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Abstract
Digitalization has fundamentally transformed numerous industries, in particular the financial
sector that has experienced significant impacts. The advancements in technology, where
many tasks and processes have become automated, brings up question marks about the future
of the human role. Through 20 semi-structured interviews, this study aims to investigate the
persistent relevance of human elements within a highly digitalized environment. Our case is
within a Swedish bank's customer service department, where we highlight the complex
interplay between technology and humans. Despite rapid technological advancements, human
elements remain important for customer interactions. We have found three key strategies
employed by customer service operators to manage customer emotions: Modulating,
Harmonizing, and Enhancing. These strategies emphasize the value of the human element in
the digital environment, underscoring the limitations of current technologies in replicating
human emotions and their impacts on customer satisfaction.

Keywords: Digitalization, sociomateriality, technology, emotional agency, material
agency, entanglement.
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Introduction
Today's society is characterized by digitalization, as transformative and dynamic shifts have
been incorporated due to advancements in computer and communication technologies (Meske
& Junglas, 2021). In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has further reshaped the human
interactions, business operations, and service delivery methods (Roberts & Maier, 2024).
World wide lockdowns resulted in the need to adapt to the current state, which forced
businesses to re-align their operations into an online setting, embarking on new technologies
and digital platforms (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021) This is apparent within the financial
sector, as digitalization is being implemented faster than in any other sector, which is
particularly evident in the banking industry where investments in implementing information
technology surpass those of other industries by a full 3 percent (Carbó‐Valverde et al., 2020).

Human labor is asserted as being interrupted or destroyed by technological tools such as
information and communication technologies (Richter et al., 2018). Hence, in order to
enhance service interactions, service providers are deploying more autonomous service
robots that are equipped with artificial intelligence to supplement or replace human
employees (McLeay et al., 2021). There are estimates that as much as half of today's
occupations could be automated by the year of 2055 (Lu et al., 2020). Automation creates
new opportunities for corporations as it streamlines work processes faster than what humans
are capable of, enables faster and easier optimization, and enhances the perceived value of
companies in the eyes of their customers (Annarelli et al., 2021). These automated
technologies also impact the work of people as they are believed to both be much smarter
than humans and able to handle tasks and inquiries that are too complex for humans to
control (Cirillo et al., 2021). This implies a substitution of humans in a number of positions
and activities, which does not sincerely pertain to certain segments of work being replaced,
but complete stages of production and service lines at businesses (Cirillo et al., 2021). This
goes in line with the historically deterministic view on technology, where technology is
regarded as influencing or shaping the society by itself (Hallström, 2022).

Historically, technology in organizational work has often been absent from organizational
studies literature (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008). However, there has been a rethinking
concerning the role of technology and that it should be considered in organizational studies
(Orlikowski 1992). More recent scholars argue that technology and humans should be
regarded as two entities that are inseparable, meaning that the one does not work without the
other (Orlikowski, 2007). Orlikowski and Scott (2008) disputes the concept of separateness
between technology and humans and instead promotes a relational perspective between the
two. With this view technology and humans are seen as entangled with each other
(Orlikowski 2007). Although technology comes with significant transformation, improving
overall businesses for corporations, there are still a number of factors that technology cannot
replace yet. For instance, the creative ability of thinking outside the box, the ability to
understand broader and nuanced contexts, and the social aspects in interactions (Krakowski et
al., 2023). The emotional aspect is also an ability of humans that is important in these social
interactions (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993).
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As research has put emphasis on the role of technology through recent years we now want to
flip the focus. As technology has come so far, automating a lot of work and processes, we
now want to explore what it means to work in a technologically dense work environment.
Therefore our aim is to see what human elements persist where technology’s role is evident.
We intend to explore this by using the lens of sociomateriality, to see how these human
elements interact and interplay with technology. We therefore will explore and answer the
research question:

What are the human elements left in an almost completely digitalized environment?

This study starts with a theoretical framework, introducing the concept of sociomateriality
and different agencies. It then moves on to the methodology, detailing the setting where the
study was conducted, the research design, data collection, data analysis, and ethical
considerations. Following this, the findings are presented from the gathered material. We
continue the paper with a discussion of the findings in relation to our theoretical framework.
Then lastly the conclusion, where we present the concluding remarks and implications, future
research as well as the limitations of the study.

Theoretical Framework

Sociomateriality
Studies of work and technology have a long history. Technology has always played a key role
in organizational theory, shaping both research and practice. Historically, the common belief
was that technology acts as an external force that could transform organizations on its own.
This view, known as technological determinism, dominated discussions about the impact of
technology on organizations (Robey & Boudreau, 1999). However, even after many years of
study, experts still did not agree on how to define and measure technology. Additionally, there
was no clear evidence about the exact role of technology in organizations (Orlikowski 1992).

Orlikowski and Scott (2008) brings up two dominant streams of research on technology
within organizational studies. The first stream treats technology as entities, focusing on the
impact of technology as either an independent or moderating variable. This approach has led
to mixed and often conflicting findings, suggesting a need for new perspectives that more
closely examine the fusion of technology and work. The second stream views technology as
part of mutually dependent ensembles, emphasizing the dynamic, integrative, and
co-evolving nature of technology and organizational practices. To advance the field,
Orlikowski and Scott (2008) propose the concept of sociomateriality, which challenges the
traditional separation of technology, work, and organization. Sociomateriality promotes the
idea that technology and social practices are inherently inseparable, suggesting a need to
study their intertwined nature to understand contemporary organizational practices better
(Orlikowski & Scott 2008). Leonardi (2012) explains that the term is best used as an
adjective to describe the noun “practice”. Here, “practice” refers to the space where social
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and material factors are imbricated. This imbrication creates the things we can observe and
measure, which we call “technologies” and “organizations”.

There have been several ways in which scholars have tried to explain the intertwined
relationship between technology and humans. Orlikowski (2007) has brought up "constitutive
entanglement" to explain how closely linked the social aspects and material things are in
workplaces. She questions the old way of seeing the social and material as two separate
things that can interact, suggesting instead that they are so closely tied together that one
cannot exist or be understood without the other. Orlikowski (2007) argues that social
interactions and material objects shape each other constantly within organizations. With
real-world examples like how people search for information or use mobile devices for
communication, Orlikowski (2007) shows how these mixed social-material setups influence
and are influenced by how organizations work. These examples reveal the back-and-forth
relationship between technology and human elements, making clear how they work together
to shape the reality of organizations. Orlikowski (2007) encourages us to rethink technology's
role in organizations. She promotes seeing technology not just as an outside factor but as
deeply woven into everyday social interactions and activities.

Barad (2003) has a unique perspective, suggesting that matter actively participates in creating
reality. She believes that material conditions aren't just passive backgrounds for discussions
but actively shape and are shaped by ongoing interactions in the world. Barad (2003)
introduces the idea of “intra-action” to describe how things come into existence through these
entangled processes. In her view, materiality isn't fixed but constantly evolving through
specific interactions that combine both material and discursive elements. Nyberg (2009) uses
Barad's (2003) concept of “intra-action” to explain that the roles and identities of actors,
whether human or non-human, aren't set in advance. Instead, they develop through their
interactions within particular practices. This idea supports Barad's (2003) notion that entities
become what they are through their relationships and interactions, rather than existing as
independent entities beforehand.

Schraube (2013), however, focuses on the concept of the first-person perspective and
includes not just personal interactions but also the broader sociomaterial world we navigate.
This means recognizing that physical objects and technological artifacts play a significant
role in shaping how we experience and interact with the world. Schraube (2013) emphasizes
that these technological artifacts are not just passive tools but active participants in creating
social realities. He describes them as "forms of life" that have the power to influence human
actions and subjectivity. For instance, technology can both enhance and limit what we can do,
embodying both possibilities and constraints. This dual nature of technology shows its
profound impact on society and individual experiences. Schraube (2013) introduces the idea
of sociomaterial meanings as “possibilities to act”, suggesting that technological artifacts
possess their own agency.

