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HOW DO FIRMS MANAGE STRATEGIC DUALITIES?
A PROCESS PERSPECTIVE

JULIAN BIRKINSHAW
DONAL CRILLY

London Business School
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IMD Business School

SUN YOUNG LEE
UCL School of Management, London

Inacomplexbusiness environment, firms frequentlyhave tomanage strategicdualities—pairs
of imperatives that are equally important but to some degree in conflict with one another.
While there is a sizable empirical and theoretical literature in this area, research that
seeks to understand how firms manage strategic dualities in practice is underdeveloped.
We address this gap in knowledge through a detailed longitudinal analysis of one firm,
Softcorp, conducted in real time. Softcorp’s executives were faced with the well-known
global integration/local responsiveness duality, which they sought to resolve by creating
an unusual Dual Headquarters that oriented employees across the firm toward a dual
focus on Europe and Asia. We describe the sequence of changes (which we label coun-
terweight, hybrid engine, and flywheel) that allowed Softcorp to successfully achieve its
dual orientation, and we describe how these findings can potentially contribute to sev-
eral bodies of theory (paradox, ambidexterity, and the attention-based view of the firm)
and also to management practice.

Editor’s Comment
The paper by Birkinshaw and his colleagues provides interesting insights into an im-
portant problem that is not well understood: how a multinational firm can balance
pressures for local responsiveness and global integration through the effective creation
of dual headquarters. It is the direct and rich focus on “how” in the context of dual
headquarters that creates value and with “how” mapping to crucial process consider-
ations. By using a qualitative study, the authors identify a number of specific activities
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that are useful for implementation and also surface dynamic forces within sets of tem-
porally linked activities that are quite interesting. These dynamics have implications for
a number of theoretical traditions and research streams, which could result in mean-
ingful downstream theory building and empirical work.

C. Chet Miller, Action Editor

In a complex and dynamic business environ-
ment, firms frequently have to manage strategic
dualities—pairs of imperatives that are equally im-
portant but to some degree in conflict with one an-
other. Well-known examples of strategic dualities
include global integration and local responsiveness
(Bartlett &Ghoshal, 1989; Prahalad&Doz, 1987), low
cost and differentiation (Porter, 1985), flexibility and
efficiency (Ghemawat & Ricart Costa, 1993), and
alignment and adaptability (Gibson & Birkinshaw,
2004), but the term can apply to any pair of con-
flicting imperatives that a firm is seeking to address
(Evans & Doz, 1999). Over the last 15 years, a large
body of literature has emerged that seeks to un-
derstand organizational responses to strategic dual-
ities. Much of this literature has focused on the
notion of ambidexterity as a capability that balances
the firm’s need for exploration and exploitation at
the same time (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; March,
1991; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). A related body of
work has centered on paradox as a conceptual lens
for understandinghow tensions and trade-offs between
competing imperatives are resolved (Andriopoulos
& Lewis, 2009; Lewis, 2000; Quinn, 1988; Smith &
Lewis, 2011).

Looking across this large body of research, a great
deal of insight has been gained into the leadership
qualities, organizational structures, and cultures that
make it possible for firms to manage their strategic
dualities (see, e.g., Lavie, Stettner, & Tushman, 2010;
Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008, for reviews). There has
also been a lot of theoretical progress, for example in
terms of understanding the differences between par-
adox, dilemma, and dialectic (Smith & Lewis, 2011);
explicating the different approaches to ambidexterity
(Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008); andmaking sense of the
cognitive challenges faced by leaders in resolving
competing imperatives (Smith & Tushman, 2005).

In comparison, the number of process studies that
seek to understand how firms manage strategic dual-
ities in practice is small. Our review of the literature
uncovered only a handful of studies (described be-
low) that offered insights into the internal de-
liberations of executives or the patterns of activity
they undertook, as they sought to overcome the

apparent trade-offs between two equally important
but conflicting objectives. These insights from pro-
cess research often challenge existing theory. For ex-
ample, Garud, Kumaraswamy, and Sambamurthy
(2006) found that Infosys could balance the need for
change and the requirement for day-to-day efficiency
by adopting processes at odds with some of the
recommendations, such as structural separation of
different units, that had emanated from cross-
sectional studies. The general lack of insight into
the process of managing strategic dualities is
hampering progress. Using arms-length surveys
and secondary data to measure firm-level activity
permits, at best, relationships among variables to
be speculated on, especially when the effects of
firms’ initiatives may take time to materialize.
Process studies fill this gap: they provide insight
into the intentions and actions of managers, and
the consequences of those actions, which in turn
enrich theory and enable further large-sample
empirical testing (Van de Ven, 1992).

The purpose of this article, then, is to report on
a detailed, longitudinal study of one firm’s attempt to
manage a strategic duality, specifically that of achiev-
ing global integration and local responsiveness. We
ask the question: How does an organization change
fromonewhosemanagers have a singular focus to one
whose managers have a dual focus? We undertook
the study because the firm in question was taking
on a difficult strategic challenge and was pursuing
it in a highly unusual way. Its unusual approach
provided us with an anomaly (Van de Ven, 2015)
that, providing the firm’s pursuit was successful,
would not be easily explained by existing theories.
Moreover, by starting the research before any
changeswere underway, wewere able to document
the whole process as it is unfolded and to avoid the
problems of retrospective sense-making that ham-
per many qualitative studies. Our intention, in
other words, is to provide insight into a poorly
understood phenomenon and to show how this
insight informs a number of different bodies of
academic research. We frame our study with

Author’s voice:
What motivated you personally to
undertake this research? Why is it
important to you?

We thankMartine Haas, Michelle Rogan, and Louise
Mors for their comments on an earlier version of this
article.
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a paradox perspective (Smith & Lewis, 2011), as it
provides an initial orientation toward the tensions
involved in managing a strategic duality, and it is
consistent with how the firm’s top executives
viewed their situation. We take a grounded ap-
proach to our analysis by documenting andmaking
sense of the specific management approach pur-
sued by the top executives as it transpired. In the
final part of the article, we then integrate our find-
ings with the relevant bodies of literature, and we
suggest ways our study might generate additional
research in different areas.

In 2007, we began to study a Dutch software com-
pany, Softcorp, whose activities up to that point had
been primarily focused on Europe, but with growth
potential in Asia. The company made money by de-
veloping and selling its products globally, but was
increasingly asked to adapt to the demands of local
customers in emerging markets. The chief executive
officer (CEO) of Softcorp, therefore, faced a version of
the well-known integration/responsiveness duality
(Bartlett&Ghoshal, 1989).With limited resources, the
CEO could have continued to push a global integra-
tion approachby building out from the coreEuropean
business (and risk not growing the Asian business) or
could have taken a local responsiveness approach
and moved a large number of software engineers
and managers to China (and lose the economies of
scale that are critical in the software industry).
However, by framing this strategic duality as a
paradox (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and thereby seeking
to understand the potential synthesis (Van de Ven &
Poole, 1995) between integration and responsiveness,
the CEO came up with a novel solution, namely to
create a Dual Headquarters (HQ) that would position
Softcorp as being focused on both Europe and Asia
rather than predominantly one or the other. The CEO
then embarked on a series of changes, starting in
September2007andgoing through to January2010, to
implement this new organizational model.

The initial change—the CEO relocated to the
company’s Beijing office in 2007—was very modest
in scope and thus stands in sharp contrast to many
previously studied change initiatives with more
dramatic initial changes (e.g., Balogun & Johnson,
2004; Lovas & Ghoshal, 2000). It was hence unclear
whether the change would have any effect on the
organization. Nonetheless, our analysis showed
how the initial tensions in the organization (in 2007)
were gradually resolved through a lengthy process of

change that transpired in threephases.The first phase,
characterized by a counterweight logic, involved put-
ting in place credible signals to internal and external
stakeholders that the secondary focus (i.e., the Asian
marketplace) was important. The counterweight
helped to reorient employees’ views about what the
strategically important issues in the company were,
and to start a conversation about how they might be-
have differently. The second phase, characterized by
a hybrid engine logic, involved the development of
supporting systems and structures that gave equal at-
tention to the two points of focus in the company. The
hybrid engine provided balance to employees by en-
couraging them to split their time between the activi-
ties associated with the two foci. The third phase,
characterized by a flywheel logic, involved the devel-
opment of a shared point of view among employees
that enabled them to reconcile, to some degree, the
tension between the two points of focus. The flywheel
logic involved employees building lateral relation-
ships that bridged the two foci, and unlike the pre-
vious two logics did not require top management
intervention to transpire.

Each of these phases involved attempts to resolve
tensions thatwere already present, but the process of
resolving one set of tensions then led to another set of
tensions emerging. Taken as a whole, the observed
process helped Softcorp to create an integrated or-
ganization that resolved to a largedegree the strategic
duality of global integration and local responsiveness,
but with considerable challenges along the way and
someenduring tensionsevenat theendof theprocess.
A second important aspect of the process was its
multilevel nature: while there was a top-down com-
ponent to the change (i.e., the creation of a Dual HQ),
the subsequent bottom-up changes in behavior and
mind-set among employeeswere also significant, and
indeed appeared to be more important to the sus-
tainability of the change. In the final part of the article,
we abstract from the specifics of this case to a general
discussionof theways organizationsmanage strategic
dualities, andwe showhow our findingsmight prove
useful to a number of different perspectives including
paradox theory, ambidexterity, and the attention-
based view of the firm.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

It is frequently argued that firms have to become
adept at managing strategic dualities to compete ef-
fectively in a complex and dynamic business envi-
ronment. Strategic dualities are pairs of imperatives
(e.g., integration/responsiveness or exploitation/
exploration) that are equally important to the overall
success of the firm, but are to some degree in conflict
with one another.

