
The fallacies of non-agility: Approaching organizational 
agility through a dialectical practice perspective

Abstract

Complexity, paradox, tension, and contradiction are increasingly seen as permeating all 

aspects of organizational life. Yet despite ongoing advancement, both our understanding of 

the nature of complexity as well as how to use this increased appreciation of it in practice are 

still developing. In this spirit, this paper considers organizational agility and how to achieve 

it. Here, current discussions of organizational agility have failed to sufficiently address the 

fundamental tensions inherent in learning stemming from conflicting goals and incentives, 

evident in an ongoing discussion of theory-informed approaches for bringing about 

organizational agility. In this paper, we claim that incorporating a dialectical perspective of 

learning would provide a means of understanding the successes and failures of practices 

aimed at bringing about agility. We consider the maligned dialectic, four fallacious ways of 

thinking that hinder agility, and the extent to which these can be overcome. As evidence, we 

present a case of Agile implementation in which one of the authors acted as a consultant and 

involving a large-scale social change. Considering this from a dialectical perspective, we 

discuss ways that dysfunction in achieving agility might be reduced through disruptive 

interventions like Agile. 

Keywords:  Organizational learning, change management, Agile, dialectics, project 

management
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1 Introduction

Organizational scholars have long sought means for achieving organizational agility, the 

ability to know and do what is needed to compete and survive over time. Given major 

disruptions and increased competitiveness, it is perhaps unsurprising that agility has become 

the “New Holy Grail” (Pulakos et al., 2019) of organizational practice, corresponding with 

an increasing interest in ways to support it and significant conceptual disagreement (Walter, 

2021). For the purposes of our discussion, we will focus on what Walter (2021) refers to as 

“agility capabilities”, which  Lee et al. (2015) present as proactiveness, radicalness, 

responsiveness, and adaptiveness. Agility is linked with organizational ambidexterity (Clauss 

et al., 2020), the achievement of both exploration of new opportunities and exploitation of 

current ones. Thus, agility can be conceived as a state in which individuals and organizations 

actively seek new ways of knowing and radically applying that knowledge to meet their 

goals, proactively identify and implement change when needed (Braun et al., 2017). In 

essence, agility is the capacity to do what is needed, when it is needed.

Recent discussions of a complicated, complex, or even paradoxical organizational 

environment would seem to demand new ways of providing “what is needed”.  For example, 

Andriopoulos and Lewis (2009) discuss tensions and paradoxes inherent in ambidexterity as 

the need for breakthroughs versus the need for profit, the need for meeting client 

requirements versus re-envisioning and experimenting, the need for well-defined processes, 

targets, and roles versus the need for creative expression, challenge, and self-pride. An 

organization’s ability to focus on competing needs simultaneously is limited. For example, 

Haunschild et al. (2015) draw attention to how organizational focus on exploration or 
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exploitation oscillates over time. Discussing a focus on safety after serious errors, they note 

a trade-off of periods of learning and periods of forgetting in which organizations decrease 

activities related to error-prevention in favor of innovation and experimentation, until the 

next error brings attention back to safety. Finally, works such as Pedler and Hsu (2019),  

Antonacopoulou (2009), and Grisold et al. (2020) highlight the role of unlearning as well as 

learning as critical aspects of agility. 

If managed correctly, organizations can achieve a virtuous cycle of ambidexterity in 

which a synergetic effect emerges from tension. Andriopoulos and Lewis (2009) discuss the 

possibility of fueling such cycles through careful attention of activities of integration, 

stressing interdependence of the sources of tension, and differentiation, focusing on a distinct 

part of a tension.   These authors call for embracing tension as critical for the long-term 

advantage. Along with Greig et al. (2013), these works highlight the centrality of mindset 

challenging our knowledge about the world in which we work, questioning what is known, 

in order to achieve agility. Following a basic definition of learning as the change of behavior 

in response to the processing of information (Huber, 1991), the challenge is in arriving at 

ways in which individuals and organizations can learn to be agile, i.e. to change behavior 

from non-agile to agile based on experience. But the tensions, some of which are rooted in 

our biological makeup (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977) make such work challenging, and rather 

than virtuous cycles, tensions are just as likely to lead to defensive behavioral routines that 

handicap an individual and organization's ability to formulate and achieve long term goals.

However, our knowledge of how to bring about such a mindset given these tensions 

in practice, and to then foster it over time is developing. Some recent research on 

organizational learning practice has sought to address tensions in learning directly that could 
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be relevant for promoting agility. For example, Vince et al. (2018) explore critical action 

learning as a means of surfacing, acknowledging, and reflecting upon tensions that arise 

through organizational intervention. Mease (2019) applies a similar approach through 

applied tension analysis. She points out that the constitutive nature of organizations demands 

behavioral repertoires of response strategies rather than “best practices”, offering 

organizational actors multiple responses to respond to a particular tension and their 

consequences. 

The context of project management is one such context offering the opportunity to 

develop such behavioral repertoires. Responding to tension has been the interest of a nascent 

project-as-practice movement, which emphasizes the day-to-day experiences of the people 

involved and how these experiences are translated into practices (Blomquist et al., 2010).

Within this movement, the role of managerial action in managing complexity within projects 

has been highlighted (Maylor and Turner, 2017; Turner et al., 2016), while van der Hoorn 

and Whitty (2017) outline a number of activities meant to bring about shared understanding.

Here, despite advances, recommendations for “what to do” to achieve the 

complexified agility are still needed. The first need is in understanding the nature of 

complexity, and especially tensions, within project management, as our understanding is 

fundamental in informing our response (Tsoukas, 2017). The second need is in the continued 

development of our responses to complexity at a sufficient level of granularity to so that they 

can be useful in practice. Finally, while Turner et al. (2016) focus on managerial action, they 

also note a structural element to these, suggesting that the roles of managers in addressing 

tensions can be assumed by other roles, perhaps even by the structure itself. 

The contribution of this paper is to address these needs by adopting a dialectical 

approach to consider a project which used Agile approaches. Agile approaches are one 
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popular means intended to bring about agility in practice to teams working in dynamic 

environments, which have enjoyed continued interest in the past two decades (Lee and Xia, 

2010). Originating as a set of guidelines, approaches, and best practices for software 

development (Agile Alliance, 2001), Agile approaches attempt to respond to environmental 

dynamicism and uncertainty though iterative planning, so that project requirements and how 

to meet them can be redefined collaboratively by self-organizing, cross-functional teams 

(Dönmez and Grote, 2018). The core of Agile could be considered to be its iterative design, 

which supports rapid and flexibly changes in requirements. Since the publication in 2001, a 

number of methods drawing on the principles of the manifesto emerged from practice such 

as scrum, lean software development, eXtreme Programming, and others  (Dingsøyr et al., 

2012). Despite its foundations in software development, its concepts have been increasingly 

applied to other contexts (Dingsøyr et al., 2012).  Indeed, in a survey of project management 

professionals and senior executives across industries by the Project Management Institute 

(2017), 90% of respondents reported using Agile methodologies at least occasionally.  

The use of Agile approaches are fruitful grounds for observing learning tensions in 

practice. It is a subject of debate as to how, when, and why Agile is effective, and which 

behaviors it is meant increase or improve, whether operations, or collaboration, co-

ordination, and communication (Abrahamsson et al., 2010; Batra, 2018; Dikert et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, in a case study, McAvoy and Butler (2007) find evidence that depending on 

how it is carried out, Agile may even promote dysfunctional learning, whereby individuals 

keep their views to themselves, and collective decision making may actually go against the 

views of all the members. Therefore, Agile appears unable on its own to resolve tensions in 

learning that would lead to agility over time.
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The aim of this paper is to explore agility through a dialectical framework and offer 

insights into organizational learning interventions. We intend to move beyond Agile 

methodologies to a more general understanding of how to promote agility, and how this can 

be achieved under a complexity framework.

Broadly, dialectics is philosophy’s answer to the question: What is the nature of 

change? (Morgan, 2013). Our central claim is that successes and failures in seeking agility 

can be reconceptualized with a dialectical perspective as something that is as well as a way 

of thinking and doing. The perspective allows both the complicating of the organization 

(Holmqvist, 2009) and offers a means of approaching such complexity in the day-to-day 

practice of organizing in spite of, and indeed even through, contradictions, tensions, and 

dilemmas that inevitably arise as organizations and individuals pursue their goals. We present 

the actions of Agile approaches as behavioral repertoires, which we group into 

conceptualization facilitators, action facilitators, and change frameworks. By integrating 

action, mindset, and organizational structure, these offer the possibility to support agility in 

practice.

To achieve our aim, we consider the case of a large-scale change effort that sought to 

integrate a new behavioral repertoire in teams collaborating across organizations. The case, 

while in many aspects a massive success, is also illustrative of the sometimes-paradoxical 

nature of learning over time, and how organizations exist regardless. We consider the 

limitations of the interventions from a dialectical perspective, and how these might be 

overcome in the future. Implications and future research directions are then discussed. 
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2 Background

Our interest in dialectic is in its potential to help us think about change and to bring it about 

change in practice. In so doing, we incorporate philosophy as a means of critically examining 

our modes of thinking (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002) by deliberately adopting a set of 

assumptions about what the world is like and how we can come to learn about it. This 

reflection alone can be helpful given the disparate assumptions within organizational learning 

theory, and is intrinsically linked with how we understand our role as management scholars, 

and the recommendations we make for practice (Graetz and Smith, 2010). Beech et al. 

(2010), for example, claim “that life, by its very nature, is dialogic since things and events 

are rendered meaningful through their relation to others”. It is of little surprise that their 

discussion focuses on generative dialogues in their recommendations for practice. 

In this paper, we consider a subset of the assumptions of Roy Bhaskar's (1993, 1994) 

Dialectical Critical Realism (DCR), which we use to consider the ability of organizations to 

truly bring about transformational change that the environment would seem to require and 

Agile approaches mean to offer. Our point here is not to argue for the suitability of using 

DCR for studying organizations generally, nor provide a comprehensive coverage of its 

concepts. Apart from the seminal texts of Bhaskar, this has been attempted elsewhere (e.g. 

Fleetwood, 2005, 2014) Likewise, the tenets of basic critical realism, which underly DCR 

have been explored in Edwards et al. (2014) and in relation to IS and case study methodology 

(Wynn and Williams, 2012). However, we will attempt to provide a brief grounding in 

Bhaskar's ontology in order to set the stage for a discussion on dialectical thinking and its 

applicability to agility.
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What is Bhaskar’s dialectical world like? Reality, for Bhaskar, is stratified into what 

we can experience, what we capture (the empirical), and everything else, the “real”. The real 

world is open and complex, made up of an ever-changing web of interrelated social, 

cognitive, and material entities, which Bhaskar captures in his four planar model of social 

being. The four planar model  highlights how any social event can be understood as an 

interaction between the material, the relational, the interpersonal, and the intra-subjective: 

“For Bhaskar, it is the dialectical interaction of agents with structural properties and/or 

practices on these analytically distinct planes (material transactions with nature, i.e. co-

operative labour to produce subsistence; social relations between agents, i.e. as incumbents 

of structured ‘positions’ and ‘practices’ of the social system; interpersonal relations, i.e. 

interactions between individuals as subjects rather than as agents of positions or institutional 

roles; and intra-subjective relations, i.e. internal relations of the subject, such as the self-

construction of personal and cultural identities), which constitute the social cube” (Creaven, 

2013: 31). These entities exist atop a sea of absence at every strata, so as organizations are 

constituted and become (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), they also ‘bego’ as, say, old ways of 

thinking are unlearned or forgotten, new practices replace the old, or physical spaces are 

occupied or vacated.

Lastly, reality is full of contradiction and constraint. For Bhaskar, contradiction is 

‘any kind of dissonance, strain or tension’ (Bhaskar, 1993), and negating these is key for 

arriving at the ultimate goal of eudemonistic society, universal human flourishing. For 

Bhaskar, this involves both the free-flourishing of all and the free-flourishing of each, and 

achieving it requires an ongoing critical evaluation of the power relations that enable agents 

to defend the advantages lent to them on the basis of their class, age, gender, and so forth. 
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Some of these contradictions are beyond our capacity for intervention, others are 

accessible. Our interest here are in internal contradictions, those that involve two-sides of the 

same coin type relations in which addressing one end comes at the expense of the other, or 

those relations in which one is “opposed, in the sense that (at least) one of their aspects 

negates (at least) one of the other’s, or their common ground or the whole, and perhaps vice 

versa, so that they are tendentially mutually exclusive, and potentially or actually tendentially 

transformative” (Bhaskar 1993, p. 58; original emphasis).

INSERT TABLE 1

Addressing contradiction requires dialectical thinking, “the art of thinking the coincidence 

of distinctions and connections” (Bhaskar, 1993). Broadly, it holds that to understand 

something and take transformative action, it should be studied as “processes in their 

wholeness, inner contradiction, and movement” (Bolis and Schilbach, 2020, p. 522). 

Dialectical thinking takes the form of four “moments” (Table 1). These are non-identity, 

negation, totality, and praxis, which Bhaskar discusses under the MELD schema, for First 

Moment (1M), Second Edge (2E), Third Level (3L), and Fourth Dimension (4D), and 

together, they make represent the elements of Bhaskar’s dialectical thought. 

Frist, we consider the benign dialectic: First, we conceive of an issue as discreet 

structures in a particular moment in time. As scholars of management, we may focus on 

explaining a particular lack, e.g. a lack of performance, a lack of understanding, a lack of 

revenue. We attempt to go beyond appearances, judgment, or singular experience to 

understanding real underlying causes. Next, we consider transitions—or the absenting of 

absence, “the exercise of causal powers in rhythmic (processual) causality” (Bhaskar, 

1993)in which multiple possibilities might be realized. We may make an initial attempt at 
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change, or an imagine what change can be brought about through our own creative freedom. 

Contradictions, dilemmas, and paradoxes of practice arise. At 3L we reconceptualize 

phenomena in terms as totalities and wholes. Practically speaking, contradictions, tensions, 

and dilemmas are understood (and potentially overcome) by relating them to other parts and 

wholes, or considering different perspectives of the same issue—using both/and rather than 

either/or and “drawing together” assumed opposites (Alderson et al., 2020). Finally, the 

awareness gained during the previous moments is directed at achieving transformative 

change.

Dialectical processes can be maligned by way of four interrelated errors. The critical 

error at 1M is in taking things at face value or judging which is referred to as the epistemic 

fallacy (Bhaskar, 1975). To our knowledge, the exact forms the epistemic fallacy can take 

have not been summarized, but they are wide-ranging; denying the views and experiences of 

participants of the change processes is one example common to change projects. Likewise, 

in negating problems the critical fallacy at 2E is seeing reality in terms of presence only, 

ontological monovalance, and denying change as a unity of space, time, and causality. The 

fallacy at 3L is ontological partiality: failing to see the interconnected nature of reality. The 

fallacy at 4D is de-agentification, the many thoughts and actions which deny our real capacity 

for change. This would include, for example, restricting our own actions or those of others 

due to a misplaced lack of belief in our abilities.

The ideas of DCR share much in common with other discussions of dialectic within 

management, which has a long history. It has been used to describe organizations generally 

(Benson, 1977), tensions in change management (Seo and Creed, 2002), leadership 

(Collinson, 2005), organizational resistance (Mumby, 2005), knowledge creation (Nonaka et 
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al., 2000) and marketing (Holt, 2002).  These approaches focus on the transcendence of 

opposing (generally political) forces. For example, Van De Ven and Sun (2011, p. 71) note 

that  a “dialectal process of change fails when power inequalities limit or inhibit confrontation 

among opposing parties”. They present dialectic alongside other process models based on 

their mode (prescribed or constructed) and their unit (single or multiple), where dialectic is 

seen as a process model that is a constructed form to deal with multiple entities. We would 

highlight that the four planar ontology of DCR includes dialectic in a broader sense than 

confrontation or dialog. In this sense, we lean with Dovey et al. (2017) who consider a 

complexity foundation that includes interactions between the material, physical, aesthetical, 

and symbolically mediated aspects of leadership. In making their recommendations, they 

emphasize a view of practice that is contingent upon these interacting elements of 

complexity, and in which thought, action and the outcomes of these are intimately linked.

2.1 A dialectical exploration of organizational learning practice

In this section, we consider the achievement of agility as hindered by two critical 

contradictions arising from the nature of any organizational learning endeavor: the nature of 

learning itself, goals, and the pursuit of ambidexterity. While these are certainly not the only 

contradictions to arise in practice (see, e.g. Vince et al., 2018), these appear frequently as two 

sides of the same coin relationships. Once the interest moves to intervening (2E), 

contradictions, dilemmas, paradoxes, and tensions will inevitably arise. Recent scholarship 

has linked defensive behavior and defensive routines to our cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral responses to how contradictions are experienced (Mease, 2019; Smith, 2014) so 

understanding them is at the heart of facilitating organizational learning.
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2.1.1 Goal contradictions

The first set of contradictions arise from the nature of absence itself, and especially as it 

relates to goals. Goals and their perceived feasibility motivate the behavior of both 

individuals and organizations, and provide a performance standard against which to evaluate 

the outcomes of behavior (Bandura, 1978, 1997, p. 477). However, goals are often ambiguous 

(Sawyer, 1992), continually shift (Pask, 1969), fail to align, or even conflict (Locke and 

Latham, 2002). Goals need to shift to meet changing priorities and environment, and 

challenging goals play a central role in motivation (Linder and Foss, 2018). But individuals 

are likely to limit both goal specificity as well as difficulty during goal formation out of 

perceived threats or constraints (Bryson et al., 2016; Greve, 2017; Xu, 2011). The process of 

goal formation also frequently draws attention to new determinant absences that result in 

creative tension and can feel overwhelming (Senge, 1990, p. 151). For example, the goal to 

increase sales may initially be seen as related to a lack of salespeople. Upon reflection, 

however, we see it is related to a lack of budget, a perceived lack of training, and so forth. 