Furthermore, the sociomaterial lens has been used to research various contexts,
demonstrating its versatility in understanding organizational dynamics. Styhre (2011)
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examined constitutive entanglement in a construction work environment, focusing on the
interplay between humans and materiality. His findings illustrate that social and material
resources are mutually constitutive, as new tools and technologies on construction sites shape
social interactions and routines, while social conditions influence the evaluation and use of
material resources. Jones (2014) instead studied sociomateriality in a critical care unit (CCU)
within a hospital, particularly the adoption and use of a computer-based clinical information
system (CIS). Waizenegger et al. (2023) explored how employees navigated the challenges of
enforced working from home due to the COVID-19 pandemic through a sociomaterial lens.
Additionally, Scott and Orlikowski (2014) investigated sociomateriality in the context of
social media, focusing on the anonymity and entanglement of user-generated content on
platforms like TripAdvisor and AA (Automobile Association) evaluations. These diverse
studies highlight the broad applicability of the sociomaterial framework in different contexts
showing nuanced ways of the intertwined nature between social practices and varying
materialities.

Agency
One important aspect of sociomateriality is the view of agency. In sociomaterial concepts,
this is mainly about the agency of humans (social) and that of material artifacts. However, the
view of agency can differ a bit, especially when it comes to material agency. According to
Leonardi (2012) material agency refers to the ability of things that aren't human to take action
without people constantly directing them. For example, the weather does what it does, like
raining or changing temperature, without any help from us. This concept tells us that a lot of
our daily life involves dealing with actions that come from the non-human world, actions that
we can't just boil down to human influence.

When talking about technology, this idea of material agency means that objects like
computers and smartphones can have an impact and fulfill human purposes (like the goals of
the people who made or use them), but these objects don't have their own desires or needs
like living beings do (Leonardi, 2012). Orlikowski (2007) argues that it's not the technology
itself that embodies sociomaterial characteristics, but rather the practices in which the
technology is used. Leonardi (2012) elaborates on this by highlighting how technology is not
merely a passive tool; rather, it plays an active role when engaged by humans. Schraube
(2013) acknowledges the agency of technological artifacts and that they play a significant
role in shaping human experiences. Technology not only facilitates and enriches human
agency but also embodies constraints and contradictions, manifesting what he terms
“materialized action”. Schraube (2013) underscores the dual nature of technology as both
enabling and limiting, highlighting the profound impact technological artifacts have on
societal structures and individual experiences. Though it is humans who initiate interactions
with technology to fulfill specific needs, the technology, in turn, exerts its own influence or
“material agency” during these interactions (Leonardi, 2012). This active participation of
technology in human practices shows how deeply intertwined our social objectives and the
material aspects of our tools are, making the practice of using the technology a rich site of
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sociomaterial interplay.

However, another view is that there is no separate materiality (Stein et al., 2014). Here
agency isn't an inherent quality of either humans or non-humans. Instead, it is a capacity that
emerges from their interactions, always changing and evolving (Stein et al., 2014). Humans
and non-humans are in this view treated the same because the focus is on the network of
interests that arises (Stein et al., 2014). The relationships and boundaries between humans
and technologies aren't fixed; they are created and redefined through practice. Over time, the
associations between human and non-human actors are translated, leading to the formation of
new actor-networks (Stein et al., 2014). Leonardi (2012) however views agency as the ability
to continually do things. Both human and material agencies emerge over time, and we can
only understand their full scope through the resistances, knowledge, goals, and plans that
arise where human and non-human agencies intersect. Human agency is the power people
have to set their own goals and achieve them, and is marked by intentionality and a focus on
the future (Leonardi, 2012). This idea suggests that what we do at work isn't just controlled
by the tools or technology we use. When technology seems very limiting, people can still find
ways to use it to their advantage, influencing how it affects their jobs (Leonardi, 2012).
Often, people show this power in how they respond to what technology does on its own.
While Barad (2003) emphasizes the fluidity of agency, Leonardi (2011) focuses on the
specific, complementary roles that different types of agencies play within a system. He
illustrates this through examples such as Microsoft Excel and a simple hammer. While the
physical properties of these tools, their materiality, remain constant, their functions or
material agencies change based on human interaction. Excel's features don't automatically
compute unless activated by a user, and a hammer can either drive nails or hold down papers,
depending on how it is used. In order to understand the human elements (agency) in a
technologically dominant work environment, it is important to understand how human and
material agency interacts.

There are several examples of human agency that are difficult for technology to replace. One
example is what Hökkä et al. (2023) call “emotional agency” which refers to managing one's
own and others emotions. The concept of emotional agency has become increasingly
recognized in professional practices within organizations. Traditionally, agency has been
viewed through a lens of rationality and goal-orientation. However, recent research
underscores the significant impact of emotions on how individuals engage in their
professional roles. Emotional agency at work involves developing competencies to
understand and manage personal and others' emotions effectively (Hökkä et al., 2023). This
skill is learned rather than innate and encompasses the ability to use emotional insights
constructively, especially in challenging situations. Emotional competence enables
individuals to identify their emotional responses, such as stress or inspiration, and use these
emotions to foster personal and professional growth (Hökkä et al., 2023). Additionally,
Hökkä et al. (2023) explains that emotional agency includes the ability to influence the
emotional climate within an organization positively. It emphasizes constructive actions that
enhance positive emotions and manage negative ones without manipulating or suppressing
them. This approach not only supports a healthy workplace environment but also contributes
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to transformative organizational learning and development. Emotional agency combines
emotional understanding and influence, functioning dynamically across personal and
interpersonal levels within an organization's context. It highlights the importance of emotions
in enhancing workplace practices and organizational outcomes.

Methodology

Setting
For our study, we chose to explore a highly digitalized customer service department at one
large Swedish bank. This department is characterized by an extensive use of technology and
digital tools, with most processes being digitalized. In their daily roles, the operators handle
incoming calls from customers, addressing a range of banking matters. One of the biggest
components within this work environment is online banking and this sets the foundation for
both the customers and the operators. Majority of the customers are exercising their banking
experience through the online bank as well as much of the operators' work also involves
guiding bank customers through the online banking system. Within this system, customers
can navigate various products and services offered by the bank. They can view their accounts,
make transfers, order account statements, and more. When it comes to helping the customers
with their problems, the operators do this through the online bank. However, the actual
solving of the problems is heavily automated by the online bank where the operators mainly
navigate through it or just assist the customers within it. Although, there are a small segment
of customers that are not using the online bank, for various reasons. These customers, when
in need of assistance, call in to the digital telephone system and get help from the operators
through the bank's internal digital systems.

Furthermore, except the online bank there are several other digital systems and tools used by
the operators to help customers with their inquiries. In the chosen work environment, the
operators are sitting by their desks with computers as their main tool. All customer inquiries
and tasks are managed through a digital telephone system. This system forms the backbone of
managing the customers, handling calls from both domestic and international customers
needing assistance with banking transactions or guidance on the bank's digital offerings. The
telephone system integrates with a customer relationship management (CRM) system that
displays customer banking details and personal information as soon as a call is connected,
provided the customer successfully authenticates using a personal identification process.