Author’s voice:
How did the paper evolve and
change as you worked on it?
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Academic thinking on how to manage strategic
dualities has evolved significantly over the last
20 years. The traditional approach (e.g., Burns &
Stalker, 1961; Woodward, 1965) was to build a struc-
ture that emphasized one side of a potential duality at
the expense of the other. This logic gave way to a bal-
anced approach that used matrix models (Davis &
Lawrence, 1977) and dual organizational structures
(Duncan, 1976) as a way of responding to competing
external imperatives. In turn, this approach was su-
perseded by increasingly sophisticated models that
sought to manage strategic dualities using behavior-
based mechanisms. In the international business lit-
erature, for example, Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989)
emphasized creating a “matrix in the mind of the
manager” through informal mechanisms, as a means
of achieving global integration and national re-
sponsiveness at the same time. Inorganization theory,
the original logic of structural ambidexterity (where
conflicting activities are decoupled and placed in
separate units) gaveway to a range of alternative logics
such as contextual ambidexterity, where conflicting
activities are managed in a single unit, and temporal
ambidexterity, where conflicting activities are phased
in and out over time (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004;
Lavie et al., 2010; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).

This evolution in thinking can usefully be
interpreted through a paradox lens. As observed by
Smith and Lewis (2011: 386), the tensions arising
from strategic dualities potentially take a number
of different forms: a dilemma involves competing
choices with pros and cons to each; a dialectic is an
ongoing process of resolving competing choices; and
a paradox consists of “contradictory yet interrelated
elements that exist simultaneously and persist over
time.” The early studies mentioned above framed the
strategic dualities faced by firms as dilemmas that
were often resolved through spatial separation (Poole
& Van de Ven, 1989), but gradually these were super-
sededbydialectic andparadox frames,which in turn
encouraged researchers to develop a more sophis-
ticated understanding of how coordinated action in
large organizations is achieved.

Overall, a great deal of progress has been made over
the last twodecades,andacrossavarietyof literatures, in
understanding strategic dualities. However, the bulk of
this research has employed quantitative techniques that
enable comparisons across firms and across time, but
does not provide insight into the deliberations of exec-
utives or the mechanisms used to enact changes in be-
havior. The amount of research that has adopted
aprocessperspective,withaviewtounderstandinghow
paradoxical framing gets played out in reality, is much
smaller. A handful of articles have examined such
change processes from a top-down perspective, for ex-
ample to showhowexecutives candesign organizations

that resolve the competing demands for exploration and
exploitation over time (e.g., Boumgarden, Nickerson, &
Zenger,2012;Garudetal.,2006;Raisch,2008;Tushman,
Smith,Wood,Westerman,&O’Reilly, 2010).Anequally
small group of articles explores such issues with amore
bottom-up perspective, that is, by focusing empiri-
cally on “front-line” activities. For example, Adler,
Goldoftas, andLevine (1999)documentedhowworkers
on an assembly linewere able to achieve flexibility and
efficiency at the same time; Andriopoulos and Lewis
(2009) explored a range of management approaches
adopted by product design companies for making
“managing paradoxes a shared responsibility . . . across
organizational levels”; and Lüscher and Lewis (2008)
usedaction researchmethods to showhowparadoxical
thinking enabled a change process at Lego.

An interesting insight from these process-based
studies is that, while senior executives bear re-
sponsibility for designing their organizations to re-
solve strategicdualities, the successof such initiatives
ultimately necessitates new ways of thinking and
working from employees at multiple levels of the or-
ganizational hierarchy. It is this interplay between
changes imposed from above and behavior emerg-
ing from below that remains poorly understood. As
O’Reilly and Tushman (2011: 8) argue, “What is
missing is a clear articulation of those specific mana-
gerial actions that facilitate the simultaneous pursuit
of exploitation and exploration.”

Our purpose in this article is, therefore, to fill this
gap in our understanding of how executives manage
strategic dualities. By better understanding this pro-
cess through a longitudinal study at multiple levels of
analysis, we can inform the broader theoretical dis-
cussions about strategicdualities andparadox, andwe
can contribute useful practical insights to the field of
management studies. To be more specific, our re-
search examines the process of managing a strategic
duality by addressing three subquestions. First, how
does a strategic duality present itself to executives, for
example, in terms of tensions or conflicts in the orga-
nization? Second, what is the management approach
taken to address theduality and to resolve the tensions
and conflicts observed? Third, what are the conse-
quences of these changes for the individuals involved
and for the organization as a whole?

METHODOLOGY

Our research was inspired by the opportunity to
studyanunusual organizational phenomenon in real

Author’s voice:
How did you get access to your data
or site?
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time.We started discussions in 2007with the CEO of
a software company, Softcorp, at the time he was
thinking about how to increase his company’s pres-
ence in Asia while not compromising the globally
integrated model the company was currently oper-
ating with. The overall conceptual framing for the
research (i.e., a paradoxperspective)was clear, as the
CEO himself used this terminology. The simplest
way to growAsianbusinesswouldhave been to grant
greater autonomy to Asian managers, and therefore
to make decision making more responsive to local
demands. Nonetheless, consistent with paradox (see
Miron-Spektor, Gino, & Argote, 2011) and the notion
that novel solutions can emerge when organizations
directly engage two apparently competing objectives
(Van de Ven & Poole, 1995), the CEO felt that in-
tegration between Asia and Europe could reinforce
business in each region as increased activities in ei-
ther region might ultimately contribute to potential
business in the other.

We had no idea at the starting point how the
intended changes would work out or how long the
research would last. Indeed, ample case study evi-
dence catalogs failed attempts to achieve local re-
sponsiveness and global integration at the same time,
with the duplication of activities across regions and
excessive time given over to reaching compromise
decisions (Bartlett&Ghoshal, 1995).Our approach, in
other words, was to infer potentially generalizable
patterns from our observation of an interesting
anomaly (Peirce, 1955). And given that we did not
knowwhatwould transpire, we used a variety of data
collectionmethods (surveys, interviews, and archival
materials) over theperiodof study.Consistentwithan
engaged scholarship process, we iterated between
existing knowledge and our observations in the
course of our investigation (Van de Ven, 2007: 100).

The Research Site

Theempirical setting for our researchwasSoftcorp,
a mid-sized, privately held company headquartered
in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, selling content se-
curity solutions formedia operators indigital pay-TV,
Internet, and mobile communications. In mid-2007,
the CEO, Gareth Keely, made contact with the first
author to discuss his embryonic ideas about shifting
the company from a singular European focus to a dual
European and Asian focus. His proposed way of en-
gineering this shiftwas to createwhat he called aDual
HQ, where the headquarter functions would be split
across two geographic locations. This was, in his
view, a clever way of reconciling the need for in-
creasing the local responsiveness to the needs of
Asian customers while not compromising the need
for a globally integrated software operation (Bartlett &

Ghoshal, 1989).1 This notion of a Dual HQ provided
coherence to the process of change he subsequently
engineered, but it took several years before itwas fully
established.

Two key features made this an interest research
setting. First, the Dual HQ was an innovative ap-
proach to managing a difficult strategic duality. Our
initial interviews indicated that developing the com-
pany’s dual focus would be far from straightforward,
because Europe was the company’s traditional
power base and home to its most profitable cus-
tomers. The CEO could have created a separate unit
focused on the Asian market, and indeed that is
what some competitors had done, but he was wor-
ried that employees would focus their attention on
the region they reported to, harming cross-regional
collaboration and compromising economies of scale
inproductdevelopment.He, therefore,decided to try to
reconcile the tensionbetween local responsivenessand
global integration by creating an organization where
employees would develop a dual European and Asian
focus. Thiswas, in otherwords, a paradox perspective.
A member of the senior management team (SMT) de-
scribed the aim thus: “It is about having a critical mass
of people who understand the whole business in all its
parts, and who can integrate things together.”

The second key feature of this setting was that we
gained access to the company before the change was
announced. We followed the company for two-and-
a-half years, collecting before- and after-measures of
keyvariables.Thisdesign allowedus todrawstronger
inferences about cause-and-effect that is usually
possible in field research. The circumstances of our
study made the case “unusually revelatory” (Eisen-
hardt & Graebner, 2007: 27) and allowed us “to gain
certain insights that other organizations would not be
able to provide” (Siggelkow, 2007: 20).

Data Collection

Weconducted amixed-method longitudinal study,
starting in September 2007 and finishing in early
2010, to capture the unfolding dynamics following
the creation of the Dual HQ. Over this periodwewere
in regular contact with the CEO; we carried out de-
tailed interviews with senior and middle managers;
and we conducted a questionnaire at three points in

1 To clarify this point, the overall strategic duality was
global integration versus local responsiveness, as these
were the two partially conflicting demands that Softcorp
was seeking to address at the same time. The way this
duality was operationalized in practice was through the
creation of a Dual HQ, and the intention that senior and
middlemanagers all adopteda “dual focus” toward the two
major markets of Europe and Asia.
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time. We also collected detailed archival data, in-
cluding copies of presentations, reports, and e-mails
from the CEO and all press releases. While the com-
pany declined to share financial statements, we had
full access to all aspects of its organization and
management.

Interviews. Two of the authors conducted a first
round of interviews with 20 employees: members of
the SMT and middle management team (MMT) in
September 2007, prior to the announcement of the
Dual HQ, and a second round of interviews with 18
employees inMay 2008. Additional interviewswere
conductedwith the CEO and a smaller number of the
SMT members at other points during the period of
study (see Figure 1). Finally, we had four review ses-
sions where we presented aspects of our survey
findings to the company and received input. The last
debriefing sessions were held in May and August
2010, after the formal completionof the study. In total,
over a two-and-a-half year period, we conducted
48 interviews. Figure 1 shows the timeline and the
interviews.

Questionnaire. The primary aim of the question-
nairewas to provide systemic evidence of changes in
individual focus over the period of study. Specifi-
cally, we wanted to understand the extent to which
employees (i.e., theSMTandMMTmembers) shifted
from a singular focus (on Europe or Asia) to a dual
focus on both, so we measured: awareness of market

developments in (a) Asia and (b) Europe, and al-
location of time to customers and potential cus-
tomers in (c) Asia and (d) Europe. These questions
were tailored to the specific setting in Softcorp,
using wording agreed with the company’s senior
executives.

