Dynamic stability: unfolding dynamics of vicious cyclesin a design
firm
Abstract

Paradoxes generate tensions and contradictiongamizations. In this paper, we contribute to
the paradox literature by developing a complex esyst approach to how organizational
members experience tensions generated by thegtratéent paradox. Specifically, we focus
on the unfolding dynamics of vicious cycles expeced by organizations dealing with
paradox. Drawing on a case study of a design fivexdemonstrate how a vicious cycle forms
through feedback loops and develops dynamic stgbiier time. On the basis of our findings,
we develop a micro-level understanding of viciougles, which incorporates defence
mechanisms at staff and senior management levels.n@in contribution is a theoretical

model of unfolding dynamics of vicious cycles. Omodel shows the importance of (1)
feedback loops that underpin a vicious cycle any if@portance of circular causality,

reinforcing cycles, and micro-mechanisms in theongzicious cycles.
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1. Introduction

The notion of paradox has become an important thetary for understanding interdependent
and persistent contradictions, tensions, and dycgimi organizations (Fairhurst, et al., 2016;
Lewis & Smith, 2014; Schad, Lewis, Raisch, & SmiB16). A paradox lens recognises that
contradictions and tensions, unlike problems agrdihas, cannot be fully resolved (Jay, 2013;
Lewis, 2000; Smith, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011). #dugh it is useful to recognize paradoxes
and to surface the underlying nested tensions, meevKittle about the unfolding dynamics of
vicious cycles when paradoxes are not successfniyaged. The dominant focus in the
literature has been on identifying and managingagaxes, rather than the experiences of
individuals and groups struggling to live with pdoaes.

In their review of the literature, Schad et al. {@Pshowed that the majority of paradox
research has focused on the types, collective, andomes of paradoxes when these are
successfully managed by organizational actors. Whahissing are studies that focus on
individuals and their social interactions, whichfald over time. It is important to address this
gap because how individuals engage and responar&ml@xes can help understand the micro-
mechanisms that underpin paradoxes. For examplevigns studies have shown how
individuals can respond creatively to and managaduxes (Gaim, 2018; Janssens & Steyaert,
1999; Miron-Spektor, Erez, & Naveh, 2011; Tse, 2013owever, these studies focus on
managing paradoxes, rather than the individual mepees of not managing paradoxes
successfully.

Schad et al. (2016) also highlight that one ofuhder-researched aspects of paradoxes
is the dynamics of vicious cycles. The literatutentifies vicious cycles as a negative outcome
of paradoxes and is seen in contrast to virtuogkesyather than an unfolding dynamic. In this
paper, we address this gap by focusing on how dessare experienced by organizational
members over time in an organizational setting ggfiing to cope with these tensions.
Understanding vicious cycles as a separate phermmeather than in contrast to virtuous
cycles is important because they create significansequences in organizations. For example,
vicious cycles generated by group think in boarals exacerbate “faulty attributions, threat
rigidity, and escalating commitment to a failingucge of action, eventually resulting in
failure” (Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003, p. 402). Ken it is important to theoretically
understand the dynamics of vicious cycles.

A key challenge in understanding the unfolding dgits of vicious cycles is the issue
of feedback loops and circular causality. Both ¢hésrms have their origins in systems



thinking and cybernetics (Richardson, 1991; Vonrkie, 2007). By feedback loops, we mean
that there are ongoing and interrelated actionsuh#old over time; one action influences the
other which in turn loops back to influence thatfiaction. We use feedback loops as a generic
term to characterize interconnectedness withinséegy. By circular causality, we mean that
these feedback loops counter-balance the unfoldiymgmics. Theoretically, Smith and Lewis
(2011) argued that the unfolding dynamics of paxadacan lead to reinforcing cycles that can
be positive, in the form of virtuous cycles, andjaeve, in the form of vicious cycles. In this
paper, we build on Schad et al. (2016, p. 40) wirogose complexity and adaptive systems as
a meta-theoretical principle to explore the dynano€ paradox from a process perspective”.
We are not aware of any empirical studies that laolkow these reinforcing cycles unfold and
identify the feedback loops and circular causatlitgt underpin the unfolding dynamics of a
vicious cycle.

We focus on the dynamics of a vicious cycle createthe strategic intent paradox (the
need to generate stable revenue/profit versus ¢led to achieve breakthroughs) in a design
firm to answer two research questions: (1) howh#odynamics of a vicious cycle unfold? and
(2) how do feedback loops interact in the dynanats vicious cycle? We make two main
contributions to the existing literature on paradbist, we provide an empirically grounded
study of how vicious cycles unfold through circut@ausality, reinforcing cycles, and micro-
mechanisms. Building on prior research that hastifiled vicious cycle as a negative outcome
of paradox, we develop a model that focuses orptbeess of unfolding. This process insight
is important for understanding vicious cycles amplex adaptive system regulated through
feedback loops. Our findings add to the literatoreparadox dynamics by providing a rich
description of dynamic stability of vicious cycleéghis is important because it helps scholars
and managers/leaders to understand the challengarmdging paradoxes from the experience
of frontline employees.

Second, our findings challenge the existing undedihg of vicious cycles in the
literature. While the extant literature on paradoxes identified the existence of vicious
cycles, scholars see vicious cycles and virtuousesyas negative and positive, respectively.
For example, Smith and Lewis (2011, p. 391) ardw tn vicious cycles “individual and
organizational forces for consistency fuel a reiafty cycle by becoming increasingly forced
on a single choice”. Sundaramurthy and Lewis (2@08) reach the same conclusion, arguing
that vicious cycles skew toward one pole of theagak. The main understanding in literature
is currently constrained by focusing on shiftingnfr a negative vicious cycle to a positive

virtuous cycle (Pradies, Tunarosa, Lewis, & Cowt@020). In contrast, we theorize vicious



cycles as dynamic stabilizing loops that focus otihlpoles of the paradox. Our findings show
that managerial actions can contribute to the ooetl existence of vicious cycles.
Importantly, we demonstrate how defence mechanisnasvicious cycle can form recurrent
reinforcing cycles leading to circular causality.

We organize the paper as follows. First, we prowaderief overview of the paradox
lens and its distinctive contribution. We focus time literature on vicious cycles in
organizations and review the key reinforcing cy@ed feedback loops. Second, we elaborate
on the methodological approach followed in thisdgtudetailing the research context, data
collection, and data analysis process. Third, wesgmt our findings and develop a model of
unfolding dynamics of a vicious cycle. Finally, wiéscuss our findings in relation to the

literature reviewed and suggest future directions.
2. Thestrategicintent paradox and vicious cycles

The tension between the need to generate stabémuelprofit and achieve breakthroughs
which enhance creative reputation is the sourdbefstrategic intent’ paradox (Andriopoulos
& Lewis, 2009). The ambitions articulated by semmanagement through strategic intent can
have paradoxical effects (Gary, Yang, Yetton, &r®en, 2017; Sitkin, See, Miller, Lawless,
& Carton, 2011) and can lead to tensions and cdiatians within organizations, as firms
attempt to focus on existing clients and revenueasts, allocate scarce resources efficiently,
and at the same time, aim to take risks with rddicajects that can build reputation and
leadership. Recognizing strategic intent as paradbprovides a new lens to understand and
address this tension. The focus shifts from resglvihe tensions to balancing the two
interrelated poles of profits and breakthroughs.

Paradoxical tensions are often latent in orgaromati Senior management can “enable
latent paradoxical tensions to become salient {&df]sthrough their leadership practices”
(Knight & Paroutis, 2017, p. 423). Once paradoxitesisions are rendered salient, they spur
responses that can fuel negative or positive resirig cycles, i.e., vicious or virtuous cycles.
Scholars argue that virtuous cycles result fromapizational actors’ acceptance and resolution
strategies, therefore a positive response to pameadensions. In contrast, vicious cycles, the
focus of this paper, are a result of “cognitive &ethavioural forces for consistency, emotional
anxiety and defensiveness, and organizational $ofoe inertia” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p.
391). Organizational actors, in their efforts teakwe these paradoxical tensions, can become
trapped within reinforcing cycles that preserve aggravate the tension (Lewis, 2000). In

such cycles, “by trying to avoid undesired outcoyrfesganizational actors] actually create



these outcomes. And by continuing their activititbgy continue to reproduce those undesired
outcomes” (Masuch, 1985, p. 25). “[T]hese self4micing cycles...tie directly to paradoxes
since [they] can develop into unusual routines razyg systems that generate confusion and
blind alleys, often beginning where they end” (Rutry Fairhurst, & Banghart, 2016, p. 83).

Scholars suggest that vicious cycles exist for tw@n reasons. First, vicious cycles are
created by organizational actors because they d@possess adequate understanding of the
situation as paradoxical. Cognitive dispositions bas people against recognising the vicious
cycles and organizational routines can focus onpmbe of the paradox (Masuch, 1985; Smith
& Lewis, 2011). For example, Sundaramurthy and ksef003) argue that in dealing with the
governance paradox of control—collaboration, orz@mdns can create vicious cycles by
focusing on one pole of the paradox. Second, orgéional actors fail to find the root of the
problem due to the complexity of the situation tigathe “number of possible causal links
within an action structure, [which also] enhandes hirth rate as well as the life expectancy of
vicious circles” (Masuch, 1985, p. 25). For exam@eppelenburg and Vermaak identified a
vicious cycle caused by intervention paradoxes,revtithe desire to reduce uncertainty and
use standardized solutions is highest preciselynwaeing wicked problems. These, however,
are also the most dysfunctional responses. Not odiolythey not work, but they create
additional resistance against future efforts tol adgth wicked problems” (Stoppelenburg &
Vermaak, 2009, p. 41).

In contrast, if organizational actors recognise pagadox and develop paradoxical
thinking, they can reconsider their original undensling of the situation “with awareness of
tensions triggering a management strategy of aaneptrather than defensiveness” (Smith &
Lewis, 2011, p. 391). “Managing paradox...does noplymavoiding, fighting or even
resolving tensions, but tapping their energy” (Aadoulos & Lewis, 2010, p. 106). Paradoxes
can be managed by accepting their contradictiodslearning to cope with them (LUscher &
Lewis, 2008), by adopting paradoxical thinking, egating and differentiating between
alternatives or by combining these two approaches.

Recently, scholars have focused on paradoxicakitignto argue that individuals with
paradoxical thinking or mindset accept tensions ctvhenables them to “fully capture
ambiguous and complex configurations of realityd.amearn to live with tensions and pursue,
scrutinize, and confront conflict to stimulate nemderstanding” (Miron-Spektor, Ingram,
Keller, Smith, & Lewis, 2018, p. 30). Tensions gexted by paradoxes can be managed
through paradoxical thinking through “a dedicatetl austained effort not only to embed
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also to extend this thinking to larger numbers mipoyees in the organization” (Calabretta,
Gemser, & Wijnberg, 2017, p. 388).

However, the first reactions to paradoxical tensisom organizational actors are often
defensive, holding to past understandings to avewtganizing their cognitive and social
shortcomings (Harris, 1996). Lewis (2000) providesatalogue of defensive reactions: (1)
splitting, which involves further polarizing condliations such as “forming subgroups, or
artificial ‘we/they’ distinctions that mask similaes” (Lewis, 2000, p. 763); (2) projection,
which entails transferring conflicting attributes &eelings to others (a scapegoat); (3)
regression, which signifies following actions thretve offered some level of security in the
past (Smith & Berg, 1987); (4) reaction formatievhich involves “excessively manifesting
the feeling opposite to the threatening one” (Vigc®roussine, 1996, p. 5); (5) repression,
where organizational actors block unpleasant egpees from memory; (6) denial which
includes organizational actors’ refusal to acceptuapleasant reality (Smith & Berg, 1987;
Vince & Broussine, 1996); and (7) ambivalence, wwhitsignifies the compromise of
conflicting emotions within ‘lukewarm’ reactionsahlose the vitality of extremes” (Lewis,
2000, p. 763). For example, Derksen et al's (2Cdt0yly determined that teams that were
unsuccessful in coping with an organizational paxadenied its existence and/or chose to
focus on one pole of the paradox. “Organizationaémbers often rely on defensive
mechanisms when they feel trapped in self-reinfiyaycles, especially when contradictions
cross multiple organizational levels” (Putnam et2016, p. 123).

While individuals may react defensively, problemsisa when “individual
defensiveness can become habitual and overusedtingredefensive group patterns that
institutionalize through competitiveness, deniald aavoidance as underlying organizational
processes” (Vince & Broussine, 1996, p. 5). Theskerkive behaviours can be deceiving
because they initially produce effects that redtiee tension, for example by strengthening
commitment to habitual practices, but ultimatelyddo opposite unintended consequences that
exacerbate the underlying tensions. In other watdence mechanisms are the usual reaction
to cope with paradoxical tensions, but can fuelMiceus cycles even further. In their attempt
to resolve paradoxical tensions, organizationaradbecome trapped within reinforcing cycles
that preserve and aggravate the tension (Lewis))200

Our data, as explained in our research findingi®gcpoint us toward three of these
defence mechanisms: regression, ambivalence, ditingp Diamond and Allcorn defined
regression as “a reaction against environmentaligistances that are perceived as threatening

to the self” (Diamond & Allcorn, 1987, p. 527). @ugzational decline, leadership transitions,



and ambiguity of authority and leadership can babgut change and uncertainty and trigger
regression which “protects and preserves one’satf annihilation by withdrawal into a safe
and secure inner space” (Diamond & Allcorn, 1987/2Y).

Ashforth et al. define ambivalence as “simultangoupositive and negative
orientations toward an object” (Ashforth, RogersatB & Pradies, 2014, p. 1454). By
orientation, they refer to a person’s “alignmentpassition with regard to the object...Thus
ambivalence is often described as having ‘mixedirfge’, being ‘torn between conflicting
impulses’ and being ‘pulled in different directiGh@shforth, et al., 2014, p. 1454). Roots of
ambivalence include the complexity and dynamisnthm environment and the organization
itself in the form of conflicting demands leading bppositions. Organizational actors’
responses to ambivalence can include compromiseewthere is a moderate focus on both
orientations.

Splitting is forming subgroups and having a ‘thend aus’ attitude that can mask
similarities and affect group cohesiveness (Le@B00, p. 763). Organizational actors often
exaggerate cultural and occupational uniquenesesdore their identity, albeit temporarily, and
by doing so, they affect mutual understanding witbrganizations (Martin, 1992). Splitting
often leads to lower performance than less powerlips (Leonardarton, 1992).

To summarize, in the literature, there is a gapoum understanding of individual
responses at different levels to vicious cyclehioBs have identified that paradoxes lead to
defensive reactions, and managing these tensioggires organizations to develop a
paradoxical mindset. While we know how organizatidmave managed paradoxes (e.g.,
Calabretta, et al., 2017; Sundaramurthy & Lewisp3)0 the outcome of not managing
paradoxes is a vicious cycle, portrayed as negateiaforcing cycles, that leads to
organizational inertia, decline, and failure. Yeg know little about the unfolding dynamics of
vicious cycles and how different reinforcing cyclageract in a vicious cycle. Understanding
the dynamics of vicious cycles is important becatisgy can have destructive effects on
organizations and employees. Vicious cycles aldd tie potential for understanding the link
between attempts to ‘manage the paradox’ and erepl@xperiences and responses. By
examining the tensions created by the strategemtrgaradox, we trace the feedback loops in a
vicious cycle to answer our two research questaiit how the dynamics of a vicious cycle
unfold, and how feedback loops interact in the dyica of a vicious cycle. We contend that
addressing these questions helps us bridge thée@een individuals experiencing vicious

cycles and organizations managing vicious cycles.



3. Methodology

3.1. Research Context

The context of the research is SigmaGroup design firm that delivers graphic, digital,
interior, and architectural design services; ihéadquartered in Glasgow, UK, with offices in
London and Dubai and employs around 40 staff. FdraseSigma in 1997 by two university
friends (Henry and Brid, the firm grew to around 25 people providing drigpdesign and
interior design services primarily to higher edumatand other public sector clients (such as
Scottish Enterprise) in 2005. In February 2006 n&ignerged with a local advertising agency
creating a united SigmaGroup. The new organizati@s a firm with five partners, of
approximately 60 people, working on a full rangealesign disciplines spanning many industry
sectors (see Table 1 for historical timeline of dnganization). SigmaGroup’s vision was to
become a leading design firm, recognised for isitive insight and comprehensive solutions.
SigmaGroup was an appropriate context for thisaresestudy for two reasons. First, design
firms have proven to be an appropriate settingudysinnovation tensions and challenges and
their management (e.g., Alvesson, 1995; Andriop@lolLewis, 2009; Robertson & Swan,
2003; Sutton & Hargadon, 1996). Hence, there israahd for the case organization to excel at
both exploitation and exploration. Second, simitarindriopoulos and Lewis’s (2009) study,
for the organization to further develop its expatiit “must identify opportunities to both
leverage their existing competencies as well as oapabilities” (Andriopoulos & Lewis,
2009: 698). The design sector resembles other rseaiithin the creative industries, such as
product design and arts organizations as well hsrgprofessional services firms, such as
management consultancies and law firms.

The context of this study is a Knowledge Transfartiership (KTP) set up by Sigma
with a local University “to facilitate the succegstransition to a dynamic company whilst
optimising its creative skills in the new busineBgection” (KTP Proposal and Application
Form, 2003). The project would lead to the develeptof “a series of future strategies that
the company will adopt and implement that will ¢eea structured way forward...This could
cover strategies such as geographical relocatiaxpansion, core business diversification or
migration” (KTP Proposal and Application Form, 2p0Bhe first author was recruited in 2005
to pursue this project and was placed at SigmaGfouthe duration of this two-year project.

Part of his role was to lead an ‘integration teavhbse scope was to bring to the table a set of

! All company names have been changed for anonypnitgoses.
2 Al participants have been given a pseudonym.



actions and activities that would help define Si@raup and integrate human resources,
knowledge and expertise, necessary systems anddanas, and organizational cultures of the
merging organizations. This would solve urgent pgois and formulate a plan of action for
the future to make the new firm the most succes#aign organization in the UK (Integration
Team Plan, 2006). While pursuing the KTP projdu, first author took on the additional role
of Account Executive. Following the completion dfet KTP project, the first author was

employed as an Account Manager for the period 6722008.

3.2. Ethnography

Our research is a single case ethnography thatsdoanvmaterial gathered through “a wide
range of observational techniques including proémhface-to-face contact with members of
local groups, direct participation in some of theup’s activities, and a greater emphasis on
intensive work with informants” (Conklin, 1968, p72). An ethnographic case study design is
powerful for revealing “ambiguities and obscurit@fssocial life” (Ybema, Yanow, Wels, &
Kamsteeg, 2009, p. 2) and building new theory (Skmw, 2007).

Ethnography requires the researcher to take axredl@pproach by maintaining a level
of self-awareness and recognising that researchinfys are co-constructed with the research
participants (Gilmore & Kenny, 2015; Hardy, Philip& Clegg, 2001). Such an approach
generated a comprehensive account of organizatiensions, goals, and routines, from where
the authors were able to draw to theorise viciogdecdynamics and the role of feedback
loops. With ethnography, the first author was ateg@s a regular member by the social group
under study (SigmaGroup senior management and),stafich allowed him to understand
behaviours that perpetuated in the organization.

Our research findings combine the first authorsiaeflective account with interview
and archival data. With his reflective account, amdin autoethnographic manner, the first
author was able to look inward to reveal a ‘vulbdgaself’, provide a reflexive critique of his
experience, and articulate the way he was moveauy,through, his cultural interpretations.
By doing so, the first author’'s “personal experermecomes important primarily in how it
illuminates the culture under study” (Ellis & Boam 2000, p. 740). The first author’s
proximity to the organization provides a signifitadlvantage because in autoethnography, it is

not objectivity but proximity that becomes the ¢gisological point of departure and return



(Adams, Holman, Jones, & Ellis, 2015). The firsthew was able to examine himself in the
context of the organization and make “consciougx@periencing of the self as both inquirer
and respondent...” (Kempster & Stewart, 2010, p. 211)

Over the course of over three years of involvemtat first author became an integral
part of the organization under study, working akidg SigmaGroup senior management and
staff and having unrestricted access to organizatidocuments, policies, and meetings. This
meant that he was able to observe organizationarsacbehaviour and understand work
routines and problems. He also took part in soadivities after office hours. The direct
involvement with SigmaGroup meant that the firsthau, like his colleagues, experienced
firsthand the tensions generated, was able to pstercto his colleagues’ struggles and
defensive reactions as well as act defensively dlfinand lived through the impact of these
defensive behaviours on processes and resources. eftmographic approach spurred a
nuanced interpretation of the organization’s pcadiand senior management’s and staff’s
perceptions and actions. It also allowed “pers@xplerience as a way into, and/or means for,
describing and understanding cultural [e.g., orz@tonal] experience as fully, complexly, and
evocatively as possible” (Adams et al., 2015, p). 8his is particularly advantageous to
paradox research because “paradoxes are local,deledbeand sensitive to time and history,
and therefore, aligned with particular circumstandeélence,] scholars need to capture these
circumstances in developing practical recommendatior responding to paradoxes” (Cunha
& Putnam, 2019, p. 100). According to Putnam etialdepth case studies and ethnographies
can capture key features of both time and contetb. track] how tensions develop over time,
in socio-historic conditions, and in connectiorspecific reference points or outcomes” (2016,
p. 136).

3.3. Data Collection

The research data were gathered at two differeagest The first stage spanned the first
author’s placement and subsequent employment atg&goup for the duration of three years
and three months (2005-2008). During this time, tinst author gathered data through
interviews with senior management and clientsa# stirvey, and participant observation. The
latter was possible as he was placed at the orgiionz where he participated and/or led
company meetings and events. These direct panticgizservations generated the first author’'s
personal narrative from which the authors were &bldraw later. The second stage included

data collection through in-depth interviews withrfieer and current SigmaGroup employees
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conducted in 2013. At that stage, the first autiad left SigmaGroup’s employment and had
joined academia.

The analysis draws on three main data sourcedirghe@uthor’'s own reflective account
(through participant observations and reflectidif), semi-structured interviews, and archival
data. Thus, the first type of data was the firsharls own experience in the form of a personal
narrative. The first author started by writing aftlof his story making retrospective field notes
on his work life at SigmaGroup, including all thetails he could recall (assisted by his own
work diaries), trying to organise everything chrimgocally (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). We
recognise that these experiences took place ipehed 2005-2008; thus, a significant time
has lapsed. However, this does not undermine gfoeiriof our study because Parry and Boyle
argue that “organizational autoethnography is ¢e@nso strongly toward the past, [one]
cannot use the criterion of historical bias to aetrfrom the validity of the research. In fact,
[Parry and Boyle] advocate that the historical disien is the strength of organizational
autoethnography. In retrospect, and in the cold kight of day, and with all the emotionality
drained from the narrative, the reader can appihisevalidity of the contribution to theory
more clearly” (Parry & Boyle, 2009, p. 698). Simil@ Pelly’'s (2017) study in which there
was a six-year lapse between the description afitevend their occurrence, such a historical
dimension is advantageous to our study becausespeictive recall can be a rigorous sense-
making approach (Ellis, 1999; Fletcher, 2007; Ran#8®5) that allows those involved in the
research study to “reformulate past experiencescarporate their current understanding of a
phenomenon” (Pelly, 2017, p. 393). The first autnsed what Ellis and Bochner (2000)
describe as ‘emotional recall’ where one imaginesself being back in different scenes
emotionally to remember the details of the expe&eenThen ‘systematic sociological
introspection’ allowed him to not only ‘get insidéie emotional experience but also ‘move
around’ in the experience to see as it might appearthers (Ellis, 1991; Ellis & Bochner,
2000). This produced a narrative rich in emotiod eaflexivity.

The second type of data included semi-structurezhirews conducted in two different
chronological periods. All interviews followed tveets of predetermined protocol guides (one
for each different period) to ensure consistencylevhllowing flexibility in the discussion.
There were two interviews with the two managingtmens of Sigma conducted in June 2005
(first stage of the study), where the first authmade interview notes throughout the discussion,
and nine interviews were conducted in the periatedNovember 2013 (second stage of the
study), including the same two partners as welloteer current or former employees of

SigmaGroup. This set of interviews was voice-reedrdnd transcribed verbatim. The duration
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of each interview (both stages) ranged from one houwo and a half hours, producing 10
pages of notes (first set) and 550 pages of trdoesttext (second set).

Even when the respondents were former employeeshef organization, those
respondents were able to reflect on their expeegnat SigmaGroup. The advantage of
interviewing people who used to be employed byaitlganization is the fact that they have had
the time to reflect on their experiences. The disathge of involving former staff members of
SigmaGroup in this study is that there might beelment of bias in their responses either
because they left the organization in bad termsecause of the time that had lapsed between
their departure and when the interviews were cotdiicwhich might have altered their
memories making their thoughts toward SigmaGrotiperanegative. However, from another
point of view, the time lapsed might have givennthéhe opportunity to reflect on their
experiences and approach these from a differeriealrgmany cases, participants provided
narratives about the imbalance of breakthroughspaafits at SigmaGroup on an individual
and on an organizational level, which were richeotions. Retrospective narratives can be
emotionally rich because “most working people gaslkollect intense emotional experiences
that punctuated their careers and reverberatedsad¢heir relationship networks” (Waldron,
2000, p. 64). Table 2 provides details of eachigpent and their current or former job roles at
SigmaGroup.

The third type of data included archival data gegtieover a number of years, including
documents produced by the firm or the first autfvarile employed by SigmaGroup), such as
organizational brand plans, financial accounts, mgamy credentials and pitch presentations,
meeting minutes, work diaries, internal and extelonafs, and a staff survey, dating back to as
far as 2002. These documents enabled us to artehdirst author’s personal narrative and the
interview data in events over time and to reflesttbe organizational phenomena in much
greater depth (Table 3).

3.4. Data Analysis
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Our data analysis combined the data gathered fraerviews with the first author's own
reflective account, and archival documents thapeted and provided further illustration of
the phenomena. Our data analysis started with opdimg the interview transcripts by naming
and categorising emerging phenomena of senior neamawgt’'s and staff’'s perceptions and
behaviour as described in the data (Corbin & SgaR815). Simultaneously, we reviewed the
first author’s reflective narrative and the archidacuments available. The interview codes
were then clustered into themes and were combin#d the main themes arising from the
reflective narrative and the archival documents.tidém discussed the relationships among the
emerging overarching themes at a more abstrack $eeking to interpret the data and how it
interacts with extant literature on vicious cycled/e systematically and repeatedly
“interrogated the interview data against the [fisstthor’'s] pre-understanding based on his
immersion in [the SigmaGroup] setting, as well gaiast extant literature” (de Rond & Lok,
2016, p. 1971).

Similar to Jarzabkowski, L€, and Van de Ven (204r&) Smith (2014), we followed an
iterative (abductive) mode of analysis (Locke, @olBiddle, & Feldman, 2008) continuously
shifting between the first author’'s narrative, mtew transcripts, archival data, and extant
literature. Various iterations were repeated, whiltbwed us to take a more reflexive approach
(Alvesson & Skdldberg, 2017). It also enabled antgulation with multiple sources of data and
increased the internal reliability of the interpteins. We repeated many iterations between
our data and literature, constantly revising owious cycle model. We shifted our analysis
back and forth “to illuminate the relationship betm the individual and the organization”
(Parry & Boyle, 2009, p. 691). In accordance witha8ss (1987) and following the example of
Essén and Varlander (2013), we conceptualised #te, daised some questions, “provided
some provisional answers about the relationshipsngnand within the data...[which] enabled
us to open up an enquiry about the data, to coatplit and expand it, and hence move toward
interpretation” (Essén & Varlander, 2013, p. 405).

To ensure qualitative rigour while retaining theguaial for generating new ideas from
the data, similar to Smith (2014) and Es-Sajjadad2a, and Volberda’s (2020), we provide a
data structure display (Figure 1) drawing from @jdCorley, and Hamilton (2013). Figure 1
illustrates how we finally arrived at vicious cyctbemes interweaving all data sources
together: the first author’s personal reflectiomterview transcripts and notes, and archival
data. Representative quotes that support our semaled themes and aggregate dimensions are

provided in Table 4.
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Our theoretical insights arose from our attempts uiderstand the aggregate
dimensions. We realised that the themes we uncdweeze over time and interrelated. Our
‘ah-ha’ moment was recognising that the theoretoaltribution lay in the arrows that connect
the thematic boxes that we had developed througltading. By focusing on the arrows that
connect, we developed the vicious cycle model,magittention to the sequence of actions that

unfolded and generalising a complex systems madei the themes.

4. Findings

4.1. Strategic intent, defence mechanisms, and impact

By coding the descriptions of the experiences ef first author and SigmaGroup’s senior
management and staff, which were developed in catipn with archival data, we interpreted
the data to three key themes that encompassed itiaiss cycle experience: paradox of
strategic intent, defence mechanisms, and theiaatp

4.1.1. Strategic intent paradox at two organizational levels

Our data show that SigmaGroup faced the strategent paradox of pursuing profand
breakthroughs. We identified the two poles of ttnategic intent paradox on two levels: senior
management and staff. This is a novel finding bseaarior research has identified the poles of
the paradox as “nested (i.e., one level informsatier) and interwoven (one tension informs
the other tension)” (Cunha, Giustiniano, Rego, &ddj, 2017, p. 141), but have not recognized
that nested and interwoven operate at two distirgdinizational structure levels.

Management push for breakthroughs (exploration). At the senior management level, there was
a push to develop breakthrough ideas rather thamsfon mundane design projects. Senior
management were concerned that the firm was noeforgorking on novel ideas:
“[SigmaGroup]...was so big that...the quality [of workhd disappeared...and it was a big
machine...and the churn...and it spent more time ngaeihg and looking inwards than it did
looking outwards...in terms of being at the forefrenbwledge wise of what was happening”
(Henry). SigmaGroup’s ambition was to become a ifgpddesign firm, known for its

creativity, instead of being merely a ‘churning-ou&chine’. To achieve this ambition, senior
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managers wanted staff to take risks and work omrgidreaking and exciting projects. The
goal was to enhance its reputation as a leadereatigity and “create a portfolio of work that
you just know can blow people away” (Brian). Semoanagers often spoke in lofty terms
about the importance of creative design and pushedoursuit of breakthrough projects to
boost SigmaGroup’s creative reputation. Senior mament showed their commitment to
exploration and breakthrough ideas by initiating TP to achieve their creative vision.

Saff emphasising profit (exploitation). At the staff level, the reality was working on
incremental and repetitive projects such as retdierts for print, website content updates,
email promotions, and mundane architectural wohe first author’s role became focused on
his Account Executive role with clear and achieeapbals. As an Account Executive, he was
generating immediate results by working on smallgofitable projects and becoming part of
an account management team. The more ambitiousdsssdevelopment KTP role initially
planned faded away. This was a common experiencalfat the staff level. The nature of the
work pursued was incremental in the architectudsd sf the organization. “We did some flats,
which were design and build so they are handed tovarcontractor and the contractor was left
to finish the detail so there’s nothing of qualdlgout them” (George). Staff felt desperate to
maintain a healthy cash flow and there was notfdieying of the work being pursued, “...I
don’t think there was any real control over theetygy work that was coming in...[we would]
almost do anything” (Anthony). “Consequently, tharas not much work produced worthy to
be put up in the company’s website” (Garry). THhesws that at the staff level, the focus was
on the profit and exploitation pole of the paradox.

4.1.2. Defence mechanisms

Our data show that senior management and staff amgaged in defensive behaviours. We
found a variety of defence mechanisms, but nototlthe ones identified in the literature
(Lewis, 2000). Our data showed senior managersséaftl engaging in regression, splitting,
and ambivalence.

Regression by senior management. Senior managers’ aim to foster an environment of
exploration led them to fall back on past practicEdree-rein’ management approach, which
was one always pursued in the past when Sigma tillas small design studio. This approach
was familiar to all of those, including the firgithor, who had been working at Sigma prior to
the merger with the advertising agency. The Sigtyle $iad always encouraged staff to be a
very relaxed group of professionals. “[Sigma hdsjags been a company that is serious
enough andelieves in itself enough but not too seriouslkedi a laugh, likes a carry-on...”

(Brian). The organization had been described agequyoung and vibrant” (Michael); it used
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to be dynamic, full of energy, where you could feao much off many different people
(Cameron). Senior management were attempting reage this laid-back Sigma atmosphere.
For example, at SigmaGroup, Fridays were fun dafter lunch, there was a jubilant
atmosphere in the office where beers were handedtobaail staff and everyone was winding
down way before the end of business hours. Thar &fte o’clock, staff would usually head
to the pub for few more drinks. “It's strictly [SitaGroup’s senior] management style...we are
more likely to go all ‘look everyone, it's been lganice this week, let's all have some
beers’...in the middle of the day, than write up tlaées from the meeting that the person just
been to. And there’s something nice about that, ibsitalso...self-harming too” (Garry).
SigmaGroup senior management’s style sought to gmployees ‘free-rein’ to be creative.
But this was a regressive defence mechanism, galiack on the security of what worked in
the past.

Ambivalence and splitting by staff. In response to senior management's push for
breakthroughs, staff felt lost, confused, frustla@ngry, and anxious about their role within
the organization. Their defensive responses ineblaebivalence and splitting. The first
author had mixed feelings about pursuing the tvWiemdint roles that he had. Working with the
Business Development Manager to explore ambitisaggts, and the Account Executive role
focusing on internal processes and existing clientse often in conflict. He felt powerless
and a mix of anger and anxiety as he was pulladvandifferent directions. The first author’s
ambivalence was echoed by other colleagues. Stadfformance was compromised by their
conflicting emotions leading to lukewarm reactidonscalls for ambitious projects. “I think
everyone was just trying to do their bit to get doyd | think getting by is just not good
enough.... the love comes out of it when it’s like stjdoing enough like...to get paid and go
home...To me [design is] the kind of business whexg€we got to love what you do,...you’ve
got to be passionate about it” (Anthony). As a ledsihe creative work produced lacked
quality. Staff reported “[opportunities] missed tthast [went] into the drawer of shame, [full
of] ‘what could have been [projects](Anthony). For instance, while pursuing a globatmt
project, “[SigmaGroup’s] own naivety...meant thd} produced...thousands of really quite
average or bad work, because it was all neededuimix and too soon” (Garry).

A second defence mechanism found in staff's behaweas splitting, which includes
forming subgroups. Staff rallied around the pedpky knew and trusted from their previous
associations because it felt more safe and comvegenerating silos and subgroups. Staff
acted defensively, sticking with the people theg herked with or dividing themselves on the

basis of their discipline. A ‘them and us’ attitudéen led to team conflicts. For example,
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within the first author’'s account management teang part was working on digital projects
and another on graphic design and advertising gigjand there were rarely meetings with the
whole team. The first author often felt torn betwde/o sides because he was working on
managing clients from both the graphic and thetaligide of the business, which were headed
by directors with competing interests and teamslesie often at loggerheads with each other.
The first author would often attend separate mgstiwith each side where his colleagues
would endlessly gossip or complain about the oside of the team. Even worse, at times, he
would be urged to keep secrets from the rest oteéhen about conversations with clients in
relation to their work, budgets, as well as in tiela to securing extra projects from them.
Other colleagues concurred. For example: “[Two @enmianagers] both asked me [separately]
if 1 would go with them when they were planning itheexit. | felt a bit
pulled,...almost...stretched across the two of thealsd still had at that stage...loyalty to the
people who effectively they were leaving,...there @whsorts of politics behind the scenes...”
(Michael).

4.1.3.Impact

We identified impact as a distinct theme arisingnirthe data. We categorised ‘relaxed
management style’ and ‘resource scarcity’ as impathe senior management level and staff
level, respectively. While this theme does not ralgith prior theorising of paradoxes, we
found that impact acted as feedback loops betwkenpbles of the paradox and between
defence mechanisms. The impact of senior manag&sraefensive behaviour was that it led
to relaxed management style evidenced by the sem@mragement’s lack of attention to the
need for operational and creative processes airtf@ization. Subsequently, there was a lack
of project scheduling and invoicing processes (@pamnal) and a lack of briefing processes,
which would affect the time available to performality creative work (creative). Lack of the
necessary processes led to a lack of cash flow geament and time available to deliver
quality work (resources scarcity). We show how ¢héwmpacts are nested within senior
management and staff experiences.

Relaxed management style (senior management level). Senior management’s regressive
defensive behaviour manifested by the ‘free-reirdnagement approach with which they
sought to push for breakthroughs led to a relaxediagement style. “What we’re actually
trying to [do is] ‘manage not managing’. That's great problem about this industry,...you're
trying to instill sometimes mathematical sciences ithe creative process and [so] you
immediately stifle the creative process” (BrianucB management style was evidenced by

their lack of attention to the need for operaticaadl creative processes at the organization. For
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example, when it comes to the briefing processarBemphasised that “by not doing that
[briefing] we don’t limit ourselves to being pregative to what the client wants because
actually what I've found in doing this job for sonlg is that a lot of the time the client has
actually no idea what they want and they only yelh what they want because that’s the way
they've been trained to think”. Brian describedisemanagement’s style with the following:
“I think we're like Barcelona, | give them the balhd just let them run with it...For me it's not
really about managing the process. | manage theepsoby not necessarily trying to manage it
too much. I'll just put down the flags and sayefté’s your park to play in and there’s the ball
— go and play with it”. Even when the SigmaGrogmisr management set up an integration
team (and assigned the first author the respoitgiltd run it) to integrate resources and
processes, the legacy of its outcomes was very-bhed as they did not have the required
support from senior management. Many of the recona®@ and updated processes were not
followed and disappeared after few weeks due to s$keior management’s relaxed
management style, which did not promote the adogial maintenance of such processes.
Resources scarcity (staff level). The relaxed management style present at SigmaGeauo
the lack of operational and creative processescagated an impossible situation for staff as
they were faced with the harsh reality of lacking/lvmanaged cash flow and necessary time to
do their job well. The lack of operational processes threatening the very existence of the
organization due to limited cash flow. Inappropiabilling processes meant that the
organization often charged clients too much in adeaand there was no money coming in at
later stages. “[SigmaGroup] front ended on the &ethere was loads of money coming in at
the very start which was paying a legacy of debtdiher projects and [at] the end of the
project where there was a lot of detailed desigyuired or solutions required, there was no
money coming in to pay for the time” (George). Theras neither the steady cash flow nor the
time that would allow staff the flexibility of puushg breakthrough projects. Urged by
SigmaGroup’s finance team, individuals would oftextve to chase clients for payments on an
ad-hoc basis while trying to understand what tlgaoizational process should be.

Along with cash scarcity, staff also experiencedetiscarcity. The time dedicated to
delivering quality of design work was inadequatesaglio time was not protected and staff
were often stretched across many tasks. “When tagethe director saying ‘you can’t work
on that anymore you've got half a day to providsodution'..., if you've got half a day you
take the logical option to answering your diredaesponse...which is ultimately restricting
your creativity” (George). Staff were often askedriove from pursuing a task for one project

to delivering a task for another project, withoonsideration of the disruptive impact on the
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creative process. For example, while analysingréselts of a client survey about improving
SigmaGroup services, the first author was intesdpnd asked to search and get access to
market reports for the UK furniture industry, sattrsenior management can present this
information to a client shortly after. Michael’smments echo the first author’'s experience: “I
think designers [were getting] quite annoyed, as tiwere feeling] that they're just getting
dumped with stuff, that they’re not being givenrager brief. I've done it myself, where if you
come off the phone to a client and you’re not gsitee in exactly what they want but...they
want it tomorrow...And the easier thing to do is jush [will you] just come up with
something?’. | think the more...the account managen® stretched, the less time they have to
put in any thought...and things just get thrown aigieers...” (Michael). Time scarcity meant
unfinished projects, avoidable delays, and grovitagtration. For example, Michael described
SigmaGroup’s unpreparedness due to time scardaiywas resulting in inadequate quality of
design work presented to clients. “I often feltttixee almost exuded a bit of panic when we
were going [to] pitches, it was almost like you kbtell that we’d been up the night before
because we were still running things through andngthweren’t quite polished or...we were
5 minutes late” (Michael).

4.2. Vicious cycle dynamics model

In this section, we bring together the themes fonmdata into a vicious cycle dynamics model
(Figure 2). On the basis of our abductive analysisying back and forward between our data
and extant literature, we developed this model tvlaiddressed the key empirical puzzles that
underpin our theoretical contributions — Why dice thetting of ambitious goals by senior
managers and their push for breakthrough projeed to the opposite, i.e., staff working on
mundane projects? How did the vicious cycle stabibver time? Which micro-processes are
involved in perpetuating a dynamic stability? Tretmally, we draw on feedback loops,
reinforcing cycles, and circular causality, terméich originate from complex systems
thinking (Richardson, 1991; Von Foerster, 2007). ¥8e feedback loops as a generic term that
encompasses ongoing and interrelated actions ttialduover time; one action influences the
other which in turn loops back to influence thestfiaction. By reinforcing cycles, we mean a
combination of processes that sustain a stateulrcase, we show how different reinforcing
cycles sustain the two poles of the paradox. Theiséorcing cycles are important to recognise
because they hold the potential for interventiamshange the vicious cycle dynamics. By
circular causality, we mean a reciprocal couplifgnm states; in our case, the two poles of a

paradox. The concept of circular causality is @rajing because it goes against the established
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understanding of phenomena as cause and effecteowas Tsoukas and Cunha (2017, p.
406) note, “cultivating sensitivity to circularityequires a different way of understanding
organizations and organizing”. Theoretically, wdine the definition of a paradox as

interrelated and interdependent by showing howtthe poles of a paradox are interrelated
through circular causality: exploration causes eitgtion causes exploration and so on. We
elaborate on micro-mechanisms and reinforcing syaled show how they lead to circularity

causality as a dynamically stable vicious cycle.

The inner part of Figure 2 shows two levels of deeemechanisms that were triggered
in senior management and staff. The right-hand sfdde inner part of Figure 2 shows the
impact of the defence mechanisms. Senior managé&raefensive behaviour led to relaxed
management style evidenced by senior managemeatls ¢f attention to the need for
operational and creative processes at the org@mzathis relaxed management style led to a
lack of cash flow management and time availabldeiover quality work (resources scarcity).
To assist the reader, we use a numbering systenditate which part of Figure 2 we refer to
in this section.
4.2.1.Circular causality (exploration > exploitation > exploration)

The outer part of Figure 2 demonstrates the terisatween senior managers’ push to achieve
breakthroughs and the focus of staff on profitsthension is the strategic intent paradox.
Senior management’s push for breakthrough projecgsioration) was generating the opposite
result on staff level, i.e., an overemphasis orfipppwojects (exploitation). This in return was
making senior management view SigmaGroup as a tfgumachine that had lost its creative
mojo pushing even further for breakthrough projestsl exploration to improve the firm’s
creative reputation (see Figure 2 — arrows 1). iffege senior management pushed staff to
embrace risk-taking and work on ‘blue-sky’ projettigyenerate work that would blow people
away with its creative flair, the more the firsttlaar and his colleagues focused on the
‘already-known’, pursuing mundane work that wouldintain a healthy cash flow.

The figure is divided into senior management lewgiere we find the exploration pole
of the paradox, and the staff level, where we fihd exploitation pole of the paradox. To
understand how and why this circular causality texisve need to examine the reinforcing
cycles that create thdynamic stability.

4.2.2.Reinforcing cycles
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Both poles of the paradox are reinforced by defemeehanisms. In pursuit of creating the
right environment for breakthroughs, senior managesed regression as a defence mechanism
(see Figure 2 — arrow 2) to emphasize explora#iantime unfolded and senior managers still
found themselves in the situation where the compeay not developing breakthrough ideas,
they re-emphasised exploration by drawing on wraked in the past. Defence mechanism of
regression continually reinforced the action takgrsenior managers.

At the staff level, we see the defence mechanidnasnbivalence and splitting leading
to an overemphasis on profit, reinforcing explotat(see Figure 2 — arrow 3). Faced with
scarcity of resources, staff struggled to deternfioer to pursue breakthrough projects. A
‘them and us’ splitting provided security of pastalitions against the anxiety, anger, and
frustration experienced on a daily basis. Defenezhanisms of ambivalence and splitting
continually reinforced the coping actions takendtgff. The first author had mixed feelings
about his two different roles at SigmaGroup, andheé his colleagues felt pulled in different
directions heightening their negative feelings. iAgt defensively, staff also separated
themselves in safe silos sticking with those caolless they had worked in the past, avoiding
any integration with the others, which led to renmcing mundane projects.
4.2.3.Micro-mechanisms
The reinforcing cycles are fueled by micro-mechasisSenior management regression led to
a relaxed management style and focus on removiocedures and processes to ‘let them run
with it’. This freedom was experienced by stafdack of attention to the need for operational
and creative processes. While removing processedd chave enabled creativity, staff
experienced this as resources scarcity, depriiiegntof the necessary cash and time to do
their job effectively (and consequently pursue ktleaugh projects that were pushed for by
senior management). Staff coped with the relaxedhag@ment style by demonstrating
ambivalence and splitting (see Figure 2 — arrows Tje senior management’s relaxed
management style was jeopardising the very thirg@dt intended to foster, i.e., creativity, by
removing any attention to operational and cregbrazesses necessary for delivering excellent
creative services. Faced with limited cash flow pressured with time, the first author and his
colleagues were asked to move from one projechtdh&r in an erratic and disruptive way,
thereby producing results of inadequate qualityable to work on breakthrough projects,
which they had been urged to pursue by senior nemagt.

Overall, the vicious cycle model demonstrates aadyin stability; senior management
and staff continue to take actions to address tiegt perceive to be a problem (i.e., dynamic),

but find themselves repeating the same cycle Gtahility). The circular causality, reinforcing
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cycles, and micro-mechanisms are key to underdtamdthe dynamic stability of the vicious

cycle is maintained.
5. Discussion

We started this paper by identifying a need forottang paradox dynamics. According to
Schad et al. (2016, p. 29), “studies of paradoxadyins offer a valuable process perspective,
providing insights into...the vicious and virtuousk®s over time”. Despite this, only less than
a quarter of paradox studies investigate the dyosufi paradox and even less explore virtuous
and vicious cycles (Schad et al., 2016). Our airthis paper was to understand the unfolding
dynamics of vicious cycles and address this gajpumunderstanding of paradox. In particular,
we developed a vicious cycle dynamics model, idgnty key circular causality, reinforcing
cycles, and micro-mechanisms. Vicious cycles unédr time, result from the interaction of
defence mechanisms at multiple levels, and canteadunter-intuitive responses to attempts
at intervention. In this section, we present the tmain theoretical contributions of this paper
and discuss its implications for future research.

First, our study contributes to the paradox literatby focusing on the unfolding
dynamics of a vicious cycle. The paradox literatrgeneral has focused on identifying and
managing paradoxes, rather than the experienceslimduals and groups facing paradoxes
(Schad et al.,, 2016). Given that paradoxes peisisime, understanding the unfolding
dynamics of paradoxes is an important, yet undegaeched area. More specifically, one of the
outcomes of paradoxes that is under-researchée dynamics of vicious cycles.

Our vicious cycle model can help scholars and pracers better understand how
individual actions and organizational behaviouriaterconnected through feedback loops. By
drawing on complex adaptive systems thinking, wewsihow feedback loops combine to
produce dynamic stability. We demonstrate circekausality in vicious cycles. This is useful
because it provides insights into why vicious cggbersist over time. Our findings point to
three counter-balancing defence mechanisms opegratirthe senior management and staff
levels. Prior research has established that viciyukes trigger defence mechanisms (Smith &
Lewis, 2011; Vince & Broussine, 1996). Our viciotscle dynamics model combines three
defence mechanisms — regression by senior managdrambivalence and splitting by staff —
that work counter to each other. The combinatiortheke feedback loops explains why the
more senior management tried to create a culturéofeakthroughs, the more it led to an

increase in incremental projects, which in turntiedenewed push for ambitious projects. The
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existence of feedback loops adds to our undersigndi interconnectedness of defence
mechanisms in a vicious cycle that links senior aggment attempts to employee experiences.

Our findings also demonstrate the role of a lackafdoxical thinking in perpetuating
paradoxical tensions over time. Recently, scholaave argued that individuals with
paradoxical thinking or mindset accept tensions ctvhenables them to “fully capture
ambiguous and complex configurations of realityd axan thus contribute to innovation”
(Miron-Spektor, et al., 2018, p. 30). Whereas paxazhl thinking can enable individuals to
appreciate and manage paradoxes, our case showsrglaaizations can struggle to engage
with tensions, thus perpetuating a vicious cyclehding Miron-Spektor et al.’s (2018) work,
our story shows that with low paradox mindset, egpeing tensions was detrimental for
staff’s in-role job performance and innovation, @iled to more emphasis on incremental
projects, aggravating the tensions further.

Secondly, our themes help scholars and practitorter better understand how
individual actions at staff and senior managemenels are connected through defence
mechanisms. Our findings demonstrate that bothf stadl senior management resorted to
defence mechanism that led to a vicious cycle. Un @ase, we observed an environment
created by senior managers, which did not fosteaduical thinking. They did not encourage
paradoxical thinking because they did not recogtagent tensions generated by strategic
intent, but merely acted defensively pursuing a€frein’ management approach. This was
combined with the staff's own lack of paradoxidahking.

Understanding how individual actions by staff aetiier management are connected
through defence mechanisms is important becausetlie interaction between three defence
mechanisms that generates dynamic stability anghepaates the vicious cycle. A key
implication of this is that vicious cycles are hardo identify than previously thought. Our
findings suggests that dynamically stable vicioygles can exist, making it harder to
understand the circular causality simplistically terms of positive (virtuous cycles) and
negative (vicious cycles) as extant literature thass far indicated (Lewis, 2000, Smith &
Lewis, 2011). For example, Andriopoulos and Lew#§(9) found several nested tensions
within the strategic intent paradox; whereas, otwdys based on privileging circularity,
suggests that nested tensions do not coalesce raeatind the two poles of a paradox. This
means that the existence of a vicious cycle onrozgéional level does not necessarily imply
an overemphasis on one pole of the paradox, wiiclhat other scholars have suggested
(Masuch, 1985; Smith & Lewis, 2011). A vicious @yaan be generated by organizational

members pushing for one pole while others (withie same organization) push for the
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opposite pole; together such actions create a dignstiability, which perpetuates the vicious
cycle on the organizational level.

Our research also suggests that the solution toudcacycles is not as straightforward
as managerial intervention to shift the cycle angate virtuous cycles. Counter-balancing
feedback within a vicious cycle make it difficutirfmanagers to stop these cycles. Whereas
prior research (Hug, Reay, & Chreim, 2017) has sstggl that paradoxes need to be protected
by taking into account the neglected or weaker ,polg findings suggest that this can be
hampered by defence mechanisms at different levels.

Scholars and practitioners will benefit from undansling the dynamics of vicious
cycle presented in this paper because it demoastitaw such cycles unravel and become
reinforced within organizational settings. Futuesearch can examine different vicious cycles,
and identify feedback loops that create reinforcaygles. Future studies can also include
different organizational levels, addressing mudtiplested feedback loops that can lead to
dynamic stability in vicious and virtuous cycl®$e suggest that future research needs to move
away from clear-cut distinctions between the twdéepmf a paradox and uncover unfolding
dynamics that can create self-stabilizing loops.

6. Conclusion

The overarching aim of this study was to providegharough account of the unfolding
dynamics of a vicious cycle. By focusing on thetggic intent paradox in a design firm, we
demonstrate how feedback loops can create dynaaiiiliging vicious cycles that address
both poles of the paradox, making it difficult tdentify and intervene in the paradox
dynamics. This paper develops a complex systemeoagip to paradox that offers a better
appreciation of the dynamics of vicious cyclesaegna that has received less attention in extant
literature. A paradox lens has much to offer imigof unravelling dynamics, such as the one
between pursuing creative, breakthrough ideas, iactemental, profit-seeking projects.
Although based on a single case study, which limits claim to generalizability, we believe
that our theoretical themes offer new insights diréctions for paradox researchers. The
unfolding dynamics of vicious cycles and paradoses complex, requiring attention to

circular causality, reinforcing cycles, and micreghanisms.
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Table 1: Organization Timeline

Year Details

1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Sigma founded by two university friends (twariding partners).

Period of growth and expansion.

Period of growth and expansion.

Period of growth and expansion.

Economic downturn leads to account lossesiaad for reorganization.

Period of reorganization.

Period of reorganization.

Sigma starts working with an architecturatfice on ad hoc projects.

Sigma joins forces with the architectural pcacto create an architectural division. Sigma has

three partners. First author joins the organization

2006

Sigma joins forces with a regional advertisegency to form a larger creative firm.

SigmaGroup has five partners.

2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

Period of reorganization.

Economic crisis hits SigmaGroup. First authaves the organization.

Senior manager takes digital division. Onenfling partner leaves the organization.
Period of contraction and reorganization.

Period of contraction and reorganization.

SigmaGroup starts working with internatiorigras.

Period of growth and expansion.

SigmaGroup opens office in London and Dubai.

Table 2: Participants

Participants Role at SigmaGroup Time at SigmaGrop
Henry Managing Director/Partner 1997-2009
Maurice Senior Designer 2003-2005

Brian Managing Director/Partner 1997-Present
Garry Creative Director 2005-Present
George Architect 2003-2009
Cameron Senior Designer/Creative Director 1997201
Anthony Designer/Senior Designer 2003-2008

Victor Senior Designer 2004-2007
Michael Account Manager 2005-2009




Table 3: Archival Documents

Year

2002
2003
2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

Documents

Client Satisfaction Research Debrief (2002)

KTP Proposal and Application Form (KTP Projelen) (2003)

Sigma Brand Plan

Enhancing User Experience

Credentials Presentation document

Pitch document

Company Financial Accounts

Personal Work Diary and Notes

Communication Brief — Client

KTP Associate — Job Advert

Presentation to Client document

Company Credentials

Company Competitors Analysis (PhD)

Company Competitors Notes (PhD)

Outside View Project Presentation — Competitionlpsia (PhD)

2 x Managing Director interview notes (PhD)

1 x Managing Partner — interview notes (PhD)

1 x Finance Manager interview notes (PhD)

7 x Client structured interview — notes (Externhé@t Review) (PhD)
10 x Client Assessment Document (Internal Clierdessment) (PhD)
13 x Studio Survey Documents (PhD)

Personal Work Diary and Notes

SigmaGroup Brand Plan

Company Induction Information

Company Brand Experience Plan (PhD)

Business Development — Competitors Report

Integration team — Business Development/Foreca3tagn — Meeting Minutes — 13/04/06
Integration team — Company Culture Team — Meetirguités — 13/04/06
Integration team — Meeting Minutes — 26/05/06

Integration team — Meeting Minutes — 03/07/06

3 x Integration team — Brown Paper Exercise — Nigetllinutes — 24/07/06
Integration team — Brown Paper Exercise — Meetitiguités — 02/08/06
Integration team — Brown Paper Exercise — Meetimguiés — 09/08/06
Company Website Brief

Company Website Plan

Personal Work Diary & Notes

Research Brief template

Company Newsletter Brief

Company Newsletter

Company — Client Debrief — 07/10/2007

Company Job Brief

KTP Project Deliverables Report

Personal Work Diary & Notes

Client Creative Brief

Office Plans — Teams

Doctoral Thesis




Table 4: Interpretation of Second-Order Themes — Spporting Data

Aggregate Dimension

Strategic intent
paradox

Strategic intent
paradox

Second-Order Themes

Management push for
breakthroughs
(exploration)

Staff emphasis on profit
(exploitation)

Represative Quotes

“[Our organizational personality should combinejr@oof the comfort that the big players offeiCenran, Foster, etc...but with the
approachability of the current [Sigma] and the ®ment, the originality and energy of someone frashof art school and the business
brain of Branson. TheVirgin of the creative industry, Scotlandisagination” (Sigma Brand Plan, October, 2004).

“...[To] create the Scottish ‘creative hothouse’ -otm for real creativity that delivers, irrespectifediscipline, [and to] deliver, harness,
experience and exploit the best in creativity badke solid commercial thinking” (SigmaGroup Brandr® January, 2006).

“Create a portfolio of work that you just know dalow people away” (Brian).

“[SigmaGroup] got to a scale, that the managemetitad quality, both of [the client] relationshignd of work and the management of the
business was such that was so big that in my vigyhtly or wrongly, the quality [of work] had disppared...and it was a big
machine...and the churn...and it spent more time rgaghg and looking inwards than it did looking oatds...both in terms of looking
out for client, but also in terms of best practiceterms of being at the forefront knowledge we$evhat was happening” (Henry).

“We did some flats, which were design and buildhey are handed over to a contractor and the adotravas left to finish the detail so
there’s nothing of quality about them and there wasnerous little interior projects where would spedloor coverings, wall
coverings...so a lot of these things were very eleaiemd off-the-shelf but packaged together asterior project” (George).

“I don’t think there was any real quality contraley the type of work that was coming in...[we wouddiinost do anything. You could be
working on like a decent luxury brand and then biagl retail advertising and then doing somethirsgel” (Anthony).

“The most disappointing thing for me, [is that]tiae end of it, | didn’t even have anything [deswgork] [to] say ‘wow, look at that, let's
put that up in our website™ (Garry).



Table 4: (Continued)

Aggregate Dimension

Defence mechanisms

Defence mechanisms

Second-Order Themes

Regression

Represative Quotes

“[Sigma has] always been a company that is segomasigh andbelieves in itself enough but not too seriousked a laugh, likes a carry-
on...” (Brian).

“...you don't even need to feel obliged to give ubréef, just tell us the problem because sometiifigsu give us a brief you're starting
to be prescriptive’. Because actually what tendsaepen is a brief usually says, ‘here’s the proklehere’s what we want, here’s the cost
or the budget and here’s when we need it by’, apdeitty much gives you a very narrow ballpark wrkvin. Whereas actually creativity
works best with us when they actually say, ‘We haygoblem, gonna give us an answer?”” (Brian).

“...if | can get away with it in the very first instae | won't set any parameters. So you let themecback and sometimes you get a
nugget out of it and sometimes you think, ‘...I shioil have done that'...and then from that you cam ttart dibbling in™ (Brian).

“It’s strictly [SigmaGroup’s senior] managementlsty.we are more likely to go all ‘all look everyorngs been really nice this week, let's
all have some beers...in the middle of the day’, thaite up the notes from the meeting that the perjsst been to. And there’s
something nice about that, but it's also...self-hagrtioo” (Garry).

Ambivalence & Splittin“ here was no doubt about the talent...Unfortunaslthe top we didn't...have the right kind of peopho could drive the business in the

ght way... [Staff] was just trying to do their kv get by [which is] just not good enough. You'vet go love what you do, [and] be
passionate about it” (Anthony).

“[Many opportunities were] missed that just [weintfo the drawer of shame, [full of] ‘what could fealveen [projects](Anthony).

“[SigmaGroup’s] own naivety...meant that [it] pramd...thousands of really quite average or bad woekause it was all needed too
quick and too soon” (Garry).

“...the problem with that is you end up with a kindaomiddle ground which is really horrible thatdiko one is particularly happy with.
The client kind of accepts it because that's althe been given at the end of the day” (Anthony).

“Two or three years [after the merger], [SigmaGiowps almost too big for itself as the of resultaaierger of necessity, on reflection it
was quite top-heavy. So there started to get cligugome sides of the business were doing well, otheren’t and it never...looked like
it was going to continue so in that form and, meugh, different people started talking about ddireir own thing” (Michael).

“[Henry, the head of] the graphic and brand sidé fihe guy who] headed-up the digital side...bothedskne if | would go with them

when they were planning their exit. | felt a hilpd, ...almost...stretched across the two of theaisd still had at that stage...loyalty to
the people who effectively they were leaving,...ther@s all sorts of politics behind the scenes...Sast fried to distance myself
completely from it. There was so much kind of naiskwas struggling just to get on with the job amavicing clients” (Michael).

“So you know there is a kind of inherent problenthvthat when you've got a company built up of difiet people trying to get one over
on each other all the time. How does that filtewddo everyone else? Well everyone else is just ehlotic...” (Michael).



Table 4: (Continued)

Aggregate Dimension

Impact

Impact

Second-Order Themes

Relaxed management
style

Resources scarcity

Represative Quotes

“[there is]...a lack of basic process [which] is alpiem and we need to get that back... [SigmaGrouprdbkave processes] because that
is part of their [senior management] style...” (Garry

“What we'’re actually trying to [do is] ‘manage notanaging’. That's the great problem about this &tgu...you're trying to instil
sometimes mathematical sciences into the creativeeps and [so] you immediately stifle the creapivecess.... [Garry] will tell you he
still needs to know [the client’s] objectives,...ved technical or tactical aspects, ...markets, [anhelther] is it a sales-related objective.
But the truth of the matter is that, we will trycanot limit ourselves to what they tell us or daell us” (Brian).

“...by not doing that [briefing] we don’t limit ourbees to being prescriptive to what the client wamsause actually what I've found in
doing this job for so long is that a lot of the érthe client has actually no idea what they waik ey only tell you what they want
because that’s the way they've been trained tdth{rian).

“l think we're like Barcelona, | give them the balhd just let them run with it...For me it's not lgahbout managing the process. |
manage the process by not necessarily trying tcageit too much. I'll just put down the flags asaly, ‘there’s your park to play in and
there’s the ball — go and play with it (Brian).

“We actually don’t have a process on that, and ibftien ad-hoc...someone will come out from a meetitigey [are] not necessarily
writing a contact report and saying, ‘OK, here #re key challenges for this client, here’s reallyaivthey need’, it's often a case of
standing by the kettle waiting for the coffee torbady, going ‘so what happened to that meetinteyesy?’, ‘oh did they say that, why
don’'t we...?’, ‘oh yeah, that's a good idea, let'skat that...’, ‘OK’. I'd love us to have a process that, and | don’t think it's difficult to
do, I think we're just not there yet, so it's tomanic...” (Garry).

“I would sometimes feel like either a brief waspdrticularly good to begin with or maybe feedbaokning back from the client wasn’t
enough, [it] wasn'’t transcribed well enough that yelt like you knew where you could go with it” fihony).

“[SigmaGroup] front ended on the fees so there lmads of money coming in at the very start whicls waying a legacy of debt for other
projects and then you got to the end of the prajéere there was a lot of detailed design requiresblutions required, [and] there was no
money coming in to pay for the time. So you didréte the luxury of time” (George).

“There...wasn’t enough designer-client contact...aredgtoblem that comes with that is that there’stddst in translation...in between,
the design team and the account management [teahthan the client themselves” (Anthony).

“When there was the director saying ‘you can’t workthat anymore you've got half a day to providsolution’..., if you've got half a
day you take the logical option to answering yavector’s response...which is ultimately restrictiymur creativity” (George).



Table 4: (Continued)

Aggregate Dimension Second-Order Themes Representative Quotes

Impact

Resources scarcity
(continued)

“...There’s nothing worse for the creative processitfto be stalled...if someone’s starting somethiymy must let them take it to where
they gonna take it. If you then interrupt them aag ‘I know you're working on this, but | need ytw stop and work on something
completely different, completely different cliemical need this for lunch time’...We [at Sigma] haveay casual, lazy way of going
about what we’re doing... a good process...should pratat space for them [designers] to do...[theiijking” (Garry).

“[We] probably managed to get away with it, but wheu're in it,...you're...just getting on with it,t's easy to find yourself ticking off
the fact that you managed to submit a presentatidhshould be [about] the quality of...what you'vitkched or presented” (Michael).

“| often felt that we almost exuded a bit of paniben we were going [to] pitches, it was almost lloe could tell that we'd been up the
night before because we were still running thitgeugh and...things weren't quite polished or...we wWereinutes late” (Michael).

“I think designers [were getting] quite annoyedfteesy [were feeling] that they're just getting duedpwith stuff, that they're not being given a
proper brief. I've done it myself, where if you ceroff the phone to a client and you're not quiteesa exactly what they want but...they
want it tomorrow...And the easier thing to do is jush [will you] just come up with something?'. |ittk the more...the account

managers...are stretched, the less time they hgwet ia any thought...and things just get thrown aigigers...” (Michael).




First-Order Concepts Second-Order Themes Aggregate Dimensions

( *  Senior management encouraged their staff to worronnd-breaking projects and pursue blue sky i@ps ) 4 A
*  Merger of Sigma with the advertising agency aimedi\ersifying services and increasing breakthropgijects (P). Management push for
* SigmaGroup’s ambition for creating a leading dediign stretching the organization’s capabilitie} (1 breakthroughs
»  SigmaGroup was big churning machine but not afdhefront of innovation and knowledge (I). (exploration)
* Sigma set up a KTP to design, develop, and implémeew strategic business model for the orgamiag#).
\- J L y, _
e ~N Strategic Intent Paradox
«  Staff were working on incremental and repetitivejgcts such as retail adverts for print, websiteteat updates, email
promotions, and mundane architectural work (Pndl, &). Staff emphasis on profit
«  First author prioritised his account manager r@eduse he could deliver profit and the KTP role aabiguous (P, A). > (exploitation)
« SigmaGroup had to take on any project to manage fbas without any concern for the quality of profe that were
coming in.
. ° J \ J

4 I 4
* Avery laid-back workplace atmosphere even whesntdi were on site (P).
e Senior management encouraged a celebratory atnresafter lunchtime on Fridays — staff were negfegtivork (P).

J

A 4

«  First author’s dual role at SigmaGroup required@gtion and exploitation leading to feelings okiaty (P, A).
« Lack of resources lead to staff feeling confuseti dglivering substandard work (P, I).

A 4

Ambivalence Defence Mechanisms

«  Senior management were giving their staff ‘fre@'rbecause too much ‘management’ can stifle crisgii). Regression
*  Senior management did not want prescriptive bbefscollaboration between teams to deliver bestlie¢P, I, A).

J \. J
™\ Ve ~N
« Gossip, secrets, and arguments (among senior maragebetween teams, or staff) on a daily basanPI). o Split
« Torn between different teams and directors incieatsf's feelings of anxiety (P, I, and A). ” plitting
J \ J
é . . . 4 A ( )
¢ The need for setting up systems and processesavastiously considered — staff often had to intkair own way of
working on ad-hoc basis (P). Relaxed

« Lack of invoicing, briefing, and job-tracking prases failing to monitor and protect time spent mjegts (P, I, and A).
* Anintegration team was set up to define new systand processes but the recommendations were egdiigme
implemented or ignored anc A).

- AN J
4 N )

e There was not enough designer-client contact legttirtlient requests being miscommunicated (P and |
* SigmaGroup had to front-end on the fees to pagache of debt for other projects (P and I).

«  Staff were not provided with the necessary timeiireg to deliver quality of creative work and inative ideas (1). Resources scarcity
»  Staff were often asked to move from one projeetrtother disrupting flow of work (P and I).

* Lack of successful time planning ahead of presgrittmew and existing clients (pitches) for newigets (P, landA).

N\ J N J

P= Participant Observation Notes i
| = Interviews Figure 1. Data Structure

A=Archival documents
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