Additional features of the telephone system include assistance with financial transfers,
activated automatically during calls. The intranet serves as a vital resource for operators,
offering access to detailed instructions and information necessary for assisting customers
effectively, including compliance with regulatory requirements. Much of the communication
among staff is also facilitated by digital tools, allowing for coordination and information
sharing even during active customer calls. These tools compensate for limited availability for
direct communication due to ongoing tasks.
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Moreover, the organizational structure includes a system that monitors and enforces
employee adherence to schedules, essential for managing workflow and ensuring readiness to
handle calls. This system also tracks post-call activities, ensuring operators adhere to
designated work times and manage their schedules effectively, with specific performance
metrics such as call frequency and the quality of customer proposals being monitored to
gauge employee effectiveness and enhance customer engagement.

Overall, This type of environment makes it interesting to investigate as technology drives the
efficiency of customer service processes, managing a vast amount of customer data and
interactions through digital tools, while the human elements still remain significant as
technology has yet to substitute them completely. This setup offers a compelling context to
explore the role of humans in a highly digitalized environment.

Research design
For our research design we have chosen a qualitative approach which allows us to dig deep
into our chosen social phenomena (Silverman, 2022), as in our case is understanding the
human role in an almost completely digitalized work environment. Our qualitative research
method utilized a case study approach, focusing on a specific department within a Swedish
bank. Conducting a case study offers a more profound insight into a specific phenomenon
under investigation, which is advantageous (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Furthermore, case studies
focus on examining specific instances in detail. They are intended to be read and understood
as complete narratives, giving a comprehensive view of the particular phenomenon or
situation being studied (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This approach allowed us to delve deeply into the
complexities and nuances of our case, providing a richer, more contextual understanding of
the subjects involved.

The data collection period spanned approximately 8 weeks. Initially, we were provided with
names and contact details of department operators by a contact person at the bank, facilitating
our access to relevant participants for our study. The participants in the study consisted of 20
individuals working part-time in a designated substitute group. The duration of the interviews
ranged between 50 to 90 minutes. Three of these interviews were conducted on-site at the
bank's customer service center, while the remaining interviews were carried out via Microsoft
Teams. All interviews were recorded with the intent to facilitate transcription.

We began our investigation with three pilot interviews to gain a preliminary understanding of
the department's operations and workflows. The insights from these interviews were valuable,
allowing us to grasp the nuanced ways in which the department functioned and how the
operators interacted with established protocols towards their customers.

Thereafter we started conducting the main interviews and after a series of interviews, we
achieved a comprehensive overview of the department and its routines. This overview
enabled us to refine our interview questions, focusing on the interesting aspects we had
identified from earlier discussions. Our interviewees comprised operators from the "entrant
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group”, ensuring that we exclusively engaged with individuals directly involved with the
department under study. This focused approach allowed us to delve deeply into the subject
matter, exploring the human elements in a heavily digitalized work environment. By limiting
our scope to a single department, we ensured that our findings were both detailed and
relevant, offering specific insights into the dynamics at play within this particular
organizational context.

Data collection
We conducted 20 interviews in total, not including the pilot interviews. These adopted a
semi-structured format, as outlined by Bryman (2016). This approach allowed us to follow a
general framework, centered on specific topics, which enabled the interviewees the freedom
to express their thoughts and formulate their responses independently (Silverman, 2022). This
style of interviewing bears resemblance to a conversational exchange between the interviewer
and the interviewee, facilitating a more natural flow of information.

We used an interview guide when conducting our semi-structured interviews, which Bryman
(2016) emphasizes as important. This guide served as a roadmap, containing a set of
questions aimed at producing responses relevant to the study's objectives and research
questions. Importantly, the phrasing of these questions was intentionally broad to maintain
the interview's fluidity and adaptability. The questions were designed to be clear but not
suggestive, avoiding any predetermined order to maintain flexibility (Bryman, 2016). This
approach significantly enhanced the interview's flow and fostered an in-depth discussion.

The structured flexibility of this format also allowed for the integration of follow-up
questions, which were instrumental in uncovering more detailed and nuanced insights. As the
interviews progressed, the interview guide evolved, reflecting new and intriguing findings
from earlier interviews. This iterative adjustment ensured that our inquiry remained aligned
with emerging themes, enriching the depth and breadth of our collected data.

Interviews, often seen as empathetic and thoughtful exchanges, can unintentionally reinforce
power asymmetries between the interviewer and interviewee. Recognizing these imbalances
is important, as they can subtly manipulate and coerce, influencing the responses of the
interviewee (Kvale, 2006). Therefore, we carefully outlined the goals of our study and
emphasized our commitment of capturing the personal views and stories of the respondents
about their work, with the ambition of minimizing power asymmetries.

When conducting the interviews we wanted to make sure the environment was as
comfortable as possible for the respondent. Since all our interviewees were native Swedish
speakers, we chose to conduct the interviews in Swedish. However, conducting interviews in
Swedish presents a challenge in terms of the potential loss of meaning when translating for
the research. The quotes used in our empirical data were modified to ensure they are easily
understandable for the reader. This adaptation was necessary because respondents often use a
less formal or complete language. Bearing this in mind, we endeavored to keep the quotes as
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original as possible, striving to accurately convey the essence of what was said while making
it accessible to a broader audience.

After approximately 18 interviews, the study achieved empirical saturation during the data
collection phase. Empirical saturation occurs when no new essential information is
uncovered, and responses start to repeat those from earlier interviews. This is important in
order to make valid conclusions in the study (Bell et al., 2022).

To ensure high-quality interviews that would yield deep and informative responses, we
conducted pilot interviews. The pilot interviews allowed us to test the questions and see the
interviewees' reactions. This preliminary step not only helped refine the interview format for
the actual sessions but also increased our confidence and assurance in an interview
environment. It provided valuable insights into the company and how the interview could be
structured to create the most conducive environment for discussion. This approach helped us
gather high-quality material from the interviews, important for conducting the best study
possible. The pilot interviews were important for refining and perfecting our interview
questions and procedures. They helped us spot any unclear areas or problems within the
interview guide, ensuring that the questions were well-understood and elicited the desired
responses from participants.

Ethical considerations
Through a letter of content in which all the operators interviewed received and signed prior to
conducting the interview, we informed the participatory operators about their rights, such as
their right of confidentiality, anonymity, and the disclosure of any personal information that
could potentially harm the participant. As well as the right to at any time withdraw from
participating. These letters were provided to all the interviewees as a hard copy, which was
also signed and later returned to us.

Data analysis
With inspiration from Gioia et al. (2012) and grounded theory, the analysis approach for our
study was both intricate and systematic, embracing the complexities inherent in working with
qualitative data. The first step in our data analysis was to transcribe the interviews using
Microsoft Word's transcription tool. We then checked the transcriptions ourselves to make
sure they were accurate. We did the transcription work directly after the interviews to ensure
we didn't forget any details, keeping the transcriptions as precise as possible. The analysis of
the data was made by blending the processes of interviewing and data analysis right from the
start. After completing the first interview, we immediately began the analysis process to
identify interesting aspects and this analysis was conducted continuously throughout the
interview process.

Initially, this involved open coding, based on the ideas of Corbin and Strauss (2015), where
we identified a wide range of codes directly from the data gathered. We went through the
transcripts, sentence by sentence, to find interesting concepts. At this early stage, we
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identified a large number of codes, which is normal according to Gioia et al. (2012). As a
result, we constantly evolved the interview guide, reflecting new and interesting information
obtained from the interviews. New codes were continually identified, and categories began to
emerge. These categories were everything from Stressful situations and Strict schedules to
Inquiries through a telephone system and Adjustments to the customers. This iterative
approach ensured that our research was responsive and adaptive, allowing us to refine our
questions and focus areas based on the insights gained from each interview. This dynamic
process facilitated a better understanding of the topic, as we were able to adjust our approach
in real-time to explore emerging themes and patterns more effectively.

The next step involved sifting through these numerous categories to find patterns and
connections, similar to the process of axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). This allowed us
to narrow down the categories to a more manageable set, from which we could start to draw
out emerging themes and theoretical concepts. We went from a staggering 100 categories,
which we later boiled down to approximately 15 redefined categories. These categories were
more focused towards potential research e.g Work tasks, Routines, and Digital tools.

Finally, the last step involved creating the final themes for the findings episode. This process
employed an iterative approach, beginning with broad themes that were gradually refined.
Initially, we pinpointed three key categories: The digitalized work environment, The diversity
of customer issues, and The human aspects of customer interactions. Ultimately, we narrowed
down to just the human elements of these interactions, identifying three specific strategies for
managing customers' emotions. These became our final themes that will be presented in the
findings section.

Findings
In our findings, we have identified three distinct strategies for managing customer emotions
in this context: Modulating, Harmonizing, and Enhancing. This sets the stage for a deeper
exploration of how these strategies are applied and their effectiveness in a digital customer
service setting.

Noteworthy to consider is that in this digital environment, where customer interactions are
conducted digitally, operators do not have the ability to use facial expressions, such as
smiling, or body language to manage emotions. Instead, they must rely entirely on tone,
language, and the pace of communication. This places a higher demand on operators to
accurately read the customer’s emotional state.

Modulating
A recurring theme from the interviews regarding managing customers was to modulate their
feelings or mood. This strategic adjustment is specifically targeted at reducing negative
emotions such as frustration, anger, or anxiety, which the customer may be experiencing
during the interaction.
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Angry customers were a common topic in the interviews. The reasons varied, but most often
it was due to long wait times or issues with one of the digital banking tools. For angry
customers, one operator mentioned that sometimes a way to modulate their emotional state is
to let them talk it out and then help them with their problems:

I try to get the customer, if they are irritated, to say what they want to say and talk
it out a bit. Then I help the customers with what I can and in 9 out of 10 cases, it
usually ends with them thanking me for the help. [Employee 8]

By actively listening and showing empathy towards the customer, it can have a calming effect
on the customer's frustration. The actual solution to the problem itself is largely handled by
digital systems that the operators navigate, but without modulating their mood the solving of
the customers problem might take longer time. This is because the actual problem might not
become obvious if the customer is in an angry or frustrated state. So by listening, the operator
not only tries to understand their problems but it can also be used as a strategy for turning
around their mood.

However, the interviewees also emphasized the importance of adjusting the mindset and
communication approach based on the customer's mood. Particularly with angry customers,
one operator stressed the necessity of remaining calm and being especially cautious with their
phrasing to avoid exacerbating the situation.

And of course, one changes one's mindset or attitude towards the customer based
on the feeling one gets from the conversation. So, if I talk to a customer who is
angry, I take it much more calmly and carefully and try not to make the customer
even more upset. [Operator 11]

Operator 6 further explained that it could also involve balancing the tone and wording;
“Adjusting one's tone or directly asking the customer to calm down and listen can also help
manage the situation more effectively.”

Here, instead of allowing customers to vent, operators leverage their communication
skills. The operator must read the customer's cues and adjust their tone, language, and
attitude accordingly. These varied approaches demonstrate the need for a keen ability to
discern which method works best for each customer. Letting the customer vent might
not always be the best approach; if the operator misjudges the situation, it could instead
escalate the customer's anger.

As already presented, the operator's objective is not merely to respond to customer inquiries
but to actively alter the customer's mood or attitude. Stated by operator 16, this can also be
accomplished by just simply reassuring customers that their concerns are being addressed
with the utmost seriousness and that all efforts are being made to resolve their issues
efficiently.
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I try to change the customer's mood or attitude; it's about making the customer
understand that I am doing everything in my power to address or solve their
problem.

Sometimes, operators only need to reassure customers that they will work on solving their
problem, as exemplified by this statement. If this doesn't calm the customers, operators may
use other approaches to improve their mood.

Furthermore, operator 4 reported employing a strategy of asking numerous questions; “I ask
many questions, mostly to fully ensure what the customer needs help with, and to be able to
bring up all the concerns and worries from the customer”. This technique might serve a dual
purpose; ensuring a clear understanding of the customer’s needs and allowing the customer to
express all their concerns and doubts fully. This thorough questioning is important not only
for gathering all relevant information to assist the customer effectively but also for
demonstrating empathy and dedication, which can significantly defuse potential frustrations.

Some operators like the idea of being more straightforward and direct in their approach
towards angry customers. One operator expressed that when one has worked in customer
service for a while, one learns to have a direct approach with customers who behave poorly.

It's about being able to adapt your approach to the specific customer. You have to
sense the customer's mood. With an angry customer, you should try to be
straightforward and clear, explaining that you are doing everything in your power
to help. [Operator 18]

But in some cases, it goes too far and the customers are not receptive to help at all or are just
not behaving well. In such instances, some mentioned that you simply have to tell the
customer that they are not receptive and then end the call.

And if you notice that the customer is not receptive at all, then it's just, well,
thank you for the call and hang up. I had to do this simply because some
customers do not want to accept the information, even for us who know, or you
know that you are right and you have the answer in front of you. [Operator 11]

This approach sometimes makes the customers change their behavior and becomes more
approachable. This strategy was described by operator 3 as effective, with most customers
promptly moderating their tone following the warning. This helps in maintaining a
professional and respectful dialogue, ensuring that the interaction remains constructive.

It happens that I have to inform the customer that if they continue to be
unpleasant or use offensive language, I will have to end the call, which I find to
be effective, as most customers quickly change their tone.
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A direct approach can have a noticeable effect on customers, influencing their responses and
behavior during interactions. This approach, characterized by straightforward and clear
communication, can be effective in resolving issues quickly and efficiently. However, as
previously mentioned, because of the customer's angry state the operators might need to
exercise good judgment in deciding when to employ this strategy. Misjudging the situation
can lead to unintended negative outcomes, where the direct approach may come across as too
blunt or insensitive, potentially upsetting the customer further. In instances where customers
become overly aggressive or rude in their tone, operators might face the challenge of
managing their own emotions. It is important for them to maintain composure and
professionalism, even in the face of hostility. This emotional intelligence is essential, as
responding to rudeness with similar behavior can escalate the situation and lead to a negative
experience for both parties.

Additionally the operators emphasized that stressed customers appear quite often as well.
Situations such as unexpected transactions from their accounts, lost bank cards needing
urgent replacement, or the frustrations of long wait times commonly elevate stress levels for
the customers. Additionally, identity theft and anxieties over important financial decisions
further contribute to customer stress. Each scenario underscores the need for sensitive and
efficient customer service to quickly address and alleviate these pressing concerns. A general
approach to handle stressed customers is mainly to try to calm the customer to be able to
actually help them with their inquiries. This is exemplified by operator 6; “So really, I believe
that almost always the answer to these stressful situations is just to calm the customer down
and try to help them with their question, because that is fundamentally why they are so
agitated in the conversation”.

The strategic adjustment by the operators for stressed customers appeared quite similar to that
of angry customers. It involves trying to calm customers by acknowledging the importance of
reading non-verbal cues, such as tone of voice and overall behavior, to assess the customer's
mood and receptiveness. Operators indicate that they adjust their approach based on these
cues, aiming to change the employee's stressed energy. So, if a customer appears stressed or
agitated, operators may adopt a more calming and empathetic tone to ease the interaction, as
stated by one operator.

Meanwhile, with a stressed customer, you should act calm and methodical,
clearly explaining the steps you are taking and that you are working on solving
the problem. [Operator 18]

This statement further emphasizes the already stated importance of communication skills
with managing customers and their inquiries. Strong communication abilities may enable
operators to better understand customer needs, address concerns, and provide clear,
empathetic support, which might enhance the customer's experience.

Another method for managing a stressful customer interaction is that some operators might
suggest bank service proposals to the customer while the call is momentarily paused. The

14



pause function in the telephone system is a digital approach which shows technology's way of
helping the operator. This allows the customer to contemplate the benefits of the program,
such as reduced annual costs and more favorable insurance rates, while the employee
searches for answers to their queries. According to operator 4, this strategy may help divert
the customer's attention and can calm impatient or disgruntled customers by presenting them
with an opportunity to consider an advantageous offer.

In cases where I know it will take time to get answers, or to carry out an
international payment, for example, I know that the customer can become
stressed and impatient. Then, I try to give the customer something else to think
about. For instance, I might bring up a customer proposal so that the customer
can consider whether they would like to become a key customer. It's like giving
the customer a task or something to ponder while I am away.

Though, the operator needs to be careful with the timing of such a proposal as it could have
the reversed effect instead. This could further irritate the customer as they might perceive this
as the operator not trying to help them with their inquiry. Therefore, this approach could be
viewed as somewhat risky, requiring the operator to possess a good sense of when to proceed
in this manner and be ready to handle any resulting consequences.

Moreover from the interviews, it became evident that a simple request for patience could
significantly influence a customer's emotions. Operator 4 noted that asking customers to wait
while they sought additional information or consulted with a colleague often had a calming
effect; “I perceive in some cases that customers become calm when I ask them to wait while I
consult a colleague or check with another department.”.

What we can draw from this is that when customers see that efforts are being made to solve
their problems, it can make them feel reassured and less stressed or upset. Customers are
perceived as being comforted by knowing that action is being taken to help them, even if they
need to wait a little. This highlights how important good communication is in customer
service. Making sure customers know their issues are being dealt with can make interactions
with them smoother and more positive.

Even for stressed customers, a common way to modulate their stress is sometimes to not talk
at all and instead let them talk it out and show that you are listening. This is explained by
operator 3;

Many of the stressed customers I let them talk it out and express their problems
and worries. By allowing them to do so, I feel that the customer finds a sense of
calm. By being an ear for the customer to share things with, I think it is important
to let the customer speak.

This shows the importance of human interaction in customer service, underscoring that just
listening and genuine engagement can surpass the capabilities of digital tools. When
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operators attentively listen and connect on an emotional level, it not only has the potential to
validate the customer's feelings, making them feel valued and modulate their emotions, but
could also boost customer loyalty and overall satisfaction.

Moreover, if customers interact with a bank only through digital tools like online banking,
they miss out on the kind of personal interaction that can really help when they have a
problem. For example, if a customer can't figure out how to use parts of the bank's website or
app, they often end up calling customer service for help. In these situations, the role of the
customer service agent becomes clear. It's not just about fixing a technical issue. The
employee also needs to address the customer's frustration or upset feelings. When a customer
calls in feeling frustrated, the agent needs to do more than solve the problem; they need to
make the customer feel understood and cared for.

To wrap it up, the Modulating strategy is reactive, focusing primarily on customers who
display negative emotions such as frustration, anger, or stress. The goal here is to alleviate
these negative emotions and guide the customer towards a more neutral or even positive state.
This approach is essential in preventing emotions from escalating and obstructing effective
communication. Operators using this strategy need to deploy empathetic listening, offer
calming reassurances, and use strategic questioning that helps diffuse tension and hopefully
turn their mood around. Allowing customers to fully express their concerns often leads to a
natural de-escalation of negative emotions, as they feel genuinely heard and understood.
Moreover, modulating one’s tone and carefully choosing words that convey both
understanding and a commitment to resolving issues are important components of this
strategy. Successfully modulating emotions requires a high degree of emotional intelligence
and quick, accurate assessments of emotional cues to adapt responses accordingly.

Harmonize
A second strategy found in the interviews was harmonizing the customers' emotions. This is
when the operators adjust their own emotional expressions, specifically their tone of voice
and the speed at which they speak, to match those of the customer they are assisting. This
adjustment is not merely mimetic but is strategically employed to create a supportive and
empathetic communication environment

In customer service interactions, the age of customers can play a significant role in
determining the approach needed for effective communication. The topic of elderly
customers emerged frequently in interviews, highlighting them as a distinct and important
customer segment. Older individuals often lack familiarity with digital technologies, which
can pose unique challenges in service interactions. They typically require more
comprehensive guidance and support to navigate digital tools that younger generations might
use effortlessly.

I have to confirm to ensure that they really have the correct information or the
right pages open on their digital devices, for example when it comes to getting a
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new bank account, you usually need to confirm in several different steps and be a
little more detailed in your descriptions to get the result you want. [Operator 13]

Therefore, patience becomes an essential virtue when dealing with elderly customers. The
pace of their interactions might be slower, often requiring repeated explanations or additional
time to understand new processes, which can be a source of frustration for unprepared service
workers. However, recognizing the importance of these interactions contributes significantly
to the customers overall satisfaction.

When some customers cannot follow instructions or digital guidance, it
complicates our work and creates a certain level of frustration, which is most
noticeable when the older generation is trying to adopt digital solutions. This
makes it difficult for us to avoid becoming frustrated in the conversation. But it is
something you need to manage. [Operator 13]

This might require the operators to manage their own emotions, thinking about not showing
potential frustration. If the operators show frustration, the elderly customers' mood might
change to an irritated or angry one which then might affect the inquiries but also their overall
experience of the bank.

Moreover, when interacting with elderly customers, the method of communication needs
careful consideration. The operators must adapt their language to be calm, slow, and
exceptionally clear to match the elders and to ensure that instructions and information are
easily understandable. This adjustment is important not just for clarity but also to convey
respect and patience.

Regarding the older customer segment, it is understandable that a greater degree
of adaptation is required, especially in terms of the pace of speech. It may be
necessary to proceed more slowly in verbal expressions and to significantly
simplify the information conveyed. [Operator 13]

The statement emphasizes that operators must consider both the clarity of the language they
use and the speed at which they deliver it. Even if an operator chooses clear and simple
words, speaking too quickly can still pose comprehension challenges for older customers,
who may need more time to process information. Therefore, it's important for operators to
combine both the adjusting of the pace of their speech along with their choice of words to
ensure that all customers fully understand and can engage in the conversation effectively.
This approach may not only improve communication effectiveness but may also enhance the
overall customer experience by making it more inclusive and accessible.

Operators may also harmonize their behavior in relation to the language proficiency of the
customer, which is important to consider in customer interactions for the operators. The
interviewees emphasized that the linguistic ability is an important aspect that can not be
forgotten about. One operator mentioned;
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You can't have the same approach with someone who speaks exceptionally good
Swedish compared to someone who barely speaks Swedish; it just doesn't work,
so you have to constantly adjust your approach. And that, you get good at it. It's
hard at first, but you eventually get good at it. [Operator 9]

The operators emphasized here as well the ability to tailor language and pace of speech to
accommodate customers with varying levels of language proficiency. This involves not only
simplifying language but also adjusting the pace of speech to ensure clarity and
understanding. When communicating with customers who may struggle with Swedish,
operators adopt a slower pace and use simpler language to facilitate comprehension. This was
exemplified by Operator 2; Customers with more linguistic difficulties or barriers, if you
want to call it that, require you to be a bit more explicit and use simpler words to make it
easier for them to understand what you mean.Additionally, they may employ visual aids or
demonstrations to further enhance understanding..

In such scenarios, patience is also an important ability for the operators as these types of
calls could take a bit longer. This is also a strategy for managing customers by matching their
communication style to that of the customer.

By adapting their communication style to the varied linguistic capacity of customers,
operators demonstrate a commitment to providing inclusive and accessible service, ensuring
that all customers receive the assistance they require in a manner that suits their individual
language capabilities. However, even though the operators demonstrate the ability to adapt
their communication style for customers with language difficulties, providing service in the
customers' native languages could significantly enhance the effectiveness of the
communication and the overall customer experience. Since the bank only offers services in
Swedish and English, customers who are not proficient in these languages might not receive
help in the most optimal way.

However, when dealing with customers who don't have language difficulties, they still need
to adjust their approach. They noted that if a customer speaks very formally, they adjust to
that, and likewise, if a customer uses more informal language, they adjust their own language
accordingly. It's largely about making the customer feel comfortable while also helping them
with their question or problem.

If it's a person who speaks very formally, you adapt to that. It's about reading the
customer as quickly as possible, in order to adjust your approach. [Operator 9 ]

This statement highlights their understanding that each customer interaction might require a
unique communication style based on the individual's language skills and preferences, not
only the ones with language difficulties. Even though the operators might have a preferred
way of communicating which they feel the most comfortable with, they adapt themselves
towards the customers in order to provide the best help possible.
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By succeeding to match the communication with the customers the conversation gets
smoother and facilitates mutual understanding between the employee and the customer.
Furthermore, the operators perceive that when a customer feels understood on an emotional
level, they are more likely to open up and provide more detailed information about their
needs or the problems they are facing. This openness allows the operators to grasp the
situation better and offer more targeted, relevant solutions. It prevents misunderstandings and
reduces the need for repetitive clarifications, making the conversation more efficient. This
can then lead to a sense of understanding and learning for the customer when the emotions
are matched where customers might get the feeling that they are understood without having to
explain or clarify their problem unnecessarily. This can reduce the need to repeat the same
information and decrease the likelihood that they need to contact the service multiple times
for the same issue. Such efficiency not only saves time for both the customer and the service
provider but also builds a foundation of trust and confidence.

To conclude, the Harmonizing strategy is adaptive and centers around aligning the service
operators' emotional expressions and communication style with those of the customer. This
strategy does more than just react to emotions; it seeks to create an empathetic mirror of the
customer's emotional state to facilitate rapport and trust. This is particularly effective in
bridging emotional and cultural differences, making the customer feel at ease and respected.
For example, if a customer communicates slowly and with concern, the service provider
might also adopt a slower, more thoughtful speech pattern, reflecting the customer's style and
concerns in their own tone. This alignment reassures the customers that they are validated
and understood, promoting more open and effective communication. Harmonizing involves a
careful balancing act of mirroring without mimicking, requiring service operators to be
highly attentive and responsive to subtle cues in tone, pace, and language.

Enhancing
The third strategy found from the interviews was the enhancement of emotions. Enhancing
involves amplifying the positive aspects of the customer’s mood or creating a positive shift if
the mood is neutral to begin with.

Most customers who call in with questions are actually happy and friendly, which is also
appreciated by the operators. In such cases, the operators try to match their energy and
respond to them just as pleasantly.

It's more common to have nice and friendly customers. Some I've only helped
with a simple transfer, which customers have been really happy about. [Operator
6]

Here we can see that happy customers who call in can become even happier just by receiving
help. Therefore, there is a good opportunity for operators to further enhance their cheerful
mood by adapting to this, thereby improving their perception of the bank's services.
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Sometimes operators also add a little humor when talking to the customer. This keeps things
positive and friendly. It's a way to connect with them and make the conversation more fun
while still helping them with what they need. Joking around can make the atmosphere lighter
and make the customer feel relaxed, which makes their experience with the service better
overall. Here it is about taking “advantage” of the situation and trying to enhance the
customer's mood. This is exemplified by operator 6; “With other customers, you can even
joke a bit during the conversation.”

By choosing an enthusiastic tone and positive phrasing, the employee actively works to create
a positive and welcoming atmosphere. This not only helps to solve the customer's problems
or answer questions but might also enhance a positive experience.

But one thing the operators need to have in mind is boundaries. Where these boundaries are
set might be difficult to have in mind and understand, but is important. The operators need to
maintain a level of professionalism that respects the limits of personal interaction. Engaging
too personally with customers can lead to several potential issues. For instance, if an
employee is excessively friendly or personal, a customer might feel a special connection to
that particular operator and request them in future interactions.

Moreover, forming personal relationships with customers can set unrealistic expectations for
the level of personalized service a customer might expect in the future, which other operators
might not be able to fulfill. This can lead to dissatisfaction if the preferred operator is
unavailable, thereby impacting the overall customer experience negatively. Therefore, a
balanced approach is needed from the operators in order to enhance the customer's emotional
state. It is not only about adjusting one's own emotions in order to enhance the customer's
good mood but can also be to find a balance between enhancing but also thinking about not
crossing boundaries and making it too personal.

Furthermore, another approach to enhance the emotions of the customer is that the employee
shares additional benefits or features that align with a customer's specific interests or that
could create a higher satisfaction for the service. This strategy is not merely informational or
sales-oriented, although these are certainly underlying goals. More significantly, it serves to
elevate the customer's positive emotions throughout the interaction. By highlighting aspects
of a product or service that resonate personally with the customer, the employee enhances the
overall experience, turning a routine transaction into an engaging conversation that fosters
greater customer satisfaction and loyalty. In this approach, the role of technology is also
evident. Here, the operator presents automatically generated suggestions from digital systems
and tools to enhance the customer's banking experience. This requires the employee to
emotionally engage in order to create a positive experience and build an emotional
connection with the customer. Hence, the engagement could transform the interaction from a
simple exchange of information into an emotionally resonant experience that can solidify a
customer’s loyalty and overall experience to the brand. By effortfully managing their own
emotional expressions and actively working to enhance the customer's positive feelings this
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can evoke specific and desired reactions from the customer.

Overall, the Enhancing strategy is proactive and targets customers who are already
experiencing neutral or positive emotions. The objective here is to elevate these positive
feelings, transforming the interaction from satisfactory to delightful and memorable. This
strategy capitalizes on opportunities to reinforce positive emotions through enthusiastic
engagement, humor, and interactions tailored to the customer’s specific interests or needs.
For instance, recognizing a customer’s pleasure in a simple feature and then highlighting
additional, perhaps unexpected benefits can significantly enhance their overall perception and
satisfaction. This approach not only maintains the customer's current positive state but
actively enhances it, aiming to exceed expectations and contribute positively to their
experience.

Discussion

The human elements
The aim of this study was to explore a work environment that was characterized by
technological dominance to see what the human role is. With our research question; “What
are the human elements left in an almost completely digitalized environment?“, we found
three strategies that the operators exercise to manage customers' emotions.

Hökkä et al. (2023) when talking about emotional agency, refers to competence and
influence. Competence involves recognizing, understanding, and considering both your own
emotions and those of others at work. For example, it means being aware of your own anxiety
in stressful situations without ignoring it, and instead managing it (Hökkä et al., 2023). By
doing this, you can use your emotions as a source of information and a way to understand
others' feelings, especially in tense situations. Understanding and handling emotions makes it
more likely that you will respond constructively, even when facing challenges (Hökkä et al.,
2023). Our findings reveal multiple approaches to handling customers' emotions. These
different methods illustrate how various operators choose the approach that suits them best.
For example, some operators believe that being direct and straightforward with angry
customers is effective, while others think it's better to be more understanding. These
approaches highlight the need for tailored interactions with customers but also emphasize the
importance of selecting methods that align with the operator's own strengths and
circumstances. This shows how the operators both need to consider their own and the
customers' emotions with their approaches, aligning with what Hökkä et al. (2023)
emphasizes. However, this may not be something operators consciously consider during
interactions. None of the interviewees explicitly mentioned the importance of competence,
suggesting it might instead be a type of tacit knowledge, something learned through
experience. For example, when dealing with happy customers, operators need to instinctively
know the fine line between being enthusiastic and maintaining professionalism. This is
something the operators might just possess, suggesting that the operators have an emotional
competence within this regard.
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Furthermore, when talking about influence, Hökkä et al. (2023) explains that it can be
focused on one’s own subjective emotions or on those of others, and also on the practices,
actions, and interactions within the organization. The three strategies brought up show the
constant adjustment the operators need to take into consideration when managing their
customers. Our findings show that operators not only handle customers' emotions but also
need to manage their own emotions to succeed. For example, if a customer is angry and
behaves rudely, it is easy for the operators to become angry, frustrated, or take the customer's
words personally. To turn the customer's mood around, the operator must therefore consider
their own emotions as well. Failing with keeping yourself calm might have the opposite
effect on the customer as it could make them even angrier. This applies to all situations as
with older customers, patience is required, and the operator needs to manage their own
feelings to avoid irritation when the customer may not fully understand. When interacting
with a very happy customer, it's easy for the operator to mirror that happiness. However, to
stay professional, the operator must maintain a level of composure. This is one aspect of what
Hökkä et al. (2023) suggest with emotional agency at work, to manage your own emotions.
When succeeding with managing one's own emotions, the operators give themselves good
conditions to eventually manage the customers emotions.

The influencing aspect of emotional agency is clearly evident in that of operators influencing
the customers' different emotions. The modulating strategy not just acknowledges these
emotions but is about actively transforming negative feelings into more neutral or positive
experiences. The harmonizing strategy, where the emotional expressions and communication
styles are carefully adjusted to mirror those of the customer. This is more than empathy; it's
an active engagement that seeks to create a sense of emotional synchronicity between the
customer and the operator, fostering trust and ease. The enhancing strategy however, is about
elevating positive emotions rather than simply responding to or aligning with them. Here, the
operator instead uses enthusiasm and tailored interactions to transform a customer’s
satisfactory experience into a delightful one. All three strategies, in different ways, are
examples of emotional agency where the operators are actively influencing the customers
emotions (Hökkä et al., 2023). The modulating and enhancing are more about influencing the
customers mood and emotions whereas the harmonizing strategy is more adaptive in nature,
trying to adjust oneself to that of the customer.

However, these customer service strategies also illustrate an evolution in the concept of
emotional agency. In emotional agency, as explored by Hökkä et al. (2023), the focus often
lies in understanding and regulating one's own emotions and those of others within the
workplace to improve interactions, collaboration, and overall workplace climate. For
example, an employee might use their understanding of emotional dynamics to defuse a tense
meeting or inspire teamwork during challenging projects. Our findings show how emotional
agency can be used digitally and externally, within customer interaction environments. In
essence, while our findings align with the established concept of emotional agency by Hökkä
et al. (2023), they also challenge and expand this concept to consider the strategic,
customer-focused applications of emotional skills in business contexts. This broadened
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perspective not only enhances the concept of emotional agency but also underscores its
importance in diverse professional practices beyond the internal dynamics of organizations.

Moreover, these strategies demonstrate that emotional agency can be a significant business
tool, not just a personal or internal organizational skill. In customer service, emotional agency
becomes a strategic asset, used to sculpt the customer journey and experience deliberately.
This utilization of emotional agency reflects a sophisticated understanding that emotions
directly can influence customer retention and satisfaction. Our findings suggest that
emotional agency in a customer service context involves a dynamic and ongoing interplay of
tactics tailored to the emotional state of the customer, modulating, harmonizing, and
enhancing. This expands the view of emotional agency, which may not always consider the
commercial and service-oriented implications of managing emotions. We argue that these
strategies together form a comprehensive framework for managing customer emotions in
digital environments. Each strategy has its specific application, suited to different emotional
contexts encountered in customer interactions. While Modulating focuses on neutralizing
negativity, Harmonizing aims to build emotional synergy, and Enhancing seeks to elevate the
positive. By employing these strategies, digital customer service operators can navigate and
optimize customer interactions across the full spectrum of emotions, ensuring that each
customer feels valued, understood, and satisfied.

The interplay between humans and technology
Broadening our perspective, our research uncovers a work environment deeply embedded in
digitalization. Human elements, though essential, constitute only a small fraction of the
activities within this environment. Through a sociomaterial lens, we can better understand the
intricate interplay between technological and human elements, revealing how each influences
and shapes the other. Here, we will also bring in emotional agency into the equation to see
how that is entangled with technology and other human agencies.

To start off we will talk about technology and the role it plays within our setting. Technology
sets the foundation for all practice at this customer service department mainly due to the
online bank. Most customers use the online bank for their needs as they can navigate various
bank products and services, view accounts, make transfers, order statements, and so on.
Operators assist customers with issues via the online bank, but problem-solving is mostly
automated, with operators mainly providing support and guidance. This exemplifies what
Leonardi (2012) views as material agency. In this context, humans (both the operators and the
customers) interact with technology to meet specific needs, but the technology also exerts its
own influence or "material agency" during these interactions (Leonardi, 2012). If there were
no online banking, then the operators and customers would act differently.

According to Leonardi (2012), human agency refers to the ability of individuals to set and
achieve their own goals, characterized by intentionality. For the customers, this would be
taking care of their financial situation in the best possible way which they do through the
online bank. Leonardi (2012) further suggests that what we do is not just controlled by the
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tools or technology we use, however the agency of the technology affects how the customers
do their banking and how they take care of their economy. The customer's agency might
sometimes get interrupted. For example, when there are issues with the bank's digital
systems, the customer's agency is affected because it limits their ability to perform banking
actions. This is a further example of how technology can impact human agency. The example
also aligns with Schraube's (2013) argument that technology not only facilitates human
agency but can also act as a constraint. There are also cases where customers feel that digital
banking might be too complex and they can not figure out how to solve their problems. In
those situations, the technology instead acts as a constraint rather than a facilitator for those
customers that might not be too familiar with digital tools and systems. Therefore, technology
may have different effects on different customers as it might instead facilitate other customers
that are more comfortable within digital spaces. Our findings reveal that this is where the
operator's role becomes involved in the process. These different enabling or constraining
aspects, often arising from the technology, creates different emotions for the customers.
Thereafter, they call the customer service of the bank, with various emotional states, and want
to get their issues solved. This is where the emotional agency of the operators comes in.

As our findings reveal, the operators must manage both their own and their customers'
emotions in their daily work, aligning with Hökkä et al. (2023) concept emotional agency.
Leonardi (2012) argues that the resistances in the interplay is important to fully understand
the sociomaterial scope. The resistance for the customers is in our case the customers
emotions that erupt when their goals of taking care of their financial problems gets
interrupted by the technology. When customers call for help, they may be angry, stressed,
happy, digitally inexperienced, or have language difficulties. Here, the operators act as
intermediaries, using their emotional agency to manage customers' emotions, which
technology alone cannot handle. They adjust their own emotions to match the customer's
situation but also manage the customer's emotions to provide the best possible assistance. By
helping customers with their inquiries, operators enable them to complete previously
problematic banking actions. This illustrates how different types of human agency can have
different roles within an entanglement and that they can be interconnected and support each
other.

Although, in the interaction between the customer and the operator, technology is deeply
intertwined with the operator's work. Beyond the online bank, operators rely on various
digital tools and systems to perform their tasks, such as digital telephone systems, CRM
systems, and more. These tools enable operators to effectively interact with customers and
smoothly assist the customers as the majority of the processes involved in resolving different
issues are automated. The automation provided by these digital systems allows operators to
focus more on the actual interaction with the customer, employing different strategies to
manage their emotions and provide the best possible assistance. This further shows the
entanglement between humans and technology within this setting, demonstrating how deeply
intertwined they are in practice (Orlikowski, 2007). Before examining the findings, it may
seem as though the human factor and technology are viewed as two separate entities that do
not perform tasks in a cohesive action, but rather as distinct actors. Nevertheless, it has
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become clear that humans and technology cannot operate without one and other in this case.
As Orlikowski and Scott (2008) is arguing, technology itself nor the human itself are able to
extract or perform any necessary task by themselves, rather it is done intertwined. For
example, the actual function of the digital telephone system is not possessed until it is being
used by the operator, which emphasizes that technology impacts human interactions and vice
versa, showing the closely intertwined relation between technology and operators
(Orlikowski, 2007).

However, the technological factor obstructs the display of the emotional expression in ways,
which could in fact complicate the display of emotions between the operators and the
customers. Instead, reading verbal cues and apprehending the tone and speed of voice
becomes essentials, as the operators have to adjust to and work with in handling the many
emotions of customers. Although technology limits the control of emotions in many ways, it
also enables it as the phone allows the two parties to communicate, even though the setting
does not allow for face-to-face interaction. This goes in line with Schraube (2013) who
argues that technology can be both constraining and enabling in social structures.

What we observe is that these actors are continuously interacting and influencing each other
in this setting as Orlikowski (2007) emphasizes how social aspects and material things are
closely intertwined in workplaces. Technology consistently impacts both the operators and
the customers having material agency, actively impacting and fulfilling human purposes
(Leonardi et al., 2012). Customers engage with the online banking system, highlighting the
ongoing dynamic interplay between human and technological elements, however, while these
objects don't have desires or needs like living beings, they play an active role when engaged
by humans, shaping and influencing human actions and interactions. Moreover, in this
context we see how different human agencies affect each other, but that those agencies are
constantly intertwined with technology.

Furthermore, our study uncovers how emotional agency is intertwined with technology and
its role in a technologically dominant work environment. What we found was that the
operators almost complemented the aspects the technology is not able to manage, being the
emotions. The operators' emotional agency and technology here could be seen as having
complementary roles, even though they interplay together to provide solutions to the
customers. This goes in line with how Leonardi (2011) sees the intertanglement between
human and material agency. He argues that human and technological agencies have
complementary roles within a system. The human elements found in this case shows its
important role in managing customers emotions. While digital tools are useful and efficient,
our findings reveal that they lack the ability to connect emotionally with customers. Human
interaction in customer service is important not just for solving issues but for making
customers feel supported and important. The operators act as intermediaries, managing the
customers emotions and problems arising from the customers intertwined relation with
technology (the online bank). They assist customers in navigating their relationship with
technology by taking care of tasks that the technology cannot handle. This personal touch is
something that digital platforms alone cannot yet provide. Thereby, the operators and

25



technology serve different roles but are together interplaying both enhancing and sometimes
constraining each other.

Conclusion
This article's aim was to explore the human elements in an almost completely digitalized
work environment. Our findings reveal the human role of specifically managing emotions of
customers in a digital customer service environment. With the lens of sociomateriality, we
have also explored intricate interplay between human operators and the technology, showing
the intertwined nature of them both in practice.

First of all, our study has contributed to the literature of digital workplaces and the role of
technology within work. By exploring the human elements that still persist in a heavily
digitalized work environment, we have shown the still existing human role. Our findings
illustrate the role that human operators play in interfacing with digital systems, particularly in
the realm of customer service. Despite advances in technology that could suggest a
diminishing role for human participation, our findings highlight the contributions of human
emotional intelligence. Our study posits that the future of organizational design might not be
about choosing between human or technological capabilities but understanding how each can
complement the other to create more effective, resilient, and adaptable systems.

By putting on the sociomaterial glasses when viewing this context, we have contributed to the
sociomaterial research exploring the entanglement of humans and technology where the
human role might not be evident whereas the technological aspects dominate. We have
further contributed by adding emotional agency into the equation, showing how it interplays
with all the digital systems and tools within the setting.

Our study further sheds light on emotional agency in a digital customer service context,
emphasizing its importance in technology-driven settings. Emotional agency, the ability to
manage one's own emotions and those of others, extends to digital interactions where human
and technological elements are deeply connected. We have expanded the view by not only
enriching the concept of emotional agency, with various practical examples, but also
highlighting its importance in other professional settings beyond just internal organizational
dynamics. We found that customer service operators use strategies like Modulating,
Harmonizing, and Enhancing to actively shape customer emotions, aligning with
organizational goals and improving customer experiences. This shows emotional agency as a
dynamic practice that adapts to digital mediums, despite the absence of non-verbal cues.

Understanding the interplay between technology and human elements is also important for
managers in today's digital but inherently human business environment. This knowledge
enhances decision-making capabilities as managers can make informed choices about
technology investments and the structuring of their organizations to support both efficiency
and employee satisfaction. By seeing the potential in technology to augment human
capabilities, managers can foster an environment that leverages both technology and human
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insight to potentially create competitive advantage. Hence, this balance can help
organizations to thrive by creating value that resonates on multiple levels.

Overall, the article emphasizes the important role of human emotional agency in digital
customer service, highlighting that human operators are essential for effectively managing
customer emotions, even in highly digitalized environments. It challenges the idea of
replacing human elements with technology by showing the importance of emotional skills in
digital contexts where non-verbal cues are absent. Additionally, the study contributes to
sociomaterial research as it understands the necessary human role in digitalized workplaces,
acknowledging emotional agency and how it interacts with technology. Lastly, it underscores
the importance for managers to understand how to integrate human and technological
resources to optimize organizational performance and gain competitive advantages.

Limitations
The conclusions drawn from this research are derived from a single case study, which limits
its generalizability. To confirm the applicability of these findings to other contexts, additional
studies across various settings are required. The given time constraint limited our ability to
conduct a more extensive data collection process, which might include longitudinal
observations or multiple interactions with each participant. Consequently, this may have
restricted the depth and the variety of contexts in which data were gathered, potentially
overlooking some variations or complexities of the study topic.

Future research
Given that our study focused on just one specific case, limits how widely our findings can be
applied. To make the results stronger and more broadly relevant, future research should look
at this subject in various settings. This could mean doing similar studies with different groups
of people or in different places to see if our initial findings are consistent or if new patterns
show up.

In recognizing the specific time frame of our study, it's important to note that it looks at a
period when not all customers are skilled at using digital banking platforms. As more people
become comfortable with these technologies, the roles of human workers in digital customer
service might change. These roles could become less necessary or might shift into new areas
that we have not fully explored yet.

Future research should aim to track how customer skills with digital technology develop over
time and see how this affects the need for human interaction in customer service. Such
research could use long-term studies to better understand how technology improvements and
the growth of human skills influence each other. It would be especially useful to study how
better digital skills among customers reduce or change their need for the emotional support
and personalized service currently provided by humans.
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We suggest that future studies should look at which human skills become more or less crucial
as digital tools get easier to use. This might also include exploring new roles for human
workers in settings where technology handles simpler tasks, such as managing more complex
issues that technology can't yet solve. Knowing these changes can help companies plan better
training and design customer service processes that effectively mix human expertise with
automated systems.
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