For groups especially, a salient issue is that to avoid embarrassment or threats to status, 

individuals may not state their actual goals, and so actual goals may not correspond with 

stated goals (Linder and Foss, 2018). In short, organizations learn in relation to goals, but we 

are often hard pressed to find what those goals are.

2.1.2 Ambidexterity contradictions

The second set of contradictions arise from conflicting from different types of learning 

needed to meet organizational goals. Agility is meant to promote the achievement of two 
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goals that have been referred to at the organizational level as exploration—the pursuit of new 

knowledge—and exploitation—“the development of things already known” (Levinthal and 

March, 1993, p. 105). Organizations need exploration and exploitation to compete over the 

long-term, but have a hard time achieving both for very long (Brix, 2020).

Levinthal and March (1993) attribute the tendency towards exploration and 

exploitation to short-term rewards, presumably referring to how humans respond to 

reinforcement. Indeed, decades of research on associative learning demonstrates our 

continued susceptibility to feedback that positive, immediate, and certain feedback will tend 

to win out over feedback that is negative, uncertain, and delayed (Daniels and Bailey, 2014).      

Overcoming the pull of positive reinforcement in the short-term requires reflection, 

awareness, mindfulness, but these can be quite threatening. Indeed, given the choice, many 

people will avoid critical reflection (Antonacopoulou, 2010; Diamond, 1986), hindering a 

critical component of proactivity and responsiveness essential to agility. Because of this, 

organizations often oscillate between failure and crisis (Haunschild et al., 2015; Seo and 

Creed, 2002) or between exploiting and exploring, and where short-term reinforcement 

drives organizations pathologically towards one or the other. 

The natural response to ambidexterity and goal tensions is defensive, and these drive 

people to seeing and choosing one alternative where multiple may exist (Smith, 2014). 

Bhaskar (1993, p. 112) refers to these as Tina (There Is No Alternative) formations, and we 

could consider them to be anathema to transformative change. For one, there is evidence that 

individuals and organizations alike will be unable to maintain rigidly held positions and thus 

will alternate between extremes (Haunschild et al., 2015; Kernberg, 1984). In psychotherapy, 

this is referred to as “splitting”, where individuals tend to think in terms of “either/or” rather 

than “both/and” (Linehan, 1993, p. 34). In organizations, we might see this as a disjunctive 
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style of thinking, which, paradoxically, privileges explaining things as they are by 

decontextualizing them, attempting to separate them from values, and dismissing change 

(Tsoukas, 2017). The tensions of goals and exploration–exploitation can be cast in this light 

when they run in the extreme: Either I am pursuing my goals or the organization’s goals. 

To summarize the argument up to this point, achieving agility in the sense of “doing 

what is needed” is challenged by two pervasive tensions in practice between the goals of the 

individuals and the organizations within which they work on the one hand, and the need to 

explore new opportunities versus the need to exploit current ones on the other. Both of these 

resist resolution by approaches meant to address them, and would seem to require alternative 

approaches. We have presented two forms of dialectical thinking, benign and maligned, as a 

backdrop for both for understanding nature of these tensions, and their potential resolution 

in practice. We now turn to our case, in which we adopt the dialectical lens to consider the 

application of Agile approaches to meet this need.

3 Methodology

The claim of this paper is that organizational agility can be both understood from and 

supported through a dialectical framework. In developing this claim, we considered an 

organizational change initiative that took place over a five-year period, from 2013 to 2018 

(see Table 2), that used Agile approaches and which sought to promote an entire repertoire 

of behaviors in everyday practice. The change initiative involved a coalition of non-profits, 

government agencies, and foundations in the Los Angeles metropolitan area that aimed to 

improve the county’s system for providing services to homeless individuals. During the 
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project, one of the authors served as a consultant to implement practices associated with Agile 

methodologies, the specifics of which are considered in the following section. 

Our research can be considered as clinical field work (Schein, 1987), a type of action 

research (Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1998). Action research takes on a wide range of 

forms in which the researcher takes on a helping or facilitative role and in which theory plays 

a key role in formulating diagnoses and remedial action (Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 

1996). Clinical field work differs from other types of action research in that projects are 

initiated by a client to assist in the resolution of a particular problem, and the process involves 

the exchange of facilitative services for a fee. Accordingly, though our approach allowed 

both for local impact as well as to develop and evaluate theory in the field, in the field work, 

the priority was the former, i.e. in using professional knowledge in helping the client to 

resolve the issue. 

The clinical approach allowed us to observe the functioning of Agile practices as they 

played out over a time. Here, the initial theory was the implementation of a set of practices 

associated with the Agile methodology (Agile Alliance, 2001) would improve the 

organizations’ collective capacity to address homelessness over their previous approach. 

Data collection in the form of research notes, observation, and co-creating practitioner-

oriented reports and artifacts was also guided by the framework, which included protocols to 

direct the phases of planning, ideation, action, and reflection as described in the next section. 

We originally chose to consider this case because we wanted to understand how and 

why Agile had benefited the organizations in some ways and was limited in others. 

Furthermore, having Agile as an initial guiding theory provided fertile ground to put it to the 

test  without a clear idea of the outcome, an ideal setting for action research (Dick and 

Page 15 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Greenwood, 2015). Participants were involved throughout the research process, which 

presented benefits and challenges. On the one hand, it allowed for the pursuit of a key aim of 

the approach, and one under scrutiny here and one in common with other action research 

approaches—to support individuals in reflecting critically on their actions and to learn from 

experience. On the other hand, it allowed us to evaluate the extent to which such learning 

took place. Secondly, the clinical approach put the researcher in the position to interact with 

both line workers and management from multiple organizations.  Here the proximity of the 

researcher–clinician was seen as an advantage—participants are more likely to reveal what 

is “really going on” at multiple levels of the organizations because the researcher is in a 

helping role (Schein, 1987).

After the intervention had ended, we analyzed the case retrospectively to develop our 

framework, reviewing archival data, fieldnotes, websites, and other material related to the 

case, much of which is a matter of public record. We also reviewed our findings and asked 

for clarification with people involved with the project for accuracy. Two characteristics of 

the case drew our attention. Firstly, despite a seemingly similar absence—the absence of 

stable housing—the organizations and individual members understandings of the problem 

were quite different, and we could observe contradictions within and among organizations as 

these arose or were avoided. Second, as we reviewed the case, we were challenged to 

understand impact after it occurred. The outcomes of the project in terms of “successes” and 

“failures” was difficult to establish as these too were subject to the differing understandings. 

The clinical field work approach provided a means of keeping the large number of 

organizations engaged over a long period of time, and so allowed us to observe these 

outcomes. 
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4 Home for Good

To understand our grounding for agility, we begin by presenting the context of the 

intervention. The project described here was a part of a nationwide effort to eliminate 

homelessness through an approach known as Housing First, which emphasized addressing 

the need for stable housing as a precursor to addressing other issues a person might have. It 

contrasted with the typical approach at the time of Housing Ready, which often required 

homeless individuals be drug and alcohol free before they could become eligible for 

assistance (Tsemberis and Eisenberg, 2001). The approach, which had enjoyed a few notable 

but geographically limited successes since its development in the 1990s, represented a 

significant shift in both mentality and strategic focus for the many organizations and 

programs addressing homelessness—governmental and otherwise.           

At the same time, in the early 2010s, the U.S. Federal Government under the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) was offering significant financial 

incentives to develop Coordinated Entry Systems (CES) to facilitate collaboration among 

service providers to implement Housing First  nationwide, including a list of criteria against 

which programs would be evaluated. 

We consider “Home for Good”, an initiative, involving multiple organizations that 

spanned several years and that employed Agile methodologies during a portion of those to 

achieve its objectives. The Agile practices were encapsulated in the Rapid Results approach, 

and selected because they were seen as a viable means of achieving large-scale change in a 

short period of time. The use of Agile approaches ran from 2013-2015 in its initial phases, 
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and the methodology was applied again in 2016-2017.  In 2018, many of the initial structures 

created as part of the project for cross-organizational collaboration and communication were 

still in use, though the focus had shifted to carrying out operations as opposed to continuing 

the change process.  Following the Housing First approach, the objective of the project was 

to eliminate homelessness in Los Angeles County, which was significant—approximately 

54,000 people at the beginning of the project. It should be noted that the word “eliminate” is 

not hyperbole, but rather the operationalized measure for the approach. Indeed, past results 

suggested that a total reduction of known homeless individuals was possible (Bornstein, 

2010). 

Multiple organizations participated in the project, including collaborating on the use 

of funding and a multitude of other human, physical and technical resources (see Figure 1). 

The United Way of Greater LA coordinated and contributed funding, while two non-profit 

organizations facilitated operational change: Community Solutions and The Rapid Results 

Institute. 

INSERT FIGURE 1

The activity centered on the execution of 100-day sprints during which plans of action were 

conceptualized, executed, and reflected upon, and which were facilitated by the Rapid 

Results Institute and Community Solutions. These organizations worked in tandem to 

facilitate project-based initiatives involving multiple organizations with a range of 

characteristics, from relatively small, local organizations to large non-profits operating on a 

across the nation. An overview of the intervention is provided in Table 2.

4.1 Tensions at the start 
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At the beginning of the work, a number of tensions were immediately apparent and presented 

challenges to collaboration. A significant challenge was with coordinating different types of 

expertise and resources needed to find, assess and match individuals without stable housing, 

many of which suffered from significant mental, physical and addiction issues. Such 

coordination was particularly challenging given that many of the organizations focused on 

different aspects of homelessness, generally as a part of a related objective. For example, one 

organization would provide support only to women as a part of its mission to support women 

in need, while another provided support for the health of veterans, and under this mission 

would provide housing support. Others only worked with youth, or LGBTI individuals, or 

just those living with HIV/AIDS. Many of these focus areas and restrictions had to with both 

an organization’s mission, but also the funding available at the time.  Other major differences 

of focus had to do whether a person qualified for federal support or not. For example, in most 

cases a person needs to be a legal resident, not be a registered sex offender and not have been 

convicted of certain drug crimes to qualify for federal funding. 

Organizations also differed in their approach to homelessness. While many adhered 

to Housing First, other organizations subscribed to the belief that a person needed to resolve 

certain issues before being housed. In such instances an organization would expect that a 

person makes significant progress on, for example, addiction issues, before being considered 

for housing. So, there was significant variation in how homelessness was prioritized.

Further, at the start of the project many organizations were competing for a limited 

pool of funding, and were aware of the competition. These factors were seen as contributing 

to a competitive and sometimes distrustful environment, despite seemingly shared goals. One 

key tension of note was a suspicion shared by many organizations that other organizations 
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were “cherry picking” clients, only helping clients that had less severe problems. Such a 

focus would allow an organization to house more individuals and appear to be more efficient 

when compared to other organizations.  While some organizations supported this approach 

on philosophical grounds (“triage so you can house as many people as possible with the 

money you have”) most disagreed with the practice. Nonetheless, most workers felt, correctly 

or not, that other organizations were guilty of doing so.

4.2 Agile development of coordinated entry 

Many of these contradictions were addressed during 100-day working “sprints” in which 

members of many organizations participated. The condition for participation in the sprints 

was being a line worker in an organization that provided services to individuals without stable 

housing. These included both direct service providers such as social workers, shelter 

managers, as well as supporting staff such as housing program managers, and housing 

application evaluators from government funders. Project leaders summarized the project’s 

aims as follows:

To end homelessness, we needed to ensure everyone living on the street 
was known, connected to interim supports, and matched to the housing 

that fit their needs. To achieve this, we—the individuals and 
organizations that made up the system—had to build radical trust, as well 

as find new ways of coordinating a complex matrix of services. And we 
had to do it on a massive scale while working with a vulnerable 

population.

Apparent in this description are a number of related lacks or ills: A need to accurately 

describe homelessness, a need to develop trust, a need to provide the appropriate housing to 

the individual needs. The initial organizing framework for addressing these and other issues 
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took place during three rounds of 100-day sprints were conducted. The first round included 

two teams operating separately. The second round consisted of one team which was formed 

by the members of the previous two teams. These groups focused on the limited geographic 

area of Skid Row. The third round, which focused on expanding the CES across LA County's 

eight Service Provision Areas (“SPA”), involved one team of 10-12 individual in each SPA. 

INSERT TABLE 2

The immediate outcomes of the initiative, and of the learning that took place, could be found 

in the massive changes to the system in a relatively short period of time.  The bulk of the 

intervention took place over a 15-month period, during which a Coordinated Entry System 

(“CES”) was piloted, refined multiple times and then scaled. The unified system allowed 

organizations across the country to collaboratively identify, assess and match chronically 

homeless individuals to appropriate housing resources.  As a team leader noted:

We convinced a non-profit to use CES to lease-up 80 units of supportive 
housing. On move-in day we could see that the people housed through 
CES were more acute, that they were needier. Other housing providers 

were watching. Once we showed what “high priority” meant and that we 
could not only define it collaboratively, but also work together to support 

these individuals, people started to pay attention.

CES replaced the independent processes and systems for such activities, which had generated 

poor coordination in the provision of services, including a high prevalence of duplicate 

service provisions in some areas and gaps in services in others.   Table 3 contains an overview 

of changes produced by the implementation of the CES model. 
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INSERT TABLE 3

Between 2015-17 the CES was formalized, standardized and its use was increasingly 

mandated in rules and funding requirements across various federal, state, local and private 

funding streams used in the county.  This was largely done through the efforts of senior 

leaders represented in the Home for Good coordinating body. At the same time, a centralized 

administrative and operation group was created to oversee operational and quality control 

aspects of the system.  Thanks to these efforts, CES very quickly became the main avenue 

for allocating most of the services and resources for homeless individuals in the county.

From 2016, the system continued to grow and become increasingly centralized. While 

the system continues to function, the centrality has reduced the system’s flexibility and 

resulted in a growing backlog of opportunities for improvement.  Notably, despite significant 

gains in efficiency in terms of number of individuals placed in housing, homelessness in LA 

County increased from 2017 due to other factors. 

5 Agile practices in Home for Good

We propose that the organizations involved in this project experienced a period of agility in 

which they were able to radically and proactively respond to their environment. As no 

additional staff was brought on for the project, teams carried out the system transformation 

in addition to their existing workloads. The additional activities included the use of Agile 

methodologies, meetings to update the evolving CES and to coordinate services at the 

neighborhood and client-specific levels. We can understand the result of the intervention as 

a period of agility in which the organizations were able to both explore new ways of doing 

while maintaining or increasing their effectiveness (exploitation).
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We now consider the events using the MELD framework. While non-dialectical 

practice may have involved thinking and attitudes, our focus remains on the events and either 

what the second author could observe directly over the course of the intervention or what 

was recorded in the evaluative reports created following the project.      

5.1 Agile and contradiction

MELD, or indeed any dialectical framework, is a model for understanding change. Ideally, 

when faced with inevitable contradictions arising in practice, a benign dialectical process 

results in an ongoing cycle of understanding, intervention, connection, and subsequent 

application. Contradictions are absensed and new ones arise. Though there were many 

contradictions related to this project, we select three that we feel were representative of the 

others, and that fit into three types:  

     First, there were contradictions that were successfully addressed, where tensions 

decreased after the intervention. An example of one such contradiction was an initial practice 

of “cherry picking”, which involved avoiding processing high-complexity cases in favor of 

“easy wins”, instead of the espoused approach of “giving the most to those with the least”. 

While the extent of the practice was never established, the belief that it was occurring fostered 

resentment and distrust between organizations. Ultimately, the practice was permitted 

through the existence of a wide range of criteria with which individuals in need were 

prioritized. The development of CES required agreeing to a shared prioritization list that used 

a point system. Participants interviewed afterward agreed that although documenting 

adherence to such a system was sometimes onerous, there was general agreement that the 

most vulnerable were being properly attended to.
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     Second, there were existing contradictions that came to light and were redefined 

as the project met with success. This was the case when the new data available made the lack 

and types of housing more readily visible. Not only did a critical shortage in terms of 

availability become more readily apparent, more evidence that an additional problem was 

also there were the wrong types of housing available. So, there could be excess availability 

for people meeting one criterion and a shortage for those meeting another. This issue fell 

outside of the original mandate for the Agile project. 

Finally, contradictions arose from the intervention. It was recognized that pursuing a 

unified approach to housing would sacrifice flexibility for consistency. But this tradeoff 

manifested itself in several unexpected ways. For example, tried and true approaches to 

outreach could no longer be used because they now violated the principles of a fairness and 

shared responsibility upon which the project was based. While paper flyers used to be 

distributed in a small area to recruit individuals in need, now such a practice would favor one 

area over another, when these areas were meant to be sharing funding.

Additionally, the creation of CES, while inclusive, and the standard prioritization 

checklist, inevitably ignored how some individuals and organizations understood 

homelessness. These new contradictions were so great that in one case it immediately gave 

rise to a new project aimed at developing a special CES for Youth. CES itself also became 

hard to change, as it moved from a flexible but low-power information system to a more rigid 

structure requiring professional development and massive data storage. Decision making 

moved from line workers to a special CES committee. 

Thus, we note the paradoxical nature of success itself within the project. The project 

was successful is true and not true: the ill of the piecemeal approach to addressing 

homelessness was righted to some degree, and yet it created problems of its own. What we 
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would like to propose is that the organizational approach during the time of the project was 

able to handle the continuous existence and emergence of these contradictions. To consider 

how, we turn to the functioning of Agile itself in the following section. 

5.2 Agile as facilitating dialectical learning 

Although we resist a simplified view of Agile as “resolving problems”, we did witness Agile 

to have some impact that can be considered positive. Most obviously, the project resulted in 

gains in efficiency in placements, the increased trust and collaboration between participating 

organizations, and addressing new problems as they came along. During the project, there 

was a continual experimentation during which contradictions were surfaced, and the 

participants came together to address them. So, we could understand agility in this context 

as not getting stuck in one extreme position or another. Table 4 contains an overview of the 

Agile tools employed and how these were seen as facilitating change during the project. In 

the following section, we consider how the Agile tools were able to perform this function in 

practice.

INSERT TABLE 4

5.2.1 Conceptualization Facilitators

The project made use of several approaches to overcome contradiction in how the world is 

conceived, including goal formation. Accordingly, we refer to these as conceptualization 

facilitators, and we propose that they supported agility by helping create a state in which the 

actors could know what was needed, despite widely differing understandings of the nature of 

the issue of homelessness. Thus, we see conceptualization facilitators as playing a role in 
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arriving things as they are and are not (1M) and in integrating apparent opposites  (3L) 

especially. 

Arriving at clearly defined measures of performance at the outset of LA’s CES 

program was problematic because the different groups understood the ideal outcome of the 

project in different ways. Added to this was the fact that like many complex change efforts, 

the LA project struggled to use existing performance indicators as the basis of action. 

Available data was so tightly focused on existing processes, services and measures, that it 

was of little use in efforts to develop new service models.  

To overcome this challenge, the project used two agile tools to elicit, represent and 

modify ideas around the definition of success: Project Metaphors and User Personas. In the 

case project, a project metaphor in the context of Agile methodologies is a picture, statement 

or story that encapsulates the sought-after change (see Figure 1). User Personas are half-page 

descriptions of a typical user (e.g. a vulnerable person living on the street) that detail their 

hopes, challenges and motivators, and are a type of Use Case.  We should note that many 

Agile frameworks also make use of User Stories, which are one-line statements that define 

change in terms of discreet functions.  While project metaphors and user personas are meant 

to be inspirational, and user stories technical, the project did not employ User Stories, as they 

were not appropriate to the context. All three tools are meant to serve a similar purpose:  

Helping stakeholder focus on, and collaboratively develop definition of success through an 

evolving vision and set of goals.

In the context of Agile in a social impact project, a minimally viable product or MVP 

is the simplest possible version of a theory of change, translated into a testable prototype. It 

is a simplified but still complete version of the change (e.g. your new process or model) you 
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wish to implement. New elements or features are added only once the MVP is shown to be 

effective at achieving project objectives as defined in project metaphors and definitions of 

done. Priority is placed on what adds most to impact. MVPs allow teams to engage in 

controlled experiments that test innovations incrementally and robustly.

In the case of Homes for Good, the project progressively increased coverage (e.g. 

areas covered, types of funding sources integrated into the system, number of organizations 

involved) while also incrementally adding-in functional features and improvements (e.g. 

tools and processes for information sharing, prioritization of clients, service coordination, 

and resource optimization). The teams designed and implemented each MVP quickly, 

gathering evidence as they went on which additions were seen as adding value and adjusting 

as needed.

     Dialectically, these activities supported conceiving of reality as it is despite, and 

indeed in conjunction with, the need for performance measurement and management. Where 

previous measures had been seen as restrictive, the use of the knowing facilitation tools 

allowed individual stories to be represented (1M), change to be imagined (2E), and 

connections to the wider context to be made (3L). 

5.2.2 Action Facilitators

We refer to action facilitators as project approaches that encouraged reflective action, 

roughly corresponding with the dialectical moments of 2E and 4D. In this initiative, two such 

approaches were used: Time Boxing and Definitions of Done. Time Boxing is a practice that 

involves not only about setting deadlines, but also the practice of stopping work once a 
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deadline is reached. Traditional project management approaches extend deadlines until pre-

planned milestones are achieved. In Agile, the end of the time box marks the start of new 

round of planning. At that point, stakeholders assess the value of continued work on 

unfinished elements and drop them if implementation is more difficult, or results are less 

than expectations.

For example, LA’s second round team stopped work on a unified application for 

housing vouchers because they felt it would not simplify client intake. Such time boxes, along 

with Definitions of Done, create productive pressure in which results against the definitions 

will be evaluated and potentially positively reinforced by the group during the sprint 

retrospective, setting a clear (but temporary) definition of success. This pushes teams towards 

faster decision-making against specific criteria. 

Definitions of Done are lists of acceptance criteria that define success for each round 

of work. It is precise enough that, ideally, everyone can easily tell if success is achieved. LA 

Home for Good teams defined “done” as the number of clients made “document ready” (i.e. 

having the certifications needed to apply for housing) or matched to a housing unit. Teams 

set their own Definitions of Done and were encouraged to see it not as a performance target 

but as a tool for focusing decisions. As one team leader observed:

Few of us at the junior level had been involved in a reform effort. And it 
was the first time we [employed by non-profits] worked directly with 

colleagues from government. It was challenging and exciting because we 
had room to think creatively and act quickly. We never felt pressure to 
develop a perfect solution right away. We were responsible for making 

sure our solutions evolved.
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The action facilitators most directly helped imaging concrete change, determinant 

absence, and carrying that change out. Accordingly, we associate these primarily with 

moments 1M and 4D. 

5.2.3 Change Framework

Each round can be understood as a part of an overarching project framework, consisting of 

100-day iterations of action—the sprint—and reflection—the sprint retrospective. The

sprints were held in 100-day iterations, corresponding to each team’s perceived level of 

experience. These tools helped teams run controlled, rapid experiments focused directly on 

achieving the change that the leadership sought. They also provide a platform for 

collaboration between different levels of hierarchy. A member of the LA Project leadership, 

summed up his experience as follows:

We [on the leadership team] knew the system needed significant change. 
However, none of us had the authority nor the expertise to dictate such 
radical change. Eventually we realized that we could create a collective 
authority. We had to work together to create a space in which the teams 

showed us ugly truths and developed beautiful solutions.

A sprint retrospective is a planned moment of reflection and retrospection. It supports 

team-driven innovation, engaging teams in a learning dialog that continually refines the 

collective vision of change. As used in this project, the retrospectives aligned teams around 

this vision, while integrating new insights into funding streams and regulations. Home for 

Good’s leadership did much of this during 2-hour reviews held every 25 days. The change 

framework invites participants to reflect on the current situation, to commit to a plan of 

action, and repeats the process. 

5.3 Dialectical fallacies in action
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During the workshops, and in subsequent discussions, several behaviors were 

observed that stymied the agile process of learning. While others (e.g. Ashforth and Lee, 

1990; Oreg, 2003) have observed defensive behavior previously, we noted that the behavior 

appeared to correspond to Bhaskar’s dialectical fallacies: the epistemic fallacy, ontological 

monovalence, ontological partiality, and de-agentification. These are described further in 

Table 5. 

INSERT TABLE 5

These actions and ways of thinking that appeared to get in the way promoted what we 

would see as non-agility or what Seo and Creed, 2002 termed non-adaptiveness. These were 

presented as behaviors and ways of thinking that were non-dialectical that resulted in the 

actors remaining stuck or non-agile, preventing transformative action. For example, 

ontological partiality—the denial of internal relationality—was evident initially in the 

particular ways each organization understood and acted in relation to homelessness. That 

these organizations were able to synthesize these views is evident in the extent to which they 

ultimately were able to collaborate as seen through the creation of a shared priority criteria 

as well as pooling a portion of their funding.

6 Discussion

INSERT FIGURE X

The dialectical framework we present makes two related contributions to current discussions 

of organizational learning. The first is in using DCR as a foundation for understanding the 
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nature of organizational learning that may be suitable for the emerging view of organizations 

as inherently complex entities (Antonacopoulou and Chiva, 2007; Dovey et al., 2017). 

Deeping an understanding of the ontological aspects of learning is closely tied with the 

second contribution, in applying the framework to critique agile approaches to project 

management, which can be extended to include any approach meant to bring about 

organizational learning in practice. In the following section, we consider first what how DCR 

might address current debates on the nature of learning (including agile learning), and second, 

the implications for the framework for promoting learning in practice.

6.1 Describing the successes and failures of agility

The case for Home for Good brings up ongoing challenges in describing the reality 

in which organizational learning takes place, which DCR helped us to grasp. In particular, 

we note the potential contribution of the framework in addressing issues of evaluating multi-

level phenomena that integrates considerations of absence, time, and the inherently imperfect 

nature of impact. First, the case for Home for Good highlights the inherently complex and 

seemingly contradictory nature of organizing. These tensions appeared to be a part of the 

organizational fabric, and potentially constructive rather than something to be avoided. Of 

note in the case of Home for Good is how these tensions existed between and across 

organizations in spite of their seemingly similar goal to provide stable housing. These shared 

goals were, to some degree, ultimately captured in prioritized lists, which reflected a shared, 

actionable understanding of the issue. 

The case provides an interesting vantage point to observe tensions in agility over time.  

On the one hand, the project was reflective of what Turner et al. (2016) refer to as “point 
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ambidexterity”—where a single individual coordinates exploratory and exploitative action. 

As the project continued and was expanded, ambidexterity became more and distributed, and, 

as these authors report, harder to manage. At the same time, the nature of the project 

deliberately aimed at expanding and exporting the success of the project: CES, for example, 

was meant to be “big”, used at the county level. Not only did this make future change more 

difficult (a type of competence trap), the successes could be at odds with the understandings 

of the home organizations. 

There is growing consensus that the complexity we witnessed are par for the course. 

Tsoukas (2017) makes the case that the key to improving practice is to embrace complexity.  

Our results suggest imperfection also needs to be embraced along with tension (Andriopoulos 

and Lewis, 2009) and change. 

We find DCR’s focus on absence as helpful in understanding the issue. 

Transformation involves not just “becoming” (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), but also “begoing”, 

the ways of doing, thinking, or being that are replaced by the new. We see this in the project 

in the material sense and also in understanding. For example, the new prioritization list 

replaced the approaches used by the participating organizations prior to the project. The loss 

of nuance transformed the system into one that was, at the county level, better able to place 

those seeking stable housing. Sometimes, however, individuals that might seem to be 

“priority” to one particular group would now fall outside the criteria at the county level. The 

capacity for using one’s judgment in making placements was reduced as well, as the list 

demanded a certain adherence to order. 

Our results, therefore, could help us arrive at a new understanding of scholarship with 

impact. Antonacopoulou (2009) identifies impactful scholarship as influential, memorable, 
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practical, actionable, co-created, and transformational. On reflecting on the impact of this 

project, we note imperfection as another one of its key characteristics that permeates all the 

rest. Embracing imperfection as well as change was a fundamental part of the project. But 

given the real need to satisfy stakeholders to maintain legitimacy and obtain resources, 

embracing imperfection may be seen as a tall order when those defining success sit outside 

those involved with the project. To the extent that these stakeholders view success as a fixed 

entity, these views may also represent a constraint to be addressed. That is not to suggest that 

the goal of eliminating homelessness in LA country was not a legitimate or unattainable aim. 

Rather, realizing the goal requires embracing emerging understandings of its nature and 

causes, and how these are addressed on multiple levels. 

One contribution of our case, then, is in providing a complementary view of 

dysfunction in organizational change projects. While not directly indicative of a solution, 

developing a more complete view of dysfunction can help guide interventionists toward 

possible courses of action We consider dysfunction here as dialectical issues in thinking and 

action that could be thought of as a special category of imperfection which hampers 

transformative change. We consider these here as contributing to a state of non-agility, 

manifested in the behaviors of participants, and encoded into organizational structures and 

routines. The outcomes of the case reveal a certain fragility of agility: That the most obvious 

indictor of success for the program, CES, became more and more difficult to change as time 

went on is perhaps also the most suggestive of what Smith (1995) refers to as ossification, 

an inherent resistance to change those organizational structures have, resulting from the 

perceived losses in giving up the way things are. Addressing ossification requires us to 
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“restore the past to its own present” (Tsoukas, 2017: 132), by providing a space in which this 

could take place.

Our case suggests that approaches like Agile can serve as a countermeasure to the 

tendency toward non-agility, but that it will not overcome a general pull generated by the 

organizational structures we create and the actions we take toward fallacious thinking. This 

suggests that practices meant to promote agility must include elements to address structure, 

action, and thinking between actors, and that this needs to be engrained in the routines. Our 

consideration of Agile approaches is perhaps of a larger scope than Maylor and Turner (2017) 

see in viewing these as a means of promoting flexibility, as we see Agile approaches also 

ideally encompassing planning, control, and relationship development that form the core to 

managerial responses to complexity. Of course, arriving at clear categories of responses 

given the interrelated view of reality subscribed to is rather difficult. As these authors note: 

“There is not complexity or response—both are ongoing, co-exist, and interact” ((Maylor 

and Turner, 2017: 1087).

6.2 Implications for Agile projects 

What we find exciting about using dialectic as a framework for change are the 

questions it demands of our methods as scholar/practitioners. Our discussion could serve to 

meet Tsoukas (2017) calls to keep theory complex in developing ways to bring about agility 

in practice. Here, we limit our discussion to micro-practice, making no claim on 

organizational agility. Our discussion has little direct applicability to strategic decisions to 

invest in strategic agility in the form of, say, whether or not to invest in R&D, which can 

have serious implications in an organization’s ability to adapt.  
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Rather, one clear area potential for the dialectical framework is to look at the micro-

practices (Ashcraft and Trethewey, 2004) of Agile, and demanding of each: Does it demand 

we let go of the way things are right now? Does it require empathizing, understanding 

viewpoints we may find threatening? Does it require action we may not wish to take? The 

answers to these overarching questions might provide some indication of the capacity of an 

approach to promote agility. In our case we have presented a preliminary answer to these 

questions by categorizing the behavioral repertoires (Mease, 2019) of agility, which we frame 

as conceptualization tools, action facilitators, and an overarching change framework that 

provides planned moments of action and reflection (see Table 4). We see parallels between 

change framework practices and the discussion of the interpretive arc of Hibbert et al. (2016: 

29): “human life in its flow of change is made possible by an interpretive arc: an arc that 

swings back to individual past experience, rooted in tradition… and swinging forward to the 

present in the adaptation and application of practices.” The change framework provides a 

type of pulse for the arc, conceptualization facilitators serve to support adaptation and a 

critical view of the past, while action facilitators demand application and with it, new 

experiences. 

Of course, due to the limitations of our approach, this study should be considered as 

both preliminary and exploratory. The clinical approach to developing our discussion has 

some clear drawbacks. First is the retrospective manner in which our dialectical framework 

was developed. While retrospective methods have the benefit of feasibility (Leonard-Barton, 

1990; Pettigrew, 1990) there are significant limits to practitioner reflection (McKelvey, 

2006). Even Schein (1987), the elaborator of the clinical field work, notes that its capacity to 

validate beyond the local context is limited. Though subject to limitations, we chose the case 
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of Home for Good because the intervention supplemented, rather than replaced, the normal 

activity of the organizations involved during a time when radical change in operations was 

achieved, and so provided a rare opportunity to observe agility in action. 

6.3 Future directions for change practice

Our case suggests two potentially fruitful lines of future inquiry. The first is in further 

developing a complexity view of learning dysfunction. In our analysis of Home for Good, 

we have considered the drivers of non-agility as a dialectical failure involving the epistemic 

fallacy, ontological monovalence, ontological partiality, and de-agentification. Our case 

suggests that these fallacies were manifested in the thoughts and behaviors of participants, 

but sustained also through organizational structure and routine. Further observing the 

interrelations between thought, action, and structure could provide much needed nuance in 

identifying the breakdowns of change projects. 

The second line of inquiry involves incorporating our discussion into the developing 

research in the project-as-practice movement to inform how to support dialectical thinking 

in practice for agility and other types of organizational learning that foster transformational 

change. 

Exploring how to intervene in practice given its complex nature first requires some 

reflection as to our role as consultants. In her discussion of Applied Tension Analysis, 

(Mease, 2019) eschews a universal value of best practice, and instead identifies three roles 

for scholars in promoting organizational learning: 1) in compiling responses learned from 

observing other organizations and highlighting these for participants as possible response 

strategies; 2) in innovating strategies that may not be apparent to participants, leveraging the 
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“outsider” status; and 3) merging the previous two approaches to bring researchers and 

practitioners together. Our experience supports these observations. Imperfection aside, the 

project represents a largely effective integration of what had worked elsewhere--the 

foundation of “evidence-based management”--and fitting, adapt, and even discard parts of it 

when facing the entirely unique situation at hand (see (Piazza and Abrahamson, 2020). 

The dialectical framework and our experience with Agile approaches has also made 

us wonder at a fourth possibility: to develop means for our own graceful “absenting” from 

the organization when needed. We as outsiders—whether consultants, scholars, facilitators, 

coaches, and so forth—are also subject to constraints and contradictions limit our ability to 

bring about transformative change. The need to sell ourselves and our methods, or to receive 

positive reviews to bring on future business, can represent significant constraints themselves 

that should not be ignored, and could hinder the benign dialectical processes discussed 

previously. Including ways of continuing the practices outsiders promote when they are gone 

would be one means of achieving this. 

Finally, we can cautiously seek some transferability across organizational context to 

identify effective practices for promoting agility. Recent works suggest that the behaviors of 

managers can support ambidexterity in practice and overcome the inherent limits to capturing 

it (Maylor and Turner, 2017; Turner et al., 2016, 2018). (Hibbert et al., 2016) additionally 

identify three learning practices key to promoting transformative change: exploring 

limitations (either personal or disciplinary); developing connections; and developing shared 

interpretive horizons. They highlight the importance of maintaining “a multiplicity of views 

of a situation”, and “maintaining a curiosity-driven, dialogic engagement” (p. 40), ideas very 

much in line with the dialectic view presented here. We witnessed Agile’s conceptualization 
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facilitators as driving similar outcomes, and imagine that any number of approaches could 

serve for facilitating action and structuring change. 

What this suggests is a degree of interchangeability or functional equivalence of 

approaches to supporting agility which merit further exploration. For example, van der Hoorn 

and Whitty (2017) discuss creating a vision, storytelling, seeding ideas, identifying drivers, 

appealing to higher good as ways of developing alignment of stakeholder vision in projects, 

all of which could be seen as conceptualization facilitators. Antonacopoulou (2009) and 

Greig et al. (2013) suggest a role in asking guiding questions of participants in ways that 

would also promote arriving at “arresting moments” when knowledge of the way things are 

can be challenged and modified. We suggest that a promising future direction could involve 

exploring other practices through dialectical lens used here. This could both provide both 

further needed support for a view of non-agility as a dialectical failure, as well as provide a 

means of evaluating the capacity of a given approach to promote change in a given context. 

Finally, there is an opportunity to consider the framework for understanding other 

aspects of organizational learning that may relate to a group’s capacity to do “what is 

needed”. For example, it has been suggested that developing individual and organizational 

resilience are needed to maintain agility over time, and that without it, groups will be less 

able to respond to surprises and shocks  (Braun et al., 2017). Resilience, therefore, could 

represent another constraint deserving of attention through micro-practice. 

References

Abrahamsson P, Oza N and Siponen Mikko (2010) Agile Software Development Methods: 

A Comparative Review. In: Dingsøyr T, Dyba T, and Moe NB (eds) Agile Software 

Page 38 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Development: Current Research and Future Directions. Heidleberg: Springer, pp. 31–

59.

Agile Alliance (2001) Manifesto for Agile Software Development. Available at: 

https://agilemanifesto.org/ (accessed 10 June 2019).

Alderson P, Sutcliffe K and Mendizabal R (2020) A critical realist analysis of consent to 

surgery for children, human nature and dialectic: the pulse of freedom. Journal of 

Critical Realism 0(0). Taylor & Francis: 1–20. DOI: 10.1080/14767430.2020.1733922.

Andriopoulos C and Lewis MW (2009) Exploitation-exploration tensions and organizational 

ambidexterity: Managing paradoxes of innovation. Organization Science 20(4): 696–

717. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.1080.0406.

Antonacopoulou E and Chiva R (2007) The social complexity of organizational learning: 

The dynamics of learning and organizing. Management Learning 38(3): 277–295. DOI: 

10.1177/1350507607079029.

Antonacopoulou EP (2009) Impact and scholarship: Unlearning and practising to co-create 

actionable knowledge. Management Learning 40(4): 421–430. DOI: 

10.1177/1350507609336708.

Antonacopoulou EP (2010) Making the business school more “critical”: Reflexive critique 

based on phronesis as a foundation for impact. British Journal of Management 

21(SUPPL. 1): 6–25. DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-8551.2009.00679.x.

Ashcraft KL and Trethewey A (2004) Special Issue Synthesis. Journal of Applied 

Communication Research 32(2): 171–181. DOI: 10.1080/0090988042000178103.

Page 39 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Ashforth BE and Lee RT (1990) Defensive behavior in organizations: A preliminary model. 

Human Relations 43(7): 621–648. DOI: 10.1177/001872679004300702.

Bandura A (1978) Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Advances 

in Behaviour Research and Therapy 1(4): 139–161. DOI: 10.1016/0146-

6402(78)90002-4.

Bandura A (1997) Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control. New York: W. H. Freeman.

Baskerville R and Wood-Harper AT (1996) A critical perspective on action research as a 

method for information systems research. Journal of Information Technology 11: 235-.

Baskerville RL and Wood-Harper AT (1998) Diversity in information systems action 

research methods. European Journal of Information Systems 7: 90–107.

Batra D (2018) Agile values or plan-driven aspects: Which factor contributes more toward 

the success of data warehousing, business intelligence, and analytics project 

development? Journal of Systems and Software 146. Elsevier Inc.: 249–262. DOI: 

10.1016/j.jss.2018.09.081.

Beech N, MacIntosh R and MacLean D (2010) Dialogues between academics and 

practitioners: The role of generative dialogic encounters. Organization Studies 31(9–

10): 1341–1367. DOI: 10.1177/0170840610374396.

Benson JK (1977) Organizations: A Dialectical View. Administrative Science Quarterly 

22(1): 1–21.

Bhaskar R (1975) A Realist Theory of Science. London: Verso. DOI: 10.2307/2184170.

Bhaskar R (1993) Dialectic: The Pulse of Freedom. London: Verso.

Page 40 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Bhaskar R (1994) Plato Etc: The Problems of Philosophy and Their Resolution. London: 

Verso.

Blomquist T, Hallgren M, Nilsson A, et al. (2010) Project-as-practice: In search of project 

management research that matters. Project Management Journal 39(March): 28–42. 

DOI: 10.1002/pmj.

Bolis D and Schilbach L (2020) ‘I Interact Therefore I Am’: The Self as a Historical Product 

of Dialectical Attunement. Topoi 39(3). Springer Netherlands: 521–534. DOI: 

10.1007/s11245-018-9574-0.

Bornstein D (2010) A Plan to Make Homelessness History. The New York Times, 20 

December. New York.

Braun TJ, Hayes BC, DeMuth RLF, et al. (2017) The Development, Validation, and Practical 

Application of an Employee Agility and Resilience Measure to Facilitate Organizational 

Change. Industrial and Organizational Psychology 10(4): 703–723. DOI: 

10.1017/iop.2017.79.

Brix J (2020) Building capacity for sustainable innovation: A field study of the transition 

from exploitation to exploration and back again. Journal of Cleaner Production 268: 1–

12. DOI: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.122381.

Bryson JM, Ackermann F and Eden C (2016) Discovering Collaborative Advantage: The 

Contributions of Goal Categories and Visual Strategy Mapping. Public Administration 

Review 76(6): 912–915. DOI: 10.1111/puar.12608.any.

Clauss T, Kraus S, Lukas F, et al. (2020) Journal of Innovation. Journal of Innovation and 

Knowledge Article in.

Page 41 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Collinson D (2005) Dialectics of leadership. Human Relations 58(11): 1419–1442. DOI: 

10.1177/0018726705060902.

Creaven S (2013) Emergentist Marxism: Dialectical Philosophy and Social Theory. London: 

Routledge.

Daniels AC and Bailey JS (2014) Performance Management: Changing Behavior That 

Drives Organizational Effectiveness. 5th ed. Atlanta, GA: Aubrey Daniels International.

Diamond MA (1986) Resistance to change: A pscyhoanalytic critique of Argyris and Schon’s 

contributions to organizational theory and intervention. Journal of Management Studies 

23(5): 543–562.

Dick B and Greenwood DJ (2015) Theory and method: Why action research does not 

separate them. Action Research 13(2): 194–197. DOI: 10.1177/1476750315573594.

Dikert K, Paasivaara M and Lassenius C (2016) Challenges and success factors for large-

scale agile transformations : A systematic literature review. The Journal of Systems & 

Software 119. Elsevier Inc.: 87–108. DOI: 10.1016/j.jss.2016.06.013.

Dingsøyr T, Nerur S, Balijepally V, et al. (2012) A decade of agile methodologies: Towards 

explaining agile software development. The Journal of Systems & Software 85: 1213–

1221. DOI: 10.1016/j.jss.2012.02.033.

Dönmez D and Grote G (2018) Two sides of the same coin – how agile software development 

teams approach uncertainty as threats and opportunities. Information and Software 

Technology 93: 94–111. DOI: 10.1016/j.infsof.2017.08.015.

Page 42 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Dovey K, Burdon S and Simpson R (2017) Creative leadership as a collective achievement: 

An Australian case. Management Learning 48(1): 23–38. DOI: 

10.1177/1350507616651387.

Edwards JR, O’Mahoney J and Vincent S (eds) (2014) Studying Organizations Using 

Critical Realism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Fleetwood S (2005) Ontology in organization and management studies: A critical realist 

perspective. Organization 12(2): 197–222. DOI: 10.1177/1350508405051188.

Fleetwood S (2014) Critical realism and systemic dialectics: A reply to Andy Brown. Work, 

Employment & Society 28(1): 124–138.

Graetz F and Smith ACT (2010) Managing organizational change: A philosophies of change 

approach. Journal of Change Management 10(2): 135–154. DOI: 

10.1080/14697011003795602.

Greig G, Gilmore C, Patrick H, et al. (2013) Arresting moments in engaged management 

research. Management Learning 44(3): 267–285. DOI: 10.1177/1350507612443209.

Greve HR (2017) Organizational Learning and Adaptation. Oxford Research Encyclopedia 

of Business and Management (c): 1–23. DOI: 

10.1093/acrefore/9780190224851.013.138.

Grisold T, Klammer A and Kragulj F (2020) Two forms of organizational unlearning: 

Insights from engaged scholarship research with change consultants. Management 

Learning. DOI: 10.1177/1350507620916042.

Page 43 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Haunschild PR, Polidoro F and Chandler D (2015) Organizational oscillation between 

learning and forgetting: The dual role of serious errors. Organization Science 26(6): 

1682–1701. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.2015.1010.

Hibbert P, Siedlok F and Beech N (2016) The role of interpretation in learning practices in 

the context of collaboration. Academy of Management Learning and Education 15(1): 

26–44. DOI: 10.5465/amle.2014.0004.

Holmqvist M (2009) Complicating the organization: A new prescription for the learning 

organization? Management Learning 40(3): 275–287. DOI: 

10.1177/1350507609104340.

Holt DB (2002) Why do brands cause trouble? A Dialectical theory of consumer culture and 

branding. Journal of Consumer Research 29: 70–90.

Huber GP (1991) Organizational Learning: The Contributing Processes and the Literatures. 

Organization Science 2(1): 88–115. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.2.1.88.

Kernberg OF (1984) Severe Personality Disorders: Psychotherapeutic Strategies. New 

Haven, CT.: Yale University Press.

Lee G and Xia W (2010) Toward Agile: An integrated analysis of quantitative and qualitative 

field data on software development agility. MIS Quarterly 34(1): 87–114.

Lee OK, Sambamurthy V, Lim KH, et al. (2015) How does IT ambidexterity impact 

organizational agility? Information Systems Research 26(2): 398–417. DOI: 

10.1287/isre.2015.0577.

Page 44 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Leonard-Barton D (1990) A Dual Methodology for Case Studies: Synergistic Use of a 

Longitudinal Single Site with Replicated Multiple Sites. Organization Science 1(3): 

248–266. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.1.3.248.

Levinthal DA and March JG (1993) The myopia of learning. Strategic Management Journal 

14(2 S): 95–112. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250141009.

Linder S and Foss NJ (2018) Microfoundations of Organizational Goals: A Review and New 

Directions for Future Research. International Journal of Management Reviews 20: S39–

S62. DOI: 10.1111/ijmr.12154.

Linehan MM (1993) Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment of Borderline Personality Disorder. 

New York: The Guilford Press. DOI: 10.1016/j.psc.2018.07.011.

Locke E a and Latham GP (2002) Building a practically useful theory of goal setting and task 

motivation. A 35-year odyssey. The American psychologist 57(9): 705–717. DOI: 

10.1037/0003-066X.57.9.705.

Maylor H and Turner N (2017) Understand, reduce, respond: project complexity 

management theory and practice. International Journal of Operations and Production 

Management 37(8): 1076–1093. DOI: 10.1108/IJOPM-05-2016-0263.

McAvoy J and Butler T (2007) The impact of the Abilene Paradox on double-loop learning 

in an agile team. Information and Software Technology 49(6): 552–563. DOI: 

10.1016/j.infsof.2007.02.012.

McKelvey B (2006) Response: Van de Ven and Johnson’s “engaged scholarship”: Nice try, 

but... Academy of Management Review 31(4): 822–829. DOI: 

10.5465/AMR.2006.22527451.

Page 45 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Mease JJ (2019) Applied tensional analysis: Engaging practitioners and the constitutive shift. 

Management Learning 50(4): 409–426. DOI: 10.1177/1350507619849604.

Morgan J (2013) Landmarks? Journal of Critical Realism 12(1): 5–12. DOI: 

10.1179/rea.12.1.7n8561tvu3157wg1.

Mumby DK (2005) Theorizing resistenace in organization studies: A dialectical approach. 

Management Communication Quarterly 19(1): 19–44. DOI: 

10.1177/0893318905276558.

Nisbett RE and Wilson TD (1977) Telling more than we can know: Verbal reports on mental 

processes. Psychological Review 84(3): 231–259. DOI: 10.1037/0033-295X.84.3.231.

Nonaka I, Toyama R and Konno N (2000) SECI , Ba and Leadership: a Unifed Model of 

Dynamic Knowledge Creation. Long Range Planning 33: 5–34.

Oreg S (2003) Resistance to change: Developing an individual differences measure. Journal 

of Applied Psychology 88(4): 680–693. DOI: 10.1037/0021-9010.88.4.680.

Pask G (1969) The meaning of cybernetics in the behavioural sciences. In: Proceedings of 

the First International Congress of Cybernetics (ed. J Rose), London, 1969, pp. 15–44.

Pedler M and Hsu S wei (2019) Regenerating the learning organisation: towards an 

alternative paradigm. Learning Organization 26(1): 97–112. DOI: 10.1108/TLO-08-

2018-0140.

Pettigrew AM (1990) Longitudinal field research on change: Theory and practice. 

Organization Science 1(3): 267–292.

Page 46 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Piazza A and Abrahamson E (2020) Fads and Fashions in Management Practices: Taking 

Stock and Looking Forward. International Journal of Management Reviews 00: 1–23. 

DOI: 10.1111/ijmr.12225.

Project Management Institute (2017) Pulse of the profession: 9th global project management 

survey.

Pulakos ED, Kantrowitz T and Schneider B (2019) What leads to organizational agility: It’s 

not what you think. Consulting Psychology Journal 71(4): 305–320. DOI: 

10.1037/cpb0000150.

Sawyer JE (1992) Goal and process clarity: Specification of multiple constructs of role 

ambiguity and a structural equation model of their antecedents and consequences. 

Journal of Applied Psychology 77(2): 130–142. DOI: 10.1037/0021-9010.77.2.130.

Schein E (1987) The Clinical Perspective in Fieldwork. Newbury Park, California: Sage 

Publications, Inc.

Senge P (1990) The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization. 

New York: Doubleday.

Seo M and Creed WED (2002) Institutional contradictions, praxis, and institutional change: 

A dialectical perspective. Academy of Management Review 27(2): 222–248.

Smith P (1995) On the unintended consequences of publishing performance data in the public 

sector. International Journal of Public Administration 18(2–3): 277–310. DOI: 

10.1080/01900699508525011.

Page 47 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Smith WK (2014) Dynamic decision making: A model of senior leaders managing strategic 

paradoxes. Academy of Management Journal 57(6): 1592–1623. DOI: 

10.5465/amj.2011.0932.

Tsemberis S and Eisenberg RF (2001) Pathways to housing: Supported housing for street-

dwelling homeless individuals with psychiatric disabilities. Primary Care Companion 

to the Journal of Clinical Psychiatry 3(1): 34–35.

Tsoukas H (2017) Don’t Simplify, Complexify: From Disjunctive to Conjunctive Theorizing 

in Organization and Management Studies. Journal of Management Studies 54(2): 132–

153. DOI: 10.1111/joms.12219.

Tsoukas H and Chia R (2002) On Organizational Becoming: Rethinking Organizational 

Change. Organization Science 13(5): 567–582.

Turner N, Swart J, Maylor H, et al. (2016) Making it happen: How managerial actions enable 

project-based ambidexterity. Management Learning 47(2): 199–222. DOI: 

10.1177/1350507615610028.

Turner N, Aitken J and Bozarth C (2018) A framework for understanding managerial 

responses to supply chain complexity. International Journal of Operations and 

Production Management 38(6): 1433–1466. DOI: 10.1108/IJOPM-01-2017-0062.

Van De Ven A and Sun K (2011) Breakdowns in implementing models of organization 

change. Academy of Management Perspectives 25(3): 58–74. DOI: 

10.5465/AMP.2011.63886530.

Page 48 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



van der Hoorn B and Whitty SJ (2017) The praxis of ‘alignment seeking’ in project work. 

International Journal of Project Management 35(6). Elsevier Ltd, APM and IPMA: 

978–993. DOI: 10.1016/j.ijproman.2017.04.011.

Vince R, Abbey G, Langenhan M, et al. (2018) Finding critical action learning through 

paradox: The role of action learning in the suppression and stimulation of critical 

reflection. Management Learning 49(1): 86–106. DOI: 10.1177/1350507617706832.

Walter AT (2021) Organizational agility: ill-defined and somewhat confusing? A systematic 

literature review and conceptualization. Management Review Quarterly 71(2). Springer 

International Publishing: 343–391. DOI: 10.1007/s11301-020-00186-6.

Wynn DJr and Williams CK (2012) Principles for conducting critical realist case study 

research in information systems. MIS Quarterly 36(3): 787–810.

Xu Y (2011) Gender influences on mental models of firm strategies. Gender in Management: 

An International Journal 26(7): 513–528. DOI: 10.1108/17542411111175487.

Page 49 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 50 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 51 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 52 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 53 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 54 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 55 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



Page 56 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING



For Peer ReviewA dialectical framework for agility and non-agility 

573x521mm (118 x 118 DPI) 

Page 57 of 109

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/management_learning

MANAGEMENT LEARNING