The questionnaire was also used to measure
a number of other factors that we thought might be
useful to verify insights emerging from the process
study, notably the level of influence regional units
had over their sister units and the connectedness
between each manager and peers across the organi-
zation’s different hierarchical levels and regions.
Where appropriate, we used measures validated in
prior studies (e.g., Bouquet & Birkinshaw, 2008;
Freeman, 1979; O’Donnell, 2000). Table 1 provides
a summary of the measures we used.

An important issue was to define the appropriate
level of employees to survey. Following discussions
with the CEO about the scope of responsibilities at
different hierarchical levels, we sent the question-
naire to all members of the SMT (between 8 and
10 people over the duration of the study) and all
members of the MMT (between 40 and 50 people
over the duration of the study). These senior and
middle managers all had sufficient discretion in
their roles that theywere in a position to “make their
ownchoices” (Gibson&Birkinshaw, 2004) abouthow
to divide their time between activities. Below that

FIGURE 1
Major events and data collection efforts from August 2007 to January 2010
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level, employees had narrower and entirely region-
specific job descriptions.2

The survey was conducted three times: Survey 1
(September 2007)was administeredbefore the initial
announcement of the Dual HQ; Survey 2 (July 2008)
and Survey 3 (May 2009) were administered after-
ward (Table 2).

Data Analysis

The interview data were captured through notes
and recordings, and full transcripts were created
(a total of 350 double-spacedpages). Interviews began
with background information, and then respondents

were asked to describe their current situation, how
they had perceived the events surrounding the for-
mation of the Dual HQ, and what impact it had on
their own activities. This open-ended questioning
approach leads to greater accuracy in retrospective
accounts (Lipton, 1977), and it also helped us to
develop our own ideas as respondents sometimes
raised avenues for discussion that we had not con-
sidered. Throughout this process, we took care to
minimize respondent bias, for example, by inter-
viewing people several times over the course of the
two-and-a-half years of research, triangulating dif-
ferent points of view on important issues, and using
corporate data where possible to verify what re-
spondents said.

We analyzed the interview data using established
coding techniques (e.g., Langley, 1999; Miles &
Huberman, 1984). Initially, we developed careful
chronological accounts, mapping changes at senior
and middle management levels and outside the
company, and noting how these interacted with one
another. Having made sense of the entire process, we
were then able to identify the top-down and bottom-
up mechanisms through which changes occurred,
and this led ultimately to the process framework
described in the final section of the findings.
This mapping process also highlighted gaps in

TABLE 1
Overview of Constructs Measured in Questionnaire

Construct Survey Questions

Awareness of market
developments in
Asia and Europe

Within the past 6 months, how many developments captured your attention in the following country
locations? (a) China, (b)OtherAsianmarkets (e.g., Korea, Singapore,Thailand), (c)WesternEurope, and (d)
Eastern Europe (15 “few noticeable developments,” 75 “Many noticeable developments”). We summed
the first two items to create an aggregate measure of awareness of developments in Asian markets, and we
summed the latter two items to create an aggregate measure of awareness of developments in European
markets. These are formative rather than reflective constructs.

Frequency of interaction
with Asian and
European customers

How frequently did you personally interact with current and prospective customers in each of the following
locations (past12months)? (a)Chinesecustomers, (b)Customers inrestofAsia, (c)Customers intheNetherlands,
and (d) Customers in rest of Europe (15 “3 times or less,” 25 “every secondmonth,” 35 “once amonth,” 45
“every other week,” 55 “once aweek,” 65 “twice a week,” 75 “daily”). As above, we combined each pair of
items to create a measure of interaction with Asian customers and interaction with European customers.

Influence of Asian
and European
units over peers

Towhat extent do the following statements describe your office’s interactionwith other parts of Softcorp? (a)
This office influences the activities of other regional offices; (b)Work in this office is connected to thework
of other regional offices; (c) The activities of other regional offices influences this office; and (d) This office
depends on the effective functioning of other offices to keep performing its own tasks effectively (15 “to
a very little extent,” 75 “to a very great extent”). We then calculated unit influence as item (a) divided by
the mean of items (b), (c), and (d) based on O’Donnell (2000) and Bouquet and Birkinshaw (2008).

Centrality of Europe-
and Asia-based
e-managers within
peer network

Survey respondents were asked to indicate the typical frequency of their personal interactions with every
other SMT andMMTmembers in Softcorp for the past 12months.We then calculated a between centrality
measure for each individual, which captures the extent to which the e-managers acts as a bridge between
other individuals. Between centrality is calculated as:

CB×(pi)5 +
N

j51
+
j21

k51

g jk (pi )

g jk

Where gjk is the total number of ties linking pj and pk , and g jk (pi ) is the number of those ties that include
linking pj (Freeman, 1979). Finally, we summed these scores for all the MMT members in the Asian unit
(centrality of Asia-based managers within peer network) and for those in the European unit (centrality of
Europe-based managers within peer network).

2 We conducted some exploratory interviews with sev-
eral individuals below the MMT level, and we noted that
their job descriptions were so narrow that they would not
have been in a position to develop a dual focus on Europe
and Asia. In other words, contextual ambidexterity as it
pertained to the Europe/Asia tension was enacted in this
company at the middle manager level and above. Below
that level, Softcorp allocated geographic responsibility for
each region. Nonetheless, when dealing with other ten-
sions (e.g., seeAdler et al., 1999), contextual ambidexterity
might be enacted by front-line workers. This is an impor-
tant conceptual point we pick up on in the discussion.
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ourknowledge,whichwethen filled through follow-up
interviews with key individuals in the company. As
we were interested in how the organization evolved
over time in response to the formation of theDualHQ,
we decomposed the stream of events we observed
and/orwere reported tous intodiscretephases (Garud
& Van de Ven, 1992), punctuated in each case by
a distinct event or a discernible change in our data.
This approach, known as temporal bracketing (Jay,
2013), permitted us to identify the specific mecha-
nisms that were at play during each phase in shaping
how employees viewed and responded to opportu-
nities in Asia and Europe. By breaking longitudinal
data down into smaller temporal units, temporal
bracketing is a useful approach when there is a dis-
tinction between the short- and long-termeffects of an
action (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & Van de Ven,
2013).

The questionnaire data were coded and analyzed
using standard statistical methods, primarily, anal-
ysis of variance models. The way we collected the
questionnaire data conformed to a quasiexperimental
design, what Cook and Campbell (1979) call a re-
versed-treatment nonequivalent control group de-
sign, in that we had pretest data for three groups (the
SMT, the Europe-based MMT, and the Asia-based
MMT), an intervention (the creation of the Dual
HQ), and then two sets of post-test data for the same
three groups. This procedure allowed us to establish
differences in scores over time, while also being
conscious of the limitations of inference in messy
field settings such as this one (Grant & Wall, 2008;
Harrison & List, 2004).

FINDINGS

Wepresent the findings using the follow structure.
First, we consider the initial conditions—the situa-
tion in the company at the time our research began,
and the specific tensions and challenges they were

experiencing. Second, wemove into a description of
the chosen management approach of the CEO in
addressing these tensions, that is, his overall framing
of the integration/responsiveness challenge as a par-
adox, and the three phases of work he then led in
resolving the paradox as he saw it. Third, we discuss
the outcomes of these efforts, in terms of firm and
individual level outcomes, and the challenges that
remained at the point our research was concluded.

Initial Conditions: The Challenge of Growing in
Asia While Based in Europe

In 2007 Softcorp was an established leader in the
European security software industry, but the CEO
had concerns about the company’s ability to increase
its business in the fast-growing Asian marketplace.
Softcorp had been present in China since 1999.
However, as the capability ofAsia-based competitors
had grown, Softcorp had lost a number of important
contracts to them (sales and marketing director,
2007: “There was a fundamental problem that most
of our growthwas going to be in the East andwewere
very much a Western-oriented company.”).

By his own reckoning, the CEO faced a version of
the classic integration/responsiveness duality. On
the one hand, the software industry was very global
with clear scale economics requiring a concentrated
approach to production (CEO, 2007: “Make it once,
and replicate it for the smallest incremental cost
possible.”). On the other hand, doing business in
Asia required a strong local presence and some

TABLE 2
Survey and Interview Respondents

Data Collection Activity Respondents

Survey 1 (September 2007) SMT: 8 of 9
MMT: 30 of 38

First-round interviews (November 2007) Sixty-minute interviews with 4 members of the SMT and 16 members of the MMT in
Amsterdam and Beijing

Survey 2 (July 2008) SMT: 8 of 10
MMT: 33 of 45

Second-round interviews (March 2009) Sixty-minute interviews with 4 members of the SMT and 14 members of the MMT in
Amsterdam and Beijing

Survey 3 (May 2009) SMT: 8 of 9
MMT: 34 of 45

Additional interviews Tenadditional interviewsprimarilywith theCEOandsomeSMTmembers, spacedout
over the duration of the study, every 4–6 months

Author’s voice:
What was the most difficult
or challenging aspect of this
research project and paper?
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adaptation. The industry was highly regulated, con-
nectionswith governments and regulatory authorities
were crucial, and some features (pricing, contracting,
service levels) were required to vary across markets.
This strategic duality manifested itself through three
areas of tension.

Disempowered local employees. Softcorp’s China
team felt that that their urgent requests for local ad-
aptations were not taken seriously enough compared
to other demands on the organization, and they per-
ceived the company’s high-end offerings to be a poor
fit for the local market (China-based sales manager,
2007: “Weare sellingChampagne,butpeople are only
willing to pay us beer money.”). Partly as a result of
these tensions, several deals had been lost to com-
petitors in the latter half of 2006. China Digital had
recently takenover thenumberonemarketposition in
China, with a 40 percent share (Softcorp’s share in
China was 22 percent).

Skewed decision making. Strategic decisions
weremade atAmsterdamand then communicated to
the regions, either by videoconferencing or in person
during the visit of a senior manager. Local managers
were assigned specific authority levels, but Softcorp’s
governance processes required that deviations from
“normal” business practices, such as discounts to
customers, be escalated to senior management at
Amsterdam.As a result, someChinese teammembers
said they felt like second-class citizens and lacked the
legitimacy or networks to affect decisions (China-
based sales manager, 2007: “We feel verymuch at the
end of a long piece of rope here and we don’t feel
sufficiently listened to.”).

Communication barriers. Softcorp was run pri-
marilybysoftwareengineersandhardware specialists,
and this created challenges for themore commercially
minded people in the sales regions (CEO, 2007: “En-
gineers do not like to spread and fragment things.
Rightly or wrongly, they like control. Deep in the or-
ganization, you have this very centralized mentality
where key architects from software engineering were
really calling the shots.”). There were also broader
communication challenges brought about by geo-
graphical distance (European manager working in
Beijing, 2007: “People would never think about my
time when they scheduled a meeting. I always had to
attend meetings in the evening but they never wanted
to discuss in the early morning. They didn’t even
apologize if it was a holiday in China and I was work-
ing.”). Added to these, there were the cultural barriers
between theNetherlands andChina,whichmeant that
managers preferred to concern themselves with their
local geography rather than engagewith a less familiar
region.

These tensions had been creeping up for a while.
Softcorp’s Amsterdam-based senior executives

traveled frequently to Asia. However, all key de-
cisions were made in the Netherlands and those
working in Asia, in particular, felt like “second-class
citizens.” The CEO summed up his view: “I termed
our skewness toward the West as a ‘dominant moth-
ership syndrome.’ Our prioritizations and major de-
cisions were skewed to what is known. And we were
missing opportunities in the marketplace, particu-
larly to local competition, which was much more
attuned to what was going on.”

The Chosen Management Approach

In Summer 2007, the CEO decided to try a radical
approach to overcoming these tensions, namely the
creation of a Dual HQ between Amsterdam and
Beijing, with half of the SMTmembers living in each
region and support functions deployed across both
regions as necessary. It is noteworthy that he elected
not tomake any changes to the formal reporting lines
ormanagement systems in the company.His intention
was to encourage individual employees to generate
a dual focus on both regions as a result of these high-
level changes, rather than to push them toward one
region or other through structural changes.

The formal announcement of the Dual HQ on
October 30, 2007 stated that the CEO had “relocated
to the company’s Beijing office” and that Beijing
would thenceforth “be a base for part of Softcorp’s
corporate management.” For the first 6 months after
the announcement, the CEO spent approximately
30 percent of his time meeting customers and
prospective customers, and he instigated some
changes in working practices across the two re-
gions (as described below). While the original plan
had been for two other members of the SMT to re-
locate to Beijing quite quickly, there were practical
challenges in finding the right executives and
arranging their transfers. The Sales and Marketing
Director moved to Beijing in September 2008, and
the HR Director moved in September 2009, at
which point the SMT was evenly split across the
two locations.

In addition to these formal changes, Softcorp’s
executives put in place a broader changeprocess that
we interpreted as transpiring over three phases. Us-
ing the established principles of qualitative analysis
described above, we analyzed our interview tran-
scripts and archival data to identify the first-order
concepts that were aggregated into second-order
themes and then into three aggregate dimensions
(see Figure 2 and Appendix A for further details).
The first aggregate dimension, which we labeled
a counterweight logic, was the credible commitment
to change signaled early on by the establishment
of the Dual HQ, coupled with the CEO’s move to
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FIGURE 2
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Beijing. The second, which we labeled a hybrid en-
gine logic, involved the development of supporting
systems and structures that gave equal attention to
the two points of focus. The hybrid engine provided
balance, for example, by encouraging managers’ in-
volvement in activities in both regions. The third,
which we labeled a flywheel logic, involved the de-
velopment of a shared point of view among em-
ployees. Itmaterialized slowly and involved changes
in behavior and perspective that emerged sponta-
neously, rather than through the directives of top
management.

Eachphase led to the resolutionofonesetof tensions
but the emergence of others, and, as we argue below,
this ongoing monitoring and resolving of latent ten-
sions lies at the heart of managing strategic dualities.

Each of the three logics was prevalent at a different
phase of the change process, and our notes and in-
terview evidence are consistent in showing that the
salient first-order concepts differed across the dura-
tion of our study. Concepts that map to the counter-
weight logic were prevalent in the initial phase before
being succeeded by concepts related to the hybrid
logic. An important marker event (Jay, 2013) to this
second phase was the deliberate initiative of the CEO
toestablishanewbuilding inAmsterdamin2008.The
transition to the third phasewasmarkedby the arrival
of the third topexecutive inBeijing inSeptember2009
and a “normalization” of the Dual HQ structure as the
standardway of operating. In this third phase,middle
managers and other front-line employees were in-
creasingly taking the initiative of their own accord to
engage with colleagues in the other region.

Counterweight logic. We identified three emerg-
ing themes from our qualitative data analysis that
collectively suggested a counterweight logic: external
signals, executive movements, and institutionalized
commitments.

External signals were primarily announcements
madebySoftcorp tocustomers, investors, government
officials, and the media about the formation of the
Dual HQ. Sometimes these were communicated
through press releases and sometimes through indi-
vidual meetings. The first external signal was the
October 20, 2007 press release noted above, which
stated that the CEO was relocating to Beijing, which
would now be the base for part of Softcorp’s corporate
management. A Factiva search indicated that this
press release was picked up by 15 Asian and 5 global
newspapers, including the Wall Street Journal and
Financial Times. The CEO of Softcorp also used per-
sonal meetings with key customers and government
officials in Asia to signal the company’s intentions
(CEO, 2009: “I met with more than ten key customers
in that first few months, as well as all sorts of vice
ministers in the Chinese government. I wanted to let

them knowwewere serious . . . that we were going to
be a major player in the region.”).

External signals are a well-understood way of con-
veying information to stakeholders. The formal an-
nouncementof theDualHQwasa symbol—something
“that represents a conscious or an unconscious as-
sociation with some wider, usually more abstract,
concept” (Hatch, 1993: 669)—andas such it triggered
a useful conversation among Softcorp’s employees
about what it meant for the future of the company
and for their jobs. In our interviews conducted after
the announcement, the reaction was mostly positive
(e.g., software engineer, Asia, 2007: “Our customers
were happy to hear the news. Governments now
consider Softcorp a localized company.”). However,
there were also some reservations from Europe-
based employees (ITmanager, Europe, 2007: “Slowly
things will move to China. There is a concern about
hanging on to jobs in Amsterdam.”), and these dif-
ferences in view led to considerable debate over the
next few months.

Executive movements were the specific changes
made by members of the SMT in where they spent
their time. The CEOmoved himself and his family to
Beijing in September 2007, followed a year later
(September 2008) by the Sales and Marketing Di-
rector, and, the year after (August 2009), by the HR
Director. FromSeptember 2007on, theSMTmeetings
alternated between Amsterdam and Beijing. The
number of business trips to Asia by the other seven
members of the SMT (i.e., excluding the CEO) dou-
bled from 26 in 2006–2007 to 55 in 2007–2008.

Why were executive movements important, given
that modern communications technology allows ex-
ecutives to stay in touch on a virtual basis? First, the
CEO’s decision to move his home to Beijing rein-
forced the value of the signal. For external stake-
holders, such as Chinese customers, it was a credible
indicator that Softcorp was serious about growing its
Asian business, and as such it was a way for the
company to differentiate itself from more parochial
western companies (Spence, 1974). For Softcorp
employees, it was a signal of commitment to
a course of action that would have been costly to
reverse (Ghemawat, 1991). This was reinforced by
the change toward an open-plan office in Beijing,
with the CEO’s desk in the middle, which served as
a way to “shake things up” (CEO’s words). The move
created initial discomfort among the Asian managers
(e.g., HRmanager, Asia, 2008: “At the beginning I felt
a bit nervous that the big boss was sitting right beside
me”; HR director, Europe, 2008: “I think for the first
three months they were shell-shocked, it was a huge
culture shock.”).

The other reason executive movements were im-
portant as they required others to adjust their

2016 61Birkinshaw, Crilly, Bouquet, and Lee



behavior. One senior executive commented on how
he changed his interaction with the CEO: “With
Gareth, most of the communication happens by
phone or email, so I have to have an agenda, very
structured. But I also want to make sure we have
some idle time (during a call) to talk about my own
situation and talk about his . . . There is a lot of
commitment required in order to make sure that ev-
eryone is connected and communicating” (Europe-
based SMT member, 2008). Even though the CEO
spent almost half his time “on the road,” both before
and after the 2007 announcement, the change in his
default location (i.e., Beijing rather than Amsterdam)
had a significant influence on how others worked.
This helped to develop the counterweight logic.

Institutionalized commitmentswere changesmade
to formal processes within Softcorp that further rein-
forced the dual focus on Europe and Asia. For the
Board of Softcorp, the growth of business in Asia be-
came a standing item on their agenda, so that every
board meeting included a formal discussion of the
opportunities and threats in the Asian region and an
analysis of the changing competitive situation there.
For the SMT, metrics were created for tracking the
sales pipeline in the Asian region, so that they could
better understand the competitiveness of Softcorp’s
offerings.

These institutionalized commitments were less
visible than the external signals or executive move-
ments; indeed, employees at the MMT level or below
were not even aware of them. However, we believe
they were an important part of this initial phase of
change. Individuals are prone to engage in self-
reinforcing patterns of behavior (March, 1991) that
are shapedby themeasures theyare evaluatedagainst.
If Softcorp’s Board and SMT had focused on overall
profitability as their primary performance measure,
their more exploratory activities in Asia would have
lost out to their more established activities in Europe.
Instead, by forcing accountability to both dimensions
of the strategic duality, this pattern of self-reinforcing
behavior was halted.

Taken as a whole, these three elements created
what we called a counterweight logic. In physical
science, a counterweight is formally an “equivalent
counterbalancing weight that balances a load”
(Houghton Mifflin, 2000: American Heritage Dic-
tionary). For ourpurposes, the counterweight logic is
a useful metaphor for suggesting a way an organiza-
tion avoids becoming overbalanced in the pursuit of
a single strategic goal. March (1991) has argued that
a clear focus on exploitation tends to reduce atten-
tion to exploration, and vice versa. A related per-
spective, goal framing theory (Lindenberg & Foss,
2011), suggests how an emphasis on financial goals
drives out more prosocial goals such as employee

engagement. In our setting, Softcorp’s strong power
base in Amsterdam had led to an overbalancing to-
ward the European marketplace, and this is what
the announcement of the Dual HQ and the related
changes were seeking to provide a counterbalance to.

The CEO did not expect the counterweight logic to
deliver immediate changes in employee behavior.
Instead, by making such a visible shift he sought to
stimulate internal discussion about the future di-
rection of the company and begin an “unfreezing” of
the current status quo (Lewin, 1947). “Wewanted to
shake things up; this was a deliberate break from the
past, and for the Chinese team it was a huge cultural
shift” (CEO, 2008).

Emerging tensions.Thecounterweight logicserved
tomake the tension between Europe andAsia explicit,
and thus brought to the surface the latent paradox (see
Lüscher&Lewis, 2008) between thepressures for local
responsiveness and global integration. However, by
resolving one set of tensions in Softcorp, others
emerged in their place. Some employees expressed
concerns that the new focus on Asia would be at the
expense of the company’s European business (e.g.,
Operations manager, Europe, 2007: “I don’t see how
Garethwill beable tobe in twoplacesatonce.”).Others
questioned the judgment of the top executives in
making such a bold move (e.g., IT manager, Europe,
2007: “We have less faith in management than pre-
viously.”). These concerns provoked a lot of internal
discussion (HR director, Europe, 2008: “There’s a very
finebalancebetweenwhat they’reused toandwhatwe
want to instill, and this has created a real debate.”) and
in turn led to the next phase of change.

Hybrid engine logic. The transition to the next
phasewasmarkedby thedecision in2008 to construct
a new building in Amsterdam to reinforce that, rather
than merely refocus on the newer region, it was also
crucial to integrate activities across the two regions.
We identified three emerging themes from our quali-
tative data analysis that collectively suggested a hy-
brid engine logic: even-handed decision making,
equilibration across the twin foci, and harmonized
ways of working.

Even-handeddecisionmaking refers to the changes
that were made by the senior executives to ensure
that different parts of the organization were treated
fairly. One of the original concerns noted by the CEO
in early 2007 was that investment decisions, for ex-
ample, in new software development, had favored
the existing teams in Amsterdam. We observed spe-
cific changes addressing this concern. While the es-
tablishment of the Beijing HQ saw a shift in research
and development (R&D) expenditure toward Asia
(increases of 190 percent and 69 percent in 2008 and
2009, respectively, compared to 60 percent and 40
percent increases, respectively, in Europe), there
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was a somewhat surprising decision to invest in
a new building in Amsterdam in 2008. This was, in
part, a symbolic way to push back on the concerns
that Softcorp would close its European operations
(sales manager, Europe, 2008: “We are seeing a shift
in the centre of gravity towardAsia. . . .All the growth
is happening over there, not here.”). But in large part
it was also evidence of even-handedness on the part
of the Board to make investment decisions on their
objective merits. There were six secondments of
managers from Europe to Asia and four from Asia to
Europe to give individuals opportunities to develop
their careers on a global basis.

In discussing these changes with senior and
middle managers, our sense is that they were ef-
fective at reducing bias (groupHRdirector, 2009: “It
has given employees the feeling that they are part of
one global organization, rather than one managed
out of a single place”; operations manager, Asia,
2008: “Now we can get prompt decisions and
feedbacks from the SMT.”). These improvements
were made possible by the earlier counterweight
shifts. However, the consequences of this even-
handed decisionmaking were not felt immediately.
On the R&D side, in particular, the development of
skills in China took time, which explains why the
increases in investment in 2008 and 2009 were
followed by the creation of a center of excellence in
2010.

Equilibration across twin foci refers to the in-
troduction of changes to formal processes that gave
equal weight to the European and Asian operations.
First, the SMTmeetings began alternating in location
betweenAmsterdam andBeijing. This changemeant
that the SMT members spent more time traveling
(head of business unit, Europe, 2008: “Making this
newmodelwork isn’t easy. I am spending evenmore
time away from home than I was before.”), but it
meant that the MMT members based in Asia got to
know all the SMT members, not just the CEO. Sec-
ond, themonthlymiddle-manager meeting was held
at the same time in both locations and connected by
video (CEO, 2008: “This was a conscious attempt to
get the [local Asian] managers to take more owner-
ship, to shape their destiny.”). The timing was ad-
justed so that sometimes the Asia-based managers
stayed late, while at other times the Europe-based
managers came in early. The job of chairing the
meetingwas rotated across locations, and the agenda
included issues of importance to people in both lo-
cations. Third, theCEOattempted to balancehis own
time across both locations, which meant working
hard to be back in Europe on a regular basis. He es-
timated that he spent 20 percent of his time dur-
ing the year after the Dual HQ announcement in
the Amsterdam office. Many Europe-based middle

managers still felt that was not enough (operations
manager, Europe, 2008: “We miss out on the water-
cooler conversations with Gareth.”), but with all the
CEO’s other priorities this was still a significant in-
vestment of time.

These changes were intended to treat the em-
ployees in the two regions as equals. But the key fea-
ture of equilibrationwas to address the unintentional,
and often unrecognized, imbalances that had existed
before (such as settingmeeting times to be convenient
for those based in Europe), and which had created
the feeling that those in Asia were “second-class
citizens.”

Harmonized ways of working refers to changes to
the day-to-day working practices that were intended
to bring the European and Asian sides together. The
CEO’sdecision tomove towardanopenplanoffice in
Beijing had been a culture shock, but it had become
the normal way of working within a year. While
uncommon in more hierarchical Chinese organiza-
tions, the open plan office was eventually perceived
as enabling more middle managers to have a say in
the company’s decisions. Another example of har-
monization was the creation of cross-regional work-
ing teams, in such areas as shared services and
software development during 2007 and 2008. These
project teams were selected by the SMT and were
important in building connections betweenmanagers
fromEurope andAsia. However, during the first one-
and-a-half years of the transition, it was still unusual
for a Europe-based manager to take the initiative to
call colleagues in Asia when working on other pro-
jects, even those involving global clients. There was
also cross-regional collaboration on the sales side,
with Europe-based managers increasingly called
on to bring their specialized expertise to bear
with prospective Asian customers (sales manager,
Europe, 2009: “I am doing a lot more with these cli-
ents. . . . It is a function of usmaking a conscious shift
to the East.”).

Taken as a whole, these three themes suggested
what we call a hybrid engine logic. In physical sci-
ence, a hybrid engine uses two complementary sour-
ces of energy (e.g., battery power for starting off and
gasoline for pushing up a hill), and for certain out-
comes (e.g., a combination of speed, distance, effi-
ciency, and low emissions) it performs better than an
engine built on a single source of energy. For our
purposes, it is a usefulmetaphor for describing a set of
organizational arrangements that are intended to
reconcile the tension across a strategic duality.Unlike
the counterweight logic,which involves emphasizing
the new point of focus in a highly visible way, the
hybrid engine logic is about putting an equal em-
phasis on the old and new points of focus in a rela-
tively nonvisible way.
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An important point about the hybrid engine met-
aphor is that the two sides of the engine support one
another. As noted earlier, one thingwe did not see in
Softcorp’s change process was the creation of a sep-
arate structure for the Asian unit or a new regional
HQ for Asia. This is entirely consistent with the
paradoxical perspective adopted by the CEO and his
desire to end up with a company that was locally
responsive and globally integrated at the same time.
When we asked the CEO about this, he responded
that he did notwant to “rock the boat” toomuch, and
he feared that a more dramatic set of changes could
have damaged the European business at the expense
of the Asian one.

Emerging tensions. This second phase of change
helped to create the desired level of balance across
the two world regions, but it resulted in some new
sources of tension. One was a heightened level of
complexity for the middle managers in Europe and
Asia, as they sought to reconcile their traditionally
local worldview with the new expectations from the
executive team that they adopt amore global outlook
(R&D manager, Europe, 2008: “We get mixed mes-
sages from the top on this [the firm’s strategic prior-
ities]. We could use a bit more clarity about what to
focus on”). The other was the additional workload
and changes inworking style involved inworking on
a more global basis. MMT members increasingly
took part in video conferences at less-convenient
times of day and had “virtual” rather than in-
person catch-up meetings with their line man-
agers. This rising level of cognitive dissonance,
that is, discomfort caused by trying to reconcile
conflicting thoughts (Festinger, 1961), among
middlemanagerswas partially caused by the (up to
this point) top-down nature of the change process,
with the SMT members having the primary own-
ership of the Dual HQ concept. It was resolved, at
least in part, by the gradual shift toward greater
front-line participation and acceptance of the new
model.

Flywheel logic. Roughly 18 months after the es-
tablishment of the Dual HQ, we began to observe an

increasing tendency for employees across Asia and
Europe to collaborate on their ownaccordwithout the
direct intervention of the SMT. The transition to this
phase was not defined by a single event (because it
emerged more organically as a ripple effect of the
initiatives put in place by the CEO earlier) but in our
view it crystallized around the transfer of the third
executive to Beijing, thereby marking the “normali-
zation” of the Dual HQ as a steady-state arrangement.
We identified three emerging themes from our quali-
tative data analysis that collectively suggested a fly-
wheel logic: unifying strategic projects, bottom-up
initiative, and expressions of mutual respect.

Unifying strategic projectswere specific activities
that brought together employees from Europe and
Asia to work on issues of mutual interest. While the
cross-region working teams created in 2007 were
always dominatedby their Europeanmembers, these
unifying projects had similar levels of capability on
both sides. The most important such projects were
the three “horizon” development teams, with ac-
countability shared across locations.3 In addition,
there was a global sales initiative in 2009 and a best-
practice sharing program in 2010.

Bottom-up initiative refers to proactive un-
dertakings from the MMT members who advanced
new ways for Softcorp to work (Birkinshaw, 1997).
For example, one software product had been engi-
neered in Amsterdam with excessive levels of secu-
rity, and a team in Beijing adapted it, on their own
initiative, to create a cheaper and more effective
product for the Asian marketplace. On the support
side, the head of human resources in Beijing, a “very
strong lady” according to the CEO, pushed for sig-
nificant changes in the incentive scheme across the

TABLE 3
Mean Scores for Influence of Asian and European Units over Peers

Unit Influence Simple Effects of Time

Group/Time 2007 2008 2009 Pair F(1,28) p-Value hp
2

Europe-based MMT (Asian unit) 1.14 (0.14) 1.09 (0.20) 1.11 (0.31) 2007 5 2009 ,1 .685 0.01
20085 2009 ,1 .764 ,0.01

Asia-based MMT (European unit) 0.86 (0.18) 0.85 (0.31) 1.05 (0.33) 2007 , 2009* 4.77 .037 0.15
2008, 2009* 5.97 .021 0.18

Notes. Respondents: Europe-based MMT 5 17, Asia-based MMT5 13. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
* p, .05

3 Softcorp had four software development locations,
specifically Amsterdam, Beijing, Paris, and San Diego. All
three “horizon” projects (the details are confidential) in-
volved software teams fromall locations, though invarying
numbers, with Amsterdam having primary accountability
for one, Paris/Beijing the second, and San Diego/Beijing
the third.
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company. “Through her initiative, we debated these
issues, and wemoved toward a newmodel including
multiple measures of performance (CEO, 2010).”
Most bottom-up initiatives were fairly small, but they
manifested an important shift in status for the MMT
members in Beijing, as they realized that their ideas
were being taken seriously by those in Amsterdam.

Expressionsofmutual respect refers to thepositive
way theMMTmembers spoke about their colleagues
in other parts of the world during the research
interviews and directly with each other. These ex-
pressions of mutual respect emerged gradually. Ini-
tially, there had simply been few points of contact
(sales manager, Europe, 2008: “I didn’t know any-
one inBeijing until the CEO started thesemeetings.”)
but eventually the levels of interactivity increased,
largely through the specific cross-regional teams
noted above, so that by the end of the period of study
there were good relationships among many of these
people (SMT member, Europe, 2009: “There was
some reluctance at first, especially about moving
software development to China, but we forced the
issue [. . .] It is now working well.”).

Taken together, these three themes emerging from
the interviews suggested that the lateral relationships
between the MMT members in Europe and Asia in-
creased in quality and quantity over the two-and-a-
half years of study, which in turn helped to alleviate
the tensions that emerged during the second phase of
the process. To substantiate this view further, we
present some quantitative findings from the survey.
We asked both the Europe- and Asia-based MMT
members about the influence of their unit in compar-
ison to other units across Softcorp (see Table 1 for
measures). The evidence in Table 3 suggested a very
substantial increase in the influence of the Asian unit
and no fall in the influence of the European unit. This
increase only materialized in the second year of the
study, and thus was likely occasioned by the growing
lateral relationships between Asia and Europe rather

than by the external signals or executive movements
in 2007.We also asked theMMTmembers to indicate
their frequency of interaction (if any) with every other
MMT member, and we used this extensive body of
data to establish the network centrality of Asia- and
Europe-based managers in the three periods of study.
Centrality is likely to be associated with global in-
tegration, as actors are able to draw on multiple ties
providing diverse knowledge and resources. As
Table4shows, thesenumbers suggested a substantial
increase in the centrality of the Asia-basedmanagers
and, again, no fall in the centrality of the Europe-
based managers.

In sum, during the latter part of our period of study,
we observed the MMT members across Europe and
Asia perceiving Softcorp’s operations in the two re-
gions increasingly as an integrated entity. Working
together—in task-focused ways initially promoted by
the CEO and his team—the MMTmembers in the two
regions had begun to foster mutual understanding that
facilitated coordination and cooperation (Hardin &
Higgins, 1996). This in turn led to a commonly held
viewduring the final set of interviews that thenewway
of workingwas now taken-for-granted (Salesmanager,
Asia, 2010: “The Dual HQ simply recognizes the way
wework inamulti-cultural,multi timezoneworld”; IT
manager, Europe, 2010: “This new model is not so
much a benefit as a reality. The roles and responsibil-
ities are with the person, not the location that we
happen to be in that day.”).

Takenasawhole, these three themessuggestedwhat
wecall a flywheel logic. Inphysical science, a flywheel
stores rotational energy: Energy is transferred to it
(by applying torque), and this stored energy is then re-
leased gradually. For our purposes, it is a useful meta-
phor for the self-sustaining nature of the change that
was brought about in Softcorp. Through the various
initiatives described above, the senior executives cre-
ated the dual focus on Europe and Asia and gradually
the impetus formaintaining this passed over to those in

TABLE 4
Mean Scores for Centrality of Europe- and Asia-Based Managers within Peer Network

Unit Influence Simple Effects of Time

Group/Time 2007 2008 2009 Pair F(1,28) p-Value hp
2

Europe-based MMT 0.13 (0.07) 0.08 (0.06) 0.13 (0.06) 2007 5 2009 ,1 .891 ,0.01
2008, 2009** 10.25 .004 0.31
2007. 2008* 5.16 .033 0.18

Asia-based MMT 0.02 (0.03) 0.07 (0.07) 0.12 (0.07) 2007, 2009*** 21.13 ,.001 0.48
2008, 2009** 9.21 .006 0.29
2007, 2008 6.53 .018 0.22

Notes. Respondents: Europe-based MMT 5 13, Asia-based MMT5 12. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
* p, .05

** p , .01
*** p , .001
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the MMT. Maintaining the motion of a flywheel is, of
course,much easier than starting it up in the first place.

To link this back to theparadoxagenda, neither the
counterweight logic nor the hybrid engine logic had
brought about a fundamental change in perspective
among front-line employees. The counterweight
logic reoriented the focus toward the growing Asian
marketplace, whereas the hybrid engine logic created
balance by ensuring that both markets were on the
“radar screen” for everyone. Nevertheless, under both
these logics individual managers depended on di-
rection and guidance from the SMT as to how best
to divide their time between the two regions. The
flywheel logic, in contrast, was consistent with
a paradox perspective, in that middle managers
were increasingly able to reconcile the two partially
conflicting imperatives facing Softcorp and began
acting in ways that were consistent with a dual fo-
cus, even without direct guidance from the SMT.

Outcomes: Reconciling the Integration/
Responsiveness Duality

We concluded our study in early 2010, because the
change process engendered by the introduction of the

Dual HQ had (in our view) run its course. At that time,
there was an internal evaluation by the CEO and the
company’s owners, adjudging the Dual HQ to be a suc-
cess. Softcorp’s results improved during this period
from an operating loss in 2008 through to a trading
profit of $18m in 2010, and with the number of units
shipped increasing from9.4min2007 through to18.0m
in2011(withgrowthinEuropeandAsia).Duringoneof
our debrief meetings in 2010, the CEO observed,

There are a whole variety of things [we have
achieved]. Now can you quantify them in mon-
etary terms? Not really, but it is about changing
onmultiple fronts the DNA of the company—we
are now much more dispersed and virtual on
a global sense.And I think it is going toultimately
make usmuchmore competitively differentiated
in the future, for addressing the needs of where
we see the market going.

We also conducted our own analysis, with a focus
on whether the paradoxical challenge of balancing
local and global had been resolved. Specifically, we
tracked employee awareness ofmarket developments
in Asia and Europe, the frequency of interaction with
customers and prospective customers in each region,
and the frequency of communication with colleagues
in other parts of the company. Awareness of de-
velopments in Asia increased between September
2007 (before the announcement of the Dual HQ) and
June 2008, for both the SMT and the Europe-based
MMT (Table 5); it was already high for the Asia-based
MMT. InteractionwithAsian customers increased for

TABLE 5
Mean Scores of Awareness of Market Developments in Asia and Europe

Awareness of Market Developments in Asia Simple Effects of Time

Group/Time 2007 2008 2009 Pair F(1,41) p-Value hp
2

SMT 3.64 (1.39) 4.53 (1.66) 4.71 (1.58) 2007 , 2008* 5.69 .022 0.12
2007, 2009* 4.64 .037 0.10

Europe-based MMT 3.31 (1.55) 4.13 (1.20) 4.15 (1.30) 2007 , 2008** 9.90 .003 0.19
2007, 2009* 5.79 .021 0.12

Asia-based MMT 4.10 (1.33) 4.45 (1.43) 4.38 (1.57) 2007 5 2008 1.21 .278 0.03
20075 2009 ,1 .504 0.01

Awareness of Market Developments in Europe Simple Effects of Time

Group/Time 2007 2008 2009 Pair F(1,41) p-Value hp
2

SMT 4.25 (0.92) 4.20 (1.55) 4.25 (1.57) 2007 5 2008 ,1 .894 ,0.01
20075 2009 ,1 1.000 ,0.01

Europe-based MMT 4.28 (1.33) 4.14 (1.40) 4.40 (1.19) 2007 5 2008 ,1 .625 0.01
20075 2009 ,1 .709 ,0.01

Asia-based MMT 2.79 (0.92) 3.07 (1.25) 2.93 (1.44) 2007 5 2008 ,1 .371 0.02
20075 2009 ,1 .721 ,0.01

Notes. Respondents: SMT 5 10, Europe-based MMT 5 21, Asia-based MMT5 14. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
* p, .05

** p , .01

Author’s voice:
If you were able to do this study
again, what if anything would you
do differently?
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all three groups of managers in the same period
(Table 6). Crucially, the Asia-based MMT also signif-
icantly increased its interaction with European cus-
tomers. In other words, Softcorp’s Dual HQ appeared
to increase local responsiveness, especially in Asia,
while simultaneously improving global integration
across Asia and Europe. At an aggregate level, the
intended dual focus on Europe and Asia and im-
proved integration between the regionswas achieved.

However, this aggregate result couldhave transpired
in two ways—through a few individuals increasing
their attention to Asia and everyone else staying the
same (whichmight be expected if Softcorphad created
a separate unit in Asia) or through all individuals
shifting their attention toward a dual focus (which
would be consistent with a paradox perspective). Our
interview data suggested the latter model. For exam-
ple, during the 2009 interviewswithmiddlemanagers,
one (sales manager, Europe) said: “I am part of a single
global sales force, which means working closer with
the other subsidiary units around the world. If I am
doing a sale in Europe, I have to keep in mind things
likewhere theworkwill bedone, howother customers
might react. We don’t operate as stand-alone units
anymore.” Another (HR manager, Europe) observed:
“We are working on a new system [for performance
management], andwe are getting some pushback from
the team in Beijing. They seem much less focused on
individual sales targets. So we are adapting the model
to make sure it works across both regions.”

To provide more systematic evidence on this
point, Figure 3 shows scatter plots of the actual levels
of awareness of market developments in Asia versus
market developments in Europe over time, with each
dot representingoneperson.The scatter plots support
the notion of a broad-based shift toward a dual focus
across a large number ofmanagers in Softcorp. This is
consistent with a paradox perspective. From Soft-
corp’s point of view, the desired dual focus across the
SMT and MMT was largely achieved.

Finally, it is important to note that some tensions
were still present in 2010. There were some residual
concerns about the merits of adopting a global focus
in the company, and the practical challenges in-
volved inworking across continentswere significant
for some (especially those in software development
and those with global customers). Questions were
also raised about the sustainability of the Dual HQ,
and whenever there were changes in the makeup of
the SMT, employees were quick to infer that Beijing
was either gaining or losing influence vis-à-vis
Amsterdam, depending on where the new execu-
tives were located.

AN INTEGRATIVE FRAMEWORK

To summarize, our findings suggested a clear se-
quenceof changes that enabledSoftcorp to implement
its desired Dual HQ management approach. Figure 4
provides a graphical summary of these arguments.

TABLE 6
Mean Scores for Frequency of Interaction with Asian and European Customers

Frequency of Interaction with Asian Customers Simple Effects of Time

Group/Time 2007 2008 2009 Pair F(1,34) p-Value hp
2

SMT 1.58 (0.68) 2.78 (0.89) 3.09 (1.49) 2007 , 2008** 11.58 .002 0.25
2007, 2009** 10.38 .003 0.23

Europe-based MMT 1.42 (0.65) 1.71 (0.91) 2.07 (0.73) 2007 , 2008 1.53 .224 0.04
2007, 2009* 4.42 .043 0.12

Asia-based MMT 3.07 (1.18) 3.49 (1.05) 3.83 (0.75) 2007 5 2008 1.99 .167 0.06
2007, 20091 3.65 .065 0.10

Frequency of Interaction with European Customers Simple Effects of Time

Group/Time 2007 2008 2009 Pair F(1,34) p-Value hp
2

SMT 3.65 (1.57) 3.31 (1.56) 3.38 (1.66) 2007 5 2008 1.13 .296 0.03
20075 2009 1.02 .320 0.03

Europe-based MMT 2.83 (1.23) 2.75 (1.13) 2.60 (1.23) 2007 5 2008 ,1 .693 0.01
20075 2009 1.76 .194 0.05

Asia-based MMT 1.50 (0.55) 1.45 (0.47) 1.97 (0.71) 2007 5 2008 ,1 .840 ,0.01
2007, 2009* 4.27 .046 0.11

Notes. Respondents: SMT 5 8, Europe-based MMT 5 18, Asia-based MMT5 11. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
1 p , .10
* p, .05

** p , .01
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In the first stage, changes were made according to
the counterweight logic, as a way of resolving the
tensions that emerged during 2006–2007. A combi-
nation of the symbolic shift in location of the HQ and
of the CEO himself, and some subtle changes to the
formal processes, was sufficient to create the initial
shift in focus among the SMT and MMT and to
stimulate a debate about the organization’s future.
Conceptually, these changes opened up the discus-
sion about a paradoxical perspective in the firm, so
that individuals developed the capacity to un-
derstand the concerns andmotivations of colleagues
in other parts of the firm (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and
avoided becoming overbalanced in the pursuit of
a single goal (March, 1991).Thechangesalso, to some
degree, created cognitive dissonance (Festinger,
1961) as employees sought to reconcile the stated
priorities of the firm with their own established
day-to-day priorities.

Observation 1: The counterweight logic (as
manifested in external signals, executive move-
ments, and institutionalized commitments) pulls
individuals out of their self-reinforcing patterns
of behaviour by giving them a new strategic im-
perative to focus on.

The momentum that surrounded the CEO’s move
to Beijing was helpful in challenging many of the
establishednorms in thecompany, but it creatednew

sources of tension at the same time. In the language of
paradox, by shifting focus to a comparatively neglec-
ted region (Asia), the counterweight logic empha-
sized the contradictory (Asia OR Europe) rather than
the interconnectedness between them (Asia AND
Europe). The risk was that local responsiveness
wouldgrowat the expenseof global integration. In the
second stage, the changesweremade according to the
hybrid engine logic, and they were both more bal-
anced and less visible than those made according to
the counterweight logic. They mostly consisted of
small but important adjustments to the management
processes in the company to harmonize how work
was conducted. Most of these changes were
phased in gradually, over the first year of the
transition. Conceptually, they were intended to
“level the playing field” by ensuring that past be-
havior emphasizing one focal point or the other
would not be rewarded. Efforts to create balance
between Asia and Europe helped to overcome re-
sistance during a period of perceived insecu-
rity for front-line managers (cf. Feldman, 2004),
and they were designed to do this in a relatively
low-key way to help employees to figure out for
themselves the appropriate balance.

Observation 2: The hybrid engine logic (as
manifested in equilibration of processes across
the twin foci, even-handed decision making at
the top, and harmonized ways of working) re-
inforces the desired balance in behaviour for in-
dividuals across two strategic imperatives.

The transition to the third phase (the flywheel
logic), beginning in early 2009, was less easy to de-
lineate. There was a gradual recognition that the

FIGURE 3
Plots of individual attention to Asian and European markets
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you about the findings? If so, what?
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experimental change made by the CEO was being
reinforced, culminating in the move of a third exec-
utive to Beijing in September 2009, and this led to
increasing interaction between the MMT members
in Asia and Europe. These interactions were task-
focused, for example, built around linking customer
needs to technological capabilities, and they created
a pattern of behavior that was consistent with the
dual European and Asian focus. They also helped to
reduce some of the cognitive dissonance that had
arisen during the first two phases of change. Impor-
tantly,manyof thesenewrelationshipsbetweenpeers
did not appear on the organizational chart. Over time,
these relationships led to an emerging sense of com-
munity that made managers aware of the advan-
tages of collaborating with colleagues in the other
region and encouraged them to think in a more in-
tegrated way about Softcorp’s strategic priorities.

Conceptually, this third stage differed in two im-
portant respects from the first two stages. First, the
locus of responsibility shifted from the SMT to the
MMT, inotherwords, froma top-down toabottom-up
emphasis. Middle managers, in this stage, were
making their own judgments (Gibson & Birkinshaw,

2004), rather than looking to those at the top to pro-
vide guidance. Second, the mind-set around how to
manage the strategic duality shifted from a simple
trade-off logic (where emphasizing one imperative
means de-emphasizing the other) to a paradox logic,
where it is possible to some degree to reconcile at-
tention to both strategic imperatives (Andriopoulos &
Lewis, 2009; Eisenhardt, Furr, & Bingham, 2010).

Observation 3: The flywheel logic (as man-
ifested in unifying strategic projects, bottom-up
initiative and expressions of mutual respect)
enables individuals to make their own judg-
ments, and to seek out opportunities for rec-
onciling the competing pulls toward one
strategic imperative or the other.

These three stages are linked through a logical
causal sequence, as Figure 4 illustrates. The coun-
terweight logic has a destabilizing effect: it creates
organizational readiness to change, and it forces
front-line employees to question their taken-for-
granted assumptions about how to do business but,
by itself, it does not automatically lead to a change
in behavior (cf. Piderit, 2000). It is, therefore,

FIGURE 4
Process framework for how strategic dualities are resolved
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a precondition for the hybrid engine logic, which
acts at a lower level of visibility and creates
a gradual realignment of effort as actors balance
their time between the twin focal points. These two
together then provide the necessary conditions for
the flywheel logic to emerge, though in addition our
evidence suggests there is a necessary passage of
time as well, as employees across the different parts of
the organization become better acquainted with one
another.

Observation 4: The counterweight logic creates
readiness for change for thehybridengine logic to
take effect; the flywheel logic only transpires in
settings where the counterweight and hybrid
engine logics have already transpired, and after
a significant passage of time.

Finally, it is important to return to the role of senior
executives in shaping and maintenance of their
paradoxical frame. Essentially, our framework sug-
gests that an organization’s ability to manage a stra-
tegic duality arises through the counterweight and
hybrid engine logics in combination, and then is
maintained through the flywheel logic. In such a sit-
uation, senior executives are not involved on a day-
to-day basis with the dual-focused activities of the
organization, but it is their responsibility to ensure
that the structure and culture retains its supportive
qualities. A key part of this monitoring process is
being alert to the tensions and conflicts that people
experience on a day-to-day basis and finding the
appropriate form of intervention to resolve those
conflicts. This argument is consistentwithAdler and
Chen (2011), who propose that effective manage-
ment control enhances the intrinsic motivation of
front-line employees to act creatively.

Observation 5: To reconcile competing imper-
atives on an ongoing basis, executives care-
fully monitor the behaviors and attitudes of
those in the organization for signs of tension,
and they selectively intervene through either
the counterweight or hybrid engine logic to
resolve those tensions.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The purpose of this studywas to shed light on the
process through which one firm managed a strate-
gic duality and to use these insights to set the stage
for further research and to inform the practice of
management. In this final section of the article, we
therefore link our findings to the literatures on
paradox, ambidexterity, attention, and change,
before moving on to a consideration of practical
implications.

Paradox Perspective

Ourprocess frameworkunderlines the importance
of paradoxical thinking (Lewis, 2000; Smith &
Tushman, 2005) as a way of managing strategic du-
alities. As observed by Andriopoulos and Lewis
(2009: 702), managing paradox does not mean elim-
inating or resolving an underlying tension, it in-
volves looking for creative ways of capturing both
extremes. Our findings showed how it is possible for
senior executives to use two different logics (coun-
terweight and hybrid engine) to capture both ex-
tremes, that is, to build adual emphasis onEurope and
Asia and then to impart the dual emphasis to people at
lower levels in the organization.We also showed how
tension and conflict lie at the heart of theprocess,with
the actions taken at each stage resolving certain ten-
sions but leading to the emergence of others.

Perhaps more importantly, though, our study
shows how it is not just senior executives who have
to develop the capacity for paradoxical thinking, it is
also those on the front line. In the early stage of our
research, interviewees typically had a singular focus
and clearly prioritized either Europe or Asia. In
contrast, by the end of our study, we noted their in-
tegrative complexity: they more readily considered
both Asia and Europe as strategic priorities andwere
more able to understand, for example, how Soft-
corp’s presence in one market affected its ability to
do deals in the other.

While we witnessed, to an extent at least, the
development of a shared understanding between
managers in the two regions, managers had also be-
come attuned to the differences across the regions
both in terms of resources (e.g., the clients served
by each region) and norms (e.g., the degree of hier-
archy and formality in Asia versus Europe). Direct
exposure to different contexts and ways of work-
ing might therefore be a condition for a paradoxical
perspective to emerge. The dual focus that we ob-
served across Softcorp’s operations, a result of newly
formed lateral relationships, is consistent with evi-
dence from social psychology of a link between
individuals’ awareness of differences and their
capacity to consider multiple dimensions of the
challenges they face (Todd Hanko, Galinsky, &
Mussweiler, 2011) and contributes to a micro-
foundational explanation of paradox (Eisenhardt
et al., 2010). These individual-level insights raise an
important question for future studies: Towhat extent
is paradoxical cognition—“managerial frames and
processes that recognize andembrace contradiction”
(Smith & Tushman, 2005: 523)—a strategic variable
that can be shaped by senior executives and to what
extent is it dispositional? Conceivably, managers
who choose to work for a firm with an international
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presence may be different from those who work in
firms with a narrow geographic scope. Nonetheless,
recent investigations show that paradoxical cogni-
tion at both individual and team levels can be gen-
erated in the laboratory (Miron-Spektor et al., 2011),
andwewelcome studies that testwhether it can be as
easily generated in the field.

Contextual Ambidexterity

The large body of literature on ambidexterity has
become focused primarily around how organiza-
tions reconcile exploration and exploitation (March,
1991). Given that the empirical focus of our study was
slightlydifferent, that is, the integration/responsiveness
duality, itwouldnothavebeenappropriate to frameour
research in ambidexterity terms. Nonetheless, the in-
herent tension between global integration and local
responsiveness creates many similar challenges be-
causemanagers tend to be sensitive to pressure for one
or the other (Takeuchi, Shay, & Li, 2008), but not both.
The insights from our study can potentially be gener-
alized to theambidexterity literature, as themanagerial
challenges are likely to have common elements.While
almost all managers face contradictory demands on
their time, it is much less common for individual
managers to divide their time between two competing
goals (in this case, global integration and local re-
sponsiveness) because most approaches to attaining
ambidexterity emphasize the intervention of senior
management in directing their subordinates’ activities.

Given the importance of organizational context in
influencing how managers address the integration-
responsiveness duality (Takeuchi et al., 2008), such
aduality iswell suited tounderstandingwhatGibson
and Birkinshaw (2004) call contextual ambidexterity.
Structural and temporal approaches to ambidexter-
ity are relatively straightforward for executives to
implement because each involves a single lever
(structural and temporal division of responsibilities,
respectively). In contrast, contextual ambidexterity—
which involves creating a setting in which individual
managers and units successfully divide their atten-
tion between competing objectives as they see fit—is
more opaque and potentially involves the use of
multiple levers at the same time. There are also
important sequencing issues: the flywheel logic
took hold only after clear signals had been sent that
the Asian marketplace was an important strategic
objective (counterweight logic), and the SMT had put
in place measures, such as cross-regional working
groups, that equilibrated the level of emphasis placed
on Europe and Asia (hybrid engine logic). This shared
understanding was subsequently reinforced by in-
formal relationships between managers who pro-
vided a source of mutual support for one another.

Our study showed, in other words, that contextual
ambidexterity is difficult but not impossible to achieve.
While other studies (e.g., Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004;
Mom, Van den Bosch, & Volberda, 2009) have found
evidence of the benefits of contextual ambidexterity,
this is the first to offer insights into how it might be
achieved, albeit in a somewhat different empirical
setting. Of course, it is inherently more difficult to
manage for contextual ambidexterity than, for exam-
ple, structural ambidexterity as the former requires
individual employees tomake their own, presumably
effective, judgments. As we observed in Softcorp, the
informal organization plays a role in sustaining indi-
vidualmotivation to address strategic dualities. Here,
we suggest that a promising avenue for future re-
search is to understand how executives can “design”
the organization holistically to consider how their
design choices will impact the informal organiza-
tion that they do not directly control (see Gulati &
Puranam, 2009).

Attention Management

A third theoretical perspective that our research
potentially informs is the attention-based view of the
firm (Ocasio, 2011). This perspective suggests that
organizations are mechanisms for structuring and
focusing the attention of individuals toward certain
issues and away from others. More concretely, the
structural changes put in place by Softcorp’s execu-
tives could be interpreted as ways of channeling the
attention of the front-linemanagers toward theAsian
marketplace, while not detracting from their atten-
tion to the European marketplace.

This perspective suggests an intriguing possibil-
ity, namely that attention is not simply a zero-sum
game. Certainly, it is often difficult for individ-
ual managers to attend simultaneously to multiple
imperatives because, as Simon (1977: 40) contends,
“a wealth of information creates a poverty of atten-
tion.” Nonetheless, an emerging stream of literature
in psychology examines how stimuli and affective
states influence individuals’ ability to process a
range of stimuli at the same time (Forster, Friedman,
Ozelsela, & Denzler, 2006; Friedman et al., 2003;
Posner, 1987). This research has focused on
individual-level outcomes such as creativity, but we
concur with Ocasio (2011: 1287) in suggesting that it
may have “important implications for the concep-
tualization of attention in organization science.”

An important task for future research is to un-
derstand the boundary conditions that permit
managers in some organizations (such as Softcorp)
to pursue successfully a dual focus, whereas in
other cases a singular focus and individual spe-
cialization are beneficial (Crilly & Sloan, 2014). A
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potential risk of emphasizing dual attention is the
fragmentation of cognition (Simon, 1962) as indi-
vidual actors allocate their attention to multiple
domains. It is possible that the growing interactions
and shared understanding between managers
across the two regions provided the support that
allowed managers to attend simultaneously to
Europe and Asia, and thereby increase the scope of
their attention (Adler & Hecksher, 2006). Our evi-
dence is consistent with this line of argument,
though of course there were sufficient limitations to
our methodology that we have to view this as
a somewhat speculative insight for now.

Change Processes

Finally, our study links back to thewell-established
literatures on change. Classic models of organiza-
tional change posit three stages: unfreezing, which
breaks the inertia associated with the existing focus;
change, which introduces new ways of operating;
and refreezing, which consolidates the transition
(Lewin, 1947). Though we found evidence of un-
freezing (i.e., the initial effect of the Dual HQ was to
dismantle assumptions about Softcorp as a Euro-
centric organization) and change (i.e., newprocesses
balancing attention between Europe and Asia chal-
lenged conventional ways of operating), we found
less evidence of refreezing. Rather, the flywheel logic
seemed to facilitate a degree of ongoing change as
front-line managers took advantage of emerging
lateral relationships to be alert to new business op-
portunities rather than became set in any identifiable
routine. New relationships with colleagues poten-
tially affect how actors think about problems and,
ultimately, how they behave (Feldman, 2004). In
this way, the flywheel logic is consistent with the
idea that self-sustaining processes to promote the
reconfiguration of organizational resources underlie
ambidexterity (Harreld, O’Reilly, & Tushman, 2007).
We suggest that the reason for this lies in the agency
accorded to front-line managers in Softcorp that
resulted in variation across individuals, coupled
with an organizational context that supported ad-
aptation (cf. Howard-Grenville, 2005).

Taken together, our evidence from the counter-
weight, hybrid, and flywheel logics implies that
managing strategic dualities effectively is an ongoing
process that depends on the involvement of actors at
multiple levels of the organizational hierarchy
(Rerup & Feldman, 2011). Of course, even if the
process is effective, managers may over time fall
back into routinizedways of working. This suggests
(as noted in Observation 5) that careful monitoring
of tensions is necessary to maintain the strategic
duality. For example, in Softcorp, we witnessed

top-down initiatives during the final year of our
studywith the creation of the center of excellence in
Beijing and the expansion of a regional hub in Sin-
gapore. Both initiatives were intended to reorient
managers from their recently established routines
and ultimately encourage them to forge new lateral
relationships.

Limitations and Boundary Conditions

As with any single-firm study, it is important to
recognize that our findings may be highly specific to
our context. Several features of Softcorp are worth
highlighting in this regard. First, Softcorp was fairly
mature (28 years old at the time of the study), and
there was stability at the top (the same CEO from
1999 to 2013). This meant that there was a strong
informal organization and the established off-chart
relationships between managers shielded Softcorp
from excessive disruption from the initial structural
change. In younger organizations, this might not be
the case—for example, resistance to the change
manifest in the counterweight logic could be greater.
Second, though top-down processes have an im-
portant role in shaping organizational context, we
suggest that the flywheel logic cannot be as easily
engineered as the counterweight and hybrid engine
logics. Front-line employeesmay not respond to top-
down change initiatives in the ways intended by
senior executives (Feldman, 2004) so the nature of
the informal organization prior to the change argu-
ably plays a crