case occurred on a regular basis due to an organi-
zational misfit (cf. Tab. 9 in the Appendix). While the SCL system was designed

to administrate full-time employees, part-time staff—including interns and con-

sultants—were not covered by the system. Thus, to be able to create logins for

part-time employees, the HR department decided to initialize the process without

using the SCL system at all. Correspondingly, the organization did not create a

user ID for those employees. A user ID, however, was mandatory for instantiating

a process in the SCL system. Thus, IV3 and his colleagues decided to initialize the

process by using a PDF form (an artifact that was used before the SCL system was

implemented), comprising a range of questions about the work-space equipment,

authorization, and technological equipment (e.g., mobile phone, tablets, or laptop
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computers). This artifact-centered workaround was socially constructed, constitut-

ing a viable way of handling starters outside the SCL system on which they had

"decided at some point in the course of time" (IV3).

"Sometimes, we simply use the former questionnaire again or request

the information via e-mail." (IV3)

Case 2: The second case study was conducted at a professional services network

organization that has established multiple subsidiaries across the globe. We ana-

lyzed a support process for auditing, i.e., conducting a financial examination re-

garding the correctness and completeness of invoices, revenue data, and financial

statements for Business-to-Business (B2B) customers. The organization compares

revenue data with transaction data by reviewing the corresponding documents

(e.g., purchase orders, delivery notes, invoices, etc.). This process is called cut-off
testing and was outsourced and off-shored from the headquarter to shared service

centers in Germany and Poland a few years ago, in order to save costs. While

the auditing consultants are in direct contact with the company’s customers, col-

lecting the necessary documents (either digitally or as paper-based files that must

first be digitized) and doing the actual audit, the employees in the shared service

center were responsible for performing the cut-off testing process—the necessary

pre-processing of data that was performed in advance of the actual audit. Cut-off

testing was conducted manually on a daily basis, but was often delayed or required

consultants to perform additional document checks. In 2019, the organization

decided to implement a proprietary software application that is based on machine-

learning algorithms to support semi-automated document checking of PDF files.

We refer to this well-documented application as Software A—the organization pro-

vided handbooks, manuals, and best-practice examples that we could access. The

goal of implementing Software A was to support the shared service center in cut-

off testing, to realize efficiency and quality gains and, thus, improve the accuracy

and velocity of the cut-off testing process (see a detailed process model in the

Appendix Fig. 5: Process Model Cut-Off Testing). After finalizing cut-off testing,

the employees in the shared service center generated a report that was imported

into a platform—called Software B here—from which the consultants retrieved the

data they needed for performing the auditing process.

The first workaround was implemented by the shared service center right at the

start of the cut-off testing process to overcome an organizational misfit (cf. Tab. 10
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in the Appendix). It became apparent that the shared service center often received

other document types than the PDF files they expected, e.g., word documents,

screenshots, or handwritten notes that could not be processed by Software A. Con-

sequently, any other incoming type of documents needed to be converted into a

PDF format. In addition, an upload of revenue data required a tabular structure, as

is implemented in SAP ERP. Thus, any revenue data that were exported from other

ERP systems needed to be transformed into the obligatory input format. Conse-

quently, IV 2 from the shared service center reported on how and why he performed

a process-centered workaround by doing a manual consistency check, i.e., checking

the format of the documents and converting them before proceeding with their

upload into Software A for cut-off testing.

"What they actually do is to check the document delivery, control for

Word documents, and then, transform formats that the tool cannot

process. That’s actually a workaround." (IV2)

The second workaround was caused by a technology misfit, since Software A was

unable to detect distinct font types (like handwritten notes) or foreign alphabets

(like Cyrillic letters) (cf. Tab. 11 in the Appendix). Hence, the semi-automatic doc-

ument checking and matching process of the uploaded documents (representing

transaction data) with the revenue data did not work properly, solely displaying

the matching rate (ranging from 0%–100%). Hence, the employees in the shared

service center implemented an artifact-centered workaround by checking all docu-

ments manually and identifying those that remained unmatched.

"The engagement teams need to add some additional information. If

something is not extracted by Software A, we still need to go back

to the original documentation, look up this information, and enter it

manually." (IV1)

Since Software A was based on machine learning algorithms and was still trained

in day-to-day work, the matching rate stagnated at 80%–90%. As employees

in the shared service center detected incorrectly matched documents and other

errors, they had no option but to correct these data directly in Software A, which

indicates a strategic misfit. In order to provide correct results for the consultants,

the employees of the shared service center manipulated the Excel file that was

generated at the end of the cut-off-testing process, claimed IV2. This way, they
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performed an artifact-centered workaround by typing in missing data, inserting

columns to display additional data, and adding comments about incidents in the

cut-off-testing process (cf. Tab. 12 in the Appendix).

"Afterwards, you’ll get a changeable Excel report. If software A has

extracted and matched 80 %, which would be great, you’ll have to do

the remaining 20 % manually by typing it in the report." (IV3)

Case 3: The third case study was performed at a public institution for education,

in which employees had to conduct activities for the purpose of planning teach-

ing schedules twice a year. Since the different (professorial chairs)—representing

independent work groups within a department of a faculty—implemented decen-

tralized organizational structures, managed independent budgets, and did not

directly interrelate with each other, the course scheduling process was, in effect,

an inter-organizational process. This conceptualization is in line with others, who

declare processes as inter-organizational if "[...] each department has its own or-

ganizational structure" (Debois et al., 2018, p. 401). The process was established

gradually over a period of six years, after the CEO’s decision to introduce Microsoft

SharePoint as a collaboration tool. Twice a year, SharePoint was primarily used

by the faculty’s central administrative office to collect data about upcoming taught

courses, which the professorial chairs offered. The process was initiated by the

institution’s central administrative office announcing deadlines for the planning

process. These deadlines were then scheduled by the business faculty’s office and

forwarded to the professorial chairs via e-mail, informing them about the deadlines

they needed to comply with when entering their course information in SharePoint.

After the deadline had expired, the administrative office copied the data from

SharePoint into an Excel file and sent it to the institution’s central room manage-

ment office. Central room management assigned adequate rooms for the classes,

using a paper-based timetable and a physical planning board. Once the rooms had

been assigned, room management entered the room numbers for the courses in the

Excel file and sent it back to the faculty’s administrative office. The overall process

required continuous coordination activities to be performed among the stakehold-

ers involved and was subject to substantial variations due to the independence of

each business unit, i.e., the professorial chairs (see a detailed process model in

Appendix Fig. 6: Process Model of Module Planning). Based on triangulating the

data from this case, we identified three workarounds.
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The first workaround was implemented by the professorial chairs’ assistants to

overcome a technology misfit (cf. Tab. 13 in the Appendix). This misfit was rooted

in the perception that SharePoint did not provide sufficiently detailed documenta-

tion of all course-related information for the professorial chairs. Hence, IV1, IV2,

and IV3, all of whom were responsible for planning the courses for their respective

professorial chairs, individually set up their own Excel files in which they entered

all relevant course data (IT artifact-centered workaround).

"For this purpose, I have created an excel list. This list includes all

semesters and I can copy information from the previous semesters for

the new one. But I can also add other information like preferred dates

for specific modules." (IV2)

A second workaround was implemented by the central room management office to

overcome a strategic misfit (cf. Tab. 14 in the Appendix). After the business faculty’s

administrative office collected all course information from the professorial chairs

in SharePoint, they forwarded a list with the course planning data to central room

management via e-mail. As the room and course booking tool—called Software

C—did allow double-booking while not providing a lucid time table, IV4 from room

management opted for using a manual planning board in her office, implementing

an artifact-centered workaround. She perceived a manual planning process to be

the most efficient and effective way to conduct room allocation.

"At the moment we’re doing this manually. It’s a lot of work to do, but

you get a good overview. [...] We print out all the lists and then we

work through them." (IV4)

Due to the professorial chairs assistants’ lack of knowledge, technological skills,

or misperceptions of the activities in the course scheduling process, the third

workaround was implemented to overcome an organizational misfit (cf. Tab. 15

in the Appendix). To remedy this misfit, some assistants implemented a process-

centered workaround by simply calling or e-mailing central room management

to ask for specific rooms and to influence room allocations in their favor, as IV 3

revealed.

"I write an e-mail anyway because it supports me with following up on

the process. Further, I get a reading confirmation that lets me know

that they have received the message." (IV3)
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Case 1: Media, Services, and
Education

Case 2: Professional Services
Network Case 3: Public Institution

Workaround 1

Since there is no appropri-
ate setting, employees use the
commentary field to indicate
the change that is actually re-
quested.

Since data cannot be extracted
from all document types, em-
ployees perform a manual con-
sistency check in advance and
convert documents to PDF for-
mat.

As SharePoint is perceived as
not user-friendly for course
scheduling, employees create
their own overview in Excel.

Workaround 2

Due to the ill-defined defini-
tion of a "changer", users are
not permanently deleted but
de-activated to allow a later re-
activation.

Not all languages can be de-
tected by the software, requir-
ing a manual document match-
ing process.

Since the room planning tool is
convoluted and allows double-
booking of rooms, employees
use a physical room manage-
ment board.

Workaround 3

Since not all employees are
captured in the SCL system,
employees use the former PDF
list as fall-back option.

Erroneous reports cannot be
modified in the software, re-
quiring a subsequent report
manipulation in Excel.

Due to system inconsistencies
and lacking skills of professo-
rial chairs assistants, a request
for room change is sometimes
performed via e-mail.

Table 3: Overview on the Identified Workarounds

4.3 Cross-Case Analysis

After outlining and analyzing the individual cases in detail, we performed a cross-

case analysis. Combining both methods solves the paradox of recognizing the

uniqueness of each individual case and gaining more general insights across the

cases (Miles and Huberman, 1994). In this regard, cross-case analysis allows

answering the question: "Do these findings make sense beyond this specific case?"

(Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 173).

Our cross-case analysis followed the guidelines prescribed by Miles and Huber-

man (1994). First, we performed an inspection of the cases, partitioning the

data into smaller categories. Then, we clustered the data to identify broader cat-

egories. We applied diverse tactics to identify insights rooted in our case data,

including drawing comparisons, noting patterns, and noting relationships between

constructs (Miles and Huberman, 1994). By cross-comparing data from the cases,

we identified commonalities and differences regarding their organizational setting,

workaround occurrence, and consequences, which we aggregated in a conceptually-
ordered matrix (Miles and Huberman, 1994) (cf. Tab. 4).
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Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Prop.
Setting(I)

Formal Training official introduction in a kick-
off meeting

handbook and introductory
video

— P1

Informal Training — peer-mentoring unofficial introduction by
peers

P1

Tr
ai

ni
ng

No Training — — SharePoint announcement,
trial and error

P1

Ostensive Aspects system as workflow for con-
ducting HR-related processes

automated data extraction and
generation of a report

schedule guides course plan-
ning and room allocation pro-
cess

P2

Performative Aspects double-check data, request
missing information outside
the system

multiple viable options for cre-
ating a auditing report

double-check course informa-
tion and room schedules

P2

Process Type HR enters user ID to trigger
standardized process

upload documents and xls to
software A for matching doc-
uments via multi-upload func-
tion

inter-organizational course
planning activities

P2

C
or

e
El

em
en

ts

Process Instance unofficial agreements between
employees, onboarding of in-
terns and external partners
outside the SCL system

several options for requesting
documents, errors are marked
in a list to the train platform

only business faculty uses
SharePoint, other departments
act autonomous, e.g. with a
physical planning board

P2

IT Artifact role-specific view in SCL sys-
tem, user ID is generated in
SAP

SAP provides a structured XLS
that is uploaded in software A
to match documents

use document library of Share-
Point, restricted access to
room management in Soft-
ware C after deadline has
passed

P2

Flow sequential processes struc-
tured by business units,
sub-processes depend on
preceding sub-process

document flow, forward docu-
ments for final check by super-
visors

— P3

Share — — mutually exchange informa-
tion, coordination loops be-
tween multiple professorial
chairs

P3

C
oo

rd
in

at
io

n

Fit — — — P3
Workaround Occurrence (II)

Technology Misfit missing entry field missing functionality of detect-
ing foreign letters

no user-friendly design P1

Organizational Misfit ill-defined type of change, def-
inition of events incomplete

definition of allowed docu-
ment types incomplete

skill-related restrictions P1

M
is

fit

Strategic Misfit — no customization allowed automatic plausibility checks
are missing

P1

Socially
Constructed

initiate the SCL process to make system work, com-
mon practice across sub-
sidiaries

— P2

C
on

st
ru

ct
io

n

Individually
Constructed

improvisation, faster and eas-
ier

— faster work flow, hedge against
uncertainties

P2

Artifact
Centered

deviating system entry, use old
IT artifact as alternative

add additional information in
system, manual editing in sys-
tem

create an XLS file with addi-
tional information, avoid sys-
tem by working offline

P2

W
or

ka
ro

un
d

Ty
pe

Process
Centered

unintended use of commen-
tary field

remove unnecessary data create own follow-up process P2

Consequences (III)
Bottom-Up
Process Redesign

— remedy insufficient process
specifications

— P6

IT Artifact
Redesign

(re-)design roles in the system,
introduce system standards

add missing functionalities to
system

intention to implement new
system

P6

Prevent Workaround — — request for corrective action P6

Im
pl

em
en

ta
ti

on

Ignore Workaround sensing and evaluating sensing and evaluating — P6
Observation traceability through IT artifact commentaries in report raise

attention
— P3

D
if

fu
si

on
M

ec
ha

ni
sm

Communication communicate with fellows,
mutual agreement

cross-site communication, dif-
fusion via e-mail

office grapevine, direct inter-
action, e-mail requests for
change

P3

Co-Workers’ Activities reactivation of account, send
e-mail as fallback option

force others to work around, fi-
nal check by auditor, coordina-
tion effort

double /triple work, request
change

P3

IT Artifact adaption of existing features — — P4

A
ff

ec
te

d
Su

bj
ec

t

Organizational
Structure

— — documenting an unofficial
course hierarchy

P5

Table 4: Cross-Case Analysis
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Equipped with our framework and coding scheme as a theoretical lens, we derived

six propositions, each summarizing a set of inferences about the occurrence, dif-

fusion, and consequences of workarounds. Subsequently, we report how and why

workarounds resulted from misfits perceived on an individual level (proposition

1–2; visualized in Fig. 2), before we discuss emergent trajectories of workarounds’

diffusion through the organizations (proposition 3–6; visualized in Fig. 3).

Proposition 1: Three types of misfits can cause workarounds in digital pro-

cesses, subject to their perception and assessment on an individual level. We

identify three basic types of misfits: technology misfits, organizational misfits,

and strategic misfits. Each type of misfit can lead to employees implementing a

workaround. From our cases, we found that two conditions must be fulfilled for

a workaround to manifest. First, the misfit must be perceived by an employee.

Second, the perceived misfit must profoundly constrain the effectiveness or effi-

ciency of their day-to-day work. When both conditions were met in our cases,

employees searched for viable solutions that helped them overcome the identified

misfit. We observed that misfits were perceived on an individual level across all

cases and the manifestation of workarounds was inherently unpredictable on an

organizational level. Furthermore, our data exposed that employees stopped ques-

tioning their day-to-day work activities when their organizational routines became

too rigid. Rigid routines biased their perception of a misfit as well as their subse-

quent judgment of the necessity to implement a workaround. This finding is in line

with related research stating that rigid organizational routines can lower the fre-

quency with which employees change their routines through the implementation

of workarounds (Yi and Becker, 2016).

Proposition 2: Misfits are latent and manifest as constraints of employees’

performative routines. Our results indicate that all three types of misfits remain

latent if they do not substantially impede employees’ performances of their day-to-

day work. Employees’ perceptions of a substantial misfit led them to implement a

workaround as part of the performative aspect of their organizational routine. The

performative aspects of a routine reflect human agency, referring to their ability

to do otherwise (Giddens, 1984), i.e., to deviate from standard operating proce-

dures, if necessary. Neither the ostensive aspects of a routine nor IT artifacts have

this type of human agency, and thus they cannot be the locus at which employees

implement (unauthorized) new work practices (e.g., workarounds). While orga-

nizational/technology misfits occurred due to ostensive routines/IT artifacts that
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were misaligned with the performative aspects of routines, strategic misfits were

caused by misaligned IT artifacts and ostensive aspects of a routine. Thus, strategic

misfits could not influence employees’ performances directly. Nevertheless, since

an employee’s organizational routines comprise both performative and ostensive

aspects, she can perceive and interpret strategic misfits as well due to their direct

relationship with the ostensive aspects of routines. Employees can respond to a

strategic misfit merely by changing their work practices (i.e., the performative

aspects of a routine), while they are unable to change the ostensive aspects of a

routine or IT artifacts directly. While resolving a strategic misfit is, thus, out of

the reach of individual employees, they might unfaithfully appropriate IT artifacts

without permission, design their own IT artifacts, or perform actions that resolve

the more immediate organizational or technology misfit. All of these strategies

are contained in our data set, enabling us to explain how and why each strategy

works.

    Social System

Technical System
IT Artifact

Strategic Mis�t Technology Mis�t

Individual 3

Individual 2

Individual 1

Ostensive 
Aspect

Performative 
Aspect

Organizational 
Mis�t

!

!!

Workaround

Figure 2: Occurrence of Workarounds in a Socio-Technical System

Proposition 3: Workarounds can spread among co-workers through commu-

nication and observation. We found that depending on the type of coordina-

tion and on whether the process is linear (Cases 1 and 2) or involves a network

of actors working together (Case 3), workarounds spread differently across rou-

tines performed by single or multiple actors. As proposed in Adaptive Structura-

tion Theory (AST), communication—verbal or non-verbal—and interaction are re-

garded as mechanisms for instantiating structures and, thus, can trigger behavioral

change (DeSanctis and Poole, 1994). This claim is consistent with our cases. If an



28 Workarounds as Generative Mechanisms

actor noticed how a co-worker resolved a misfit by performing a process differently

or by appropriating an IT artifact unfaithfully to achieve a goal more efficiently,

he adopted this workaround for his routines. This behavioral pattern occurred on

an individual level—i.e., one person copied another employee’s workaround—or

even on a group level—i.e., multiple persons copied another person’s workaround.

To diffuse through an organization in this way, workarounds had to spread either

through communication with co-workers, or being observed by them. Communica-

tion was enacted via official channels (e.g., e-mail, memos) or unofficial channels

(e.g., informal conversations at work). Observation refers to a co-worker noticing

discrepancies between the expected input and output of her performance a spe-

cific routine compared to those performed by others. Often, employees realized

then that the deviation was caused by co-workers implementing a workaround. As

soon as the number of actors performing a workaround reaches a critical mass,

others accept the workaround as a source of innovation and integrate it into their

performative routines as well (Fichman, 1992).

Furthermore, we witnessed that workarounds spread in rather linear processes

that followed predefined workflows supported by IT artifacts, as demonstrated in

Case 1. Thereby, the action of a predecessor primed a (re-)action of a successor

and/or the IT artifact. This effect is also in line with AST, as the interactions

between actors and technology are subject to a dialectic of control, in which both

are mutually shaped (Giddens, 1984). In contrast, Case 3 exhibits a situation

where workarounds spread less frequently if actors exchange information casually,

without using fixed workflows and regulations as means of their coordination. In

Case 3, actors were neither aware of all other process stakeholders, nor did they

know all the activities that contributed to the course scheduling planning process.

Only actors who were in direct contact with a person who worked around a sys-

tem or process were able to recognize a workaround. As every stakeholder used

their own IT artifact (i.e., the chair administration used Excel files, the adminis-

trative office used SharePoint, and room management used a physical planning

board), workarounds were enacted but did not diffuse due to the organizational

structure inhibiting the two mechanisms which allow a workaround to diffuse:

communication and observation. Instead, a person suspecting that a workaround

was performed by a predecessor either rejected it or corrected the input for her

own routine, since every group of actors was extracting only the data relevant to

them, using their idiosyncratic IT artifacts.
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Figure 3: The Gordian Knot of Workaround Diffusion in Organizations

Proposition 4: Workarounds are a means for re-balancing organizational rou-

tines and IT artifacts after detecting a misfit. Business processes and IT artifacts

are supposed to be aligned, constituting a punctuated equilibrium (Gregory et al.,

2018). However, in none of our cases was this alignment achieved fully. Our data

illustrate how and why employees perform workarounds to remedy misfits that

constrain their day-to-day work. On an organizational level, workarounds served

to re-balance the triangular relationships between IT artifacts, organizational struc-

tures, and performances. If a workaround was performed frequently enough, new

routines occurred on an ostensive level, combining elements of the old routines

with innovative elements that stem from workarounds. Also, workarounds im-

pacted on the form and function of IT artifacts, leaving traces that co-workers

could observe easily and frequently as consequences of a workaround. As advo-

cated in punctuated equilibrium theory (Eldredge and Gould, 1972), organizations

are based on a deep structure comprising multiple elements and activity patterns,

which keep a social system stable (Gersick, 1991). However, this deep structure

can be disrupted, resulting in a state of imbalance (Gersick, 1991). For example,

employees can perceive a misfit while performing tasks. Beyond that, however,

some workarounds can also be adopted as official work practices, if they are seen

as capable of enacting a routine, e.g., if information and communication tech-

nology (ICT) that has been implemented did not provide a function required to

perform a task. To remedy this imbalance, the system needs to break up existing

structures and shift back to a state of balance through traversing a reorientation cy-

cle (Gersick, 1991). Our results provide evidence of how and why the re-balancing
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of ostensive routines, performative routines, and IT artifacts takes places on a

micro-level, as a consequence of a workaround having been enacted.

Proposition 5: Workarounds can become official work practices or remain

temporary fixes, subject to established governance mechanisms. Data from

our cases show clearly that workarounds are performed on an individual level to

remedy misfits that hinder employees in their immediate by a superior (e.g., a line

manager or process owner). In Cases 1 and 2, the workarounds were evaluated

with a type of cost-benefit analysis before they were officially adopted as a new

work practice on an organizational level. It is reasonable to assume, however,

that workarounds can also be evaluated negatively if identified as inefficient, as

negative deviance, or even as a violation of law. Either way, the organization

must have appropriate governance mechanisms in place to identify and assess a

workaround, and to decide upon its adoption or rejection. Comparing the results

obtained from Cases 1 and 2—inter-organizational scenarios with coordination

type flow—with Case 3—an intra-organizational scenario based on share as a coor-

dination type—suggests that the process type can strongly impact on the ultimate

decision of implementing a workaround. In Case 3, no governance mechanism

was in place to actively manage such a process, thus, workaround 1 was never

implemented on an organizational level, even after it had diffused among the

participants and impacted on the IT artifact. An important prerequisite for imple-

menting a workaround is the promotion of a culture of trust and innovation among

employees. Some employees (like IV 6 in Case 1) did not dare to reveal their

workaround to their superiors, suspecting that their workaround would be viewed

as a negative deviance from standard operating procedures. Workarounds that

remained unnoticed or were unfavorably evaluated by managers remained tem-

porary and unofficial fixes that did not result in innovation on an organizational

level.

Proposition 6: Workarounds can accumulate, creating an urgency to trigger

innovations of processes and IT artifacts that resolve their underlying misfits.

Our cases reveal that workarounds pass through a gordian knot until they are re-

solved. Some workarounds induce organizations to initiate top-down redesign

projects, subject to two mechanisms. First, workaround 2 in Case 1 showcases

that the number of workarounds that emerged from one single misfit exceeded a

certain threshold, triggering top-down driven and innovation-oriented initiatives.

We refer to this phenomenon as a workaround stack that can overflow, triggering
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subsequent actions. The threshold governing this overflow, however, was neither

predefined nor standardized, but based on the intuition that eliminating a specific

misfit was more effective than waiting for several workarounds to become official

work practices through the diffusion path. Second, workaround 3 in Case 2 illus-

trates that redesign initiatives were also started for single workarounds that were

critical on an organizational level. Comparing both observations, we conclude

that if a workaround by itself or in combination with others is perceived as con-

stituting a substantial threat to an organization and the underlying misfit cannot

be ignored, organizations strive to resolve the misfit by restructuring, redesign-

ing, and innovating IT artifacts, processes, and organizational routines. In Cases

1 and 2, governance structures were employed to manage organizational change

projects, while in Case 3 such structures were absent and no innovation initiatives

were recorded. We conclude that effective governance structures must be in place

before organizational structures can be innovated with workarounds.

5 Discussion

Our multiple case study provides much-needed empirical insights into the organi-

zational settings, the occurrence, and the consequences that workarounds exert

beyond their individual initiators, impacting co-workers, IT artifacts, and orga-

nizational structures. Building on critical realism, we infer from employees’ ob-

servable experiences in their day-to-day work to workarounds as an underlying

phenomenon (Wynn and Williams, 2012). Our empirical findings explain for the

first time how and why workarounds occur and diffuse through an organization as

a socio-technical system. Previous research has identified antecedents and types of

workarounds, but has remained silent on the consequences that workarounds can

have beyond their individual initiators. While structuration theory (Giddens, 1984)

has long outlined that social structures are established and re-established only

through human actions, workarounds’ consequences have been studied neither

with respect to their effects on social structures nor on the design of IT artifacts.

From the findings of our multiple case study, we infer that workarounds can leave

their mark on co-workers, on organizational structures, and on IT artifacts, based

on the two basic mechanisms of communication and observation. Both mechanisms

have long been acknowledged as important concepts behind the formation and
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evolution of social systems (e.g., Luhmann 1995), but they have not been associ-

ated with workarounds before. Our results provide much-needed empirical insights

into the nature and consequences of workarounds that can act as a starting point

for organizational transformation and/or the re-design of IT artifacts. We posit

that this contribution substantially enhances our understanding of workarounds,

complementing work on the potential effects of workarounds on other employees’

work (e.g., Beerepoot and van de Weerd 2018, Cresswell et al. 2017, and Wolf

and Beverungen 2019) or on the wider organization (e.g., Ejnefjäll and Ågerfalk

2019, Parks et al. 2017, and Malaurent and Karanasios 2019).

Apart from exploring the consequences of workarounds, our research also bears

substantially new insights for explaining how and why workarounds occur, iden-

tifying three types of misfits that might constrain the day-to-day work to be per-

formed by employees: Technology misfits, organizational misfits, and strategic

misfits. We argue that any perceived obstacle in work activities and existing con-

ceptualizations featured in the current knowledge base can be mapped to any one

of these three misfits, such as ERP implementation misfits (van Beijsterveld and

van Groenendaal, 2016), anomalies in business processes (Nolle et al., 2018),

missing knowledge (Alter, 2014), material constraints (Azad and King, 2012),

conflicting organizational pressures (Ejnefjäll and Ågerfalk, 2019), and task com-

plexity (Danner-Schröder and Ostermann, 2020). We systematize all three misfits

conceptually, based on extending an established framework for organizational rou-

tines (Beverungen, 2014; Pentland and Feldman, 2008). Strategic misfits refer to

misaligned organizational structures and IT artifacts, organizational misfits point

to inconsistencies in routines’ ostensive and performative aspects, and technology

misfits to inconsistencies in performative routines and IT artifacts. Connecting

misfits with literature on organizational routines, we provide new theoretical an-

gles and increase the conceptual clarity of misfits as antecedent of workarounds.

We explain why misfits remain latent until being perceived by individual workers

as substantially constraining their work effectiveness or efficiency. In this regard,

we extend previous research on categorizing misfits (Soh et al., 2000; Strong and

Volkoff, 2010) that go beyond specific contexts, e.g., medical work practices (van

den Hooff and Hafkamp, 2017) or ERP systems (van Beijsterveld and van Groe-

nendaal, 2016). Furthermore, while others have conceptualized misfits as one

of many possible causes of workarounds (e.g., Alter 2014; Ejnefjäll and Ågerfalk

2019), we argue that any workaround performed in an organization is caused by
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one of the three types of misfits we conceptualized. Hence, our empirical results

point at a much more immediate connection between misfits and workarounds that

is well-rooted in the authoritative literature on organizational routines, providing

plentiful opportunities for further research on workarounds and routines.

Depending on a subjective assessment of a misfit and its context, employees might

then decide to perform a workaround or related actions (see Tab. 5 in the Ap-

pendix), attempting to compensate for the adverse effects that a manifesting misfit

exerts on their day-to-day work. With regard to the magnitude of misfits, extant

research often described misfits’ impact on a scale, ranging from minor issues to

critical deficiencies (Maurer et al., 2012). However, not all misfits that are per-

ceived by an individual lead to the performance of a workaround (van Beijsterveld

and van Groenendaal, 2016). We discovered that a perceived misfit’s ramifica-

tion is biased by an employee’s subjective impression, individual characteristics

(e.g., attitude towards change), and capabilities (e.g., proper training). The depen-

dence on an employee’s traits fits with the current knowledge base, distinguishing

perceived misfits (caused by an individual’s characteristics and capabilities) from

actual misfits (universally valid) (Goodhue and Gattiker, 2005). Additionally, we

posit that critical misfits can cause particularly high organizational costs—causing

many workarounds or business—threatening workarounds as remedies—that con-

sequently attract management attention and induce countermeasures. Thus, sub-

stantial misfits often lead to establishing profound organizational initiatives for

resolving the underlying misfits. Since these initiatives require time, workarounds

are also needed as temporary fixes until their underlying misfits have been re-

solved.

Another key contribution refers to a meso-perspective on workarounds that outlines

the Gordian Knot of workaround diffusion as generative mechanisms in organiza-

tions. For years, the BPM community has vividly discussed how and why processes

tend to drift over time (e.g., Ciborra 2001; Maaradji et al. 2015; Pentland et al.

2020). However, drift (Ciborra, 2001) is still considered as a black box, obscuring

its inner workings. While conceptual models like the BPM lifecycle (Dumas et al.,

2018) already consider endogenous change processes, they do not explicitly refer

to changes that occur through the actions performed by process participants, i.e.,

through employees establishing workarounds. Instead, the BPM lifecycle treats

workarounds phenomenologically as parts of all data traces to be identified with

process mining before a process is re-conceptualized in an attempt of purpose-
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ful redesign. Our research is the first to provide conceptual clarity and scientific

accessibility to the inner workings of drift in business processes. We posit that

workarounds—especially in digitized processes (Pentland et al., 2020)—can lead

to drift over time, if they remain hidden in the performative aspects of routines that

are carried out by process participants, while managers take no corrective action.

We make the complex phenomenon of drift accessible by illuminating how drift in

an individual’s routines impacts socio-technical systems in three distinct spheres,

i.e., co-workers’ activities, IT artifacts, and organizational structures. In this way,

we explain how and why workarounds—as actions that can lead to drift—impact

on individuals’ routines, but also induce organizational structuration processes on

a broader scope. To suppress drift and maintain processes stable, managers can

take counteractive measures—i.e., they can prevent communication and observa-

tion—but this would deny workarounds’ potential to improve business processes

through bottom-up innovation processes on a micro-level.

We discovered that workarounds can remedy misfits quickly and efficiently, provid-

ing resilience to business processes. If they are perceived as viable solutions for

misfits, workarounds may spread unofficially among co-workers through the two

mechanisms of communication and observation. Our data suggest that workarounds

can constitute an essential source for maintaining an organization’s business value

as they constitute generative mechanisms for bottom-up driven change processes.

Hence, workarounds can help to bridge the latency period between detecting and

correcting a misfit, keeping organizational operations running. We found that

organizations need to create certain conditions to enable change by encouraging

managers to be aware, sensitive, and willing to adjust processes while establishing

an appropriate governance structure. Thereby, we consider workarounds as effort-

ful accomplishments—as framed by D’Adderio and Pollock (2020)—since they are

created and re-created by humans as they unfold through action (Sele and Grand,

2016).

We detected that workarounds may act as an innovation mechanism alongside

official top-down restructuring processes. Thereby, we discovered that innova-

tion processes are open-ended, i.e., constituting an endogenous change process

instead of an aspired outcome. In order to leverage the full innovation potential

of workarounds, dual-sided change initiatives are necessary. As posited by Ciborra

and Lanzara (1994, p. 63), "designing in action" comprises not only incremental

changes in organizational routines but also radically new patterns of behavior. On
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the one hand, workarounds may act as a temporary fix, diffusing in an organiza-

tion bottom-up and enabling incremental innovations such as improved system

functionalities or more efficient business processes. On the other hand, the accu-

mulation of workarounds can trigger a comprehensive transformation project in

order to establish new organizational structures and work processes.

Our cross-case analysis revealed that top-down redesign projects are either initi-

ated if the number of workarounds that emerged from one single misfit passes a

threshold or if the impact of a workaround or the underlying misfit on the organiza-

tion is substantially high, e.g., posing a legal threat. With these initiatives, misfits

that cause the workaround(s) are eliminated. However, top-down driven redesign

projects can also cause the emergence of new misfits (Pentland et al., 2020), start-

ing a new iteration of workaround diffusion in a socio-technical system. Thereby,

the willingness and ability of managers to understand and solve problems that

cause the emergence of workarounds are an important step for enabling top-down

driven innovation initiatives. The consideration of workarounds as innovation

source is in line with recent research provided by Mahringer et al. (2019), Pinto

et al. (2018), and Alter (2014).

Our results provide an important vantage point for integrating the two distinct per-

spectives of BPM and organizational routines as theoretical lenses for investigating

the phenomenon of workarounds. IS research increasingly discusses the emergent

dynamics of business processes (Pentland et al., 2020) and organizational rou-

tines (Feldman et al., 2019). We address calls from IS literature to provide an

integrated research perspective, e.g., as identified in Breuker and Matzner (2014)

and mentioned in Beverungen (2014, p. 191), considering business processes "as

a particular form of organizational routines." On the one hand, the BPM literature

focuses on the top-down (re-)design of processes, while missing to conceptualize

and investigate deviations performed by process participants. However, process

participants frequently deviate from pre-defined process blueprints, which in turn

has the effect of influencing their co-workers, restructuring the organization, and

leaving its mark on the form and function of the IT artifacts used to perform the

process activities. Hence, our results explain how and why performances, organi-

zational structures, and IT artifacts influence each other, establishing an inherently

fragile equilibrium that is open to workarounds being instigated at any time. On

the other hand, research on organizational routines acknowledges patterns of activ-

ities and dynamic change, but often treat IT artifacts passively, as technology that
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exerts material agency. For instance, Pentland and Feldman (2008, p. 241) con-

sider artifacts as mechanisms that "ensure the reproduction of particular patterns

of action." We posit instead that IT artifacts are subject to purposeful activities of

(re-)design, as advocated in BPM research. Based on empirical data, our results

contribute to the knowledge base on dynamic organizational change, by proving an

integrated perspective for investigating workarounds from both theoretical angles.

Our results complement related research on using methods of BPM for detecting

workarounds in organizational routines routines (Beerepoot and van de Weerd,

2018; Grisold et al., 2020; Weinzierl et al., 2020).

6 Conclusion

While workarounds occur regularly in organizations, they are still an under-

investigated and under-theorized phenomenon (Pollock, 2005). By performing

a multiple case study, we integrate theoretical angles from BPM and organizational

routines to explain workarounds’ occurrence, diffusion, and consequences, mak-

ing workarounds accessible for further investigations of organizational change and

BPM.

Our paper is one of the first to uncover how and why workarounds emerge on

an individual level, caused by the perception of three distinct types of misfits in

organizational routines, namely technology, organizational, and strategic misfits.

Depending on individual dispositions, workarounds manifest in the performative

aspects of an employee’s routine. Also, this paper is the first to detect how and why

workarounds diffuse in an organization, impacting co-workers through observation

and communication, shaping and adapting IT artifacts, and being evaluated and

implemented on an organizational level. In this way, workarounds act as genera-

tive mechanisms that restructure and redesign an organization from the bottom-up,

complementing top-down initiatives of design and intervention. Our results pro-

vide unique empirical insights for research and practice on how to leverage the

potential of workarounds as a mechanism for unveiling organizational drift. We

provide a fresh lens to study drift with conceptual accuracy, uncovering its un-

derlying mechanisms as an interplay of misfits, workarounds, and organizational

routines.
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We offer important managerial contributions, highlighting that workarounds are

crucial for organizations to operate. We call on managers to dismiss the old mis-

conception that any processes deviance is undesirable behavior that contradicts

pre-designed process blueprints. Instead, workarounds can be an effective fix for

resolving misfits that interfere with business operations and can be an important

lever for innovating business processes from the bottom up. By fostering appropri-

ate degrees of communication and observation, managers can boost the positive

effects of workarounds while constraining their negative effects, implementing

workarounds as generative mechanisms that foster innovation.

While case study research enabled us to obtain rich empirical insights on

workarounds as contemporary phenomena that are inextricably linked with their

real-world context, this approach does not come without its limitations. First, we

acknowledge that workarounds might be performed subconsciously, with employ-

ees not even being aware of deviating from standard processes. Previous research

has argued that the ostensive aspects of an organizational routine are subject to

interpretations on an individual level (Pentland and Feldman, 2008), obscuring the

general patterns of how a routine ought to be performed. If official processes are not

explicated with process models or other documentation, individual interpretations

might flourish, making it hard for process participants and managers to distinguish

a workaround from official control flows that have been purposefully inscribed

into a business process. Second, all the workarounds we identified in our cases

were found to have positive effects on the organizations, alleviating significant

misfits. Since workarounds are ambivalent, as being able to create both desirable

and undesirable consequences (Alter, 2014), this view seems to overemphasize the

more favorable side of the coin. We acknowledge that workarounds exerting nega-

tive consequences were not reported in the interviews, maybe due to participants’

embarrassment or fear of sanctions to be imposed by their management. Thus,

dysfunctional effects of workarounds were not discussed here, but clearly warrant

further investigation. Both limitations call for employing data-driven methods that

can identify workarounds in an unbiased fashion—e.g., process-mining (Weinzierl

et al., 2020)—to complement qualitative case studies to explain how and why

workarounds impact organizations. We envision this move to be a substantial one

for further linking the research streams of BPM and organizational routines and

for studying workarounds and their consequences more fully.
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Appendix

Related Concepts

Concept Definition References

Decoupling/
Loose Coupling Separating formal rules from actual working practices. Azad and King (2012)

Deviance Divergence in how a process is performed over the course of
time

Pentland et al. (2020)

Fraud Ill-intentioned employees use the system for prohibited aims. Bagayogo et al. (2013)
Interpretive
Flexibility

Employees assign their own meaning and interpretation to
the functions of an information system

Orlikowski (1992)

Non compliance Security best practices and policies that are avoided. Jenkins and Durcikova
(2013)

Resistance Behaviors intended to prevent the implementation or use of
a system or to prevent system designers from achieving their
objectives.

Lapointe and Rivard
(2005)

Sabotage Workplace sabotage is behavior intended to “damage, disrupt,
or subvert the organization’s operations for the personal pur-
poses of the saboteur by creating unfavorable publicity, em-
barrassment, delays in production, damage to property,the
destruction of working relationships, or the harming of em-
ployees or customers.

Crino (1994)

Shadow System/ IT/
Work

Software applications or extensions to existing software that
are neither developed nor controlled by an organization’s cen-
tral IT department.

Fürstenau and Rothe
(2014)

Subversion User modifies the task approach to take advantage of known
weaknesses in a system

Koopman and Hoffman
(2003)

System Misuse Perform a behavior that misuse of IS resources. D’Arcy et al. (2009)
Tweaking Deviation from a prescribed work processes by using a system

in a slightly different way.
Boudreau and Robey
(2005)

Unfaithful
Appropriation

Features are designed to promote the technology’s spirit, but
they are functionally independent and may be appropriated
in ways that are not faithful to the spirit.

DeSanctis and Poole
(1994)

Workarounds A workaround is a goal-driven adaptation, improvisation, or
other change to one or more aspects of an existing work sys-
tem in order to overcome, bypass, or minimize the impact of
obstacles, exceptions, anomalies, mishaps, established prac-
tices, management expectations, or structural constraints that
are perceived as preventing that work system or its partici-
pants from achieving a desired level of efficiency, effective-
ness, or other organizational or personal goals.

Alter (2014)

Workplace
Aggression

Efforts by individuals to harm others with whom they work, or
have worked, or the organizations in which they are currently,
or were previously, employed. This harm-doing is intentional
and includes psychological as well as physical injury.

Baron and Neuman
(1996)

Table 5: Overview on Related Concepts



40 Workarounds as Generative Mechanisms

Case Comparison

Case 1: Media, Services,
and Education

Case 2: Professional Ser-
vices Network

Case 3: Public Institution

Organizational Core Data

Organizational Unit Central Unit Auditing Unit Administrative Unit
Culture Culture medium supportive

of BPM
Culture medium supportive
of BPM

Culture non-supportive of
BPM

Organizational
Resources high resources high resources low resources

Process Characteristics

Examined Process Employee On-boarding,
Change, and Off-boarding

Cut-Off Testing Planning of Teaching
Courses

Process Scope Within the Headquar-
ter (intra-organizational,
national)

Across Subsidiaries (intra-
organizational, interna-
tional)

Across faculties and includ-
ing External Stakeholders
(inter-organizational, na-
tional)

Value Contribution Support Process Support Process Core Process
Variability medium low high
Interdependence medium low high
Creativity medium low high
Degree of Formaliza-
tion

One Predefined Workflow Three Viable Workflows No Defined Workflow

Sequence Linear Linear Iterative
Frequency
of Process
Enactment/ Repeti-
tiveness

every two months daily twice a year

Stability of the Pro-
cess

changed months before the
analysis

changed while analyzing not changed for years

Maturity of Tools mature, integrated tool immature, integrated tool mature, non-integrated tool
Governance process owner process owner no process owner
IT Artifact Proprietary Software, PDF

List, SAP
Excel Lists, Machine Learn-
ing based Platform, PDFs

MS SharePoint, E-Mail, Indi-
vidual Excel Lists, Planning
Boards, Semester Manage-
ment System

Table 6: Comparison of the Three Cases (Based on vom Brocke et al. 2016)
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Figure 4: Process Model of Starter-Changer-Leaver (Case 1)
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Figure 5: Process Model of Cut-Off Testing (Case 2)
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Figure 6: Process Model of Module Planning (Case 3)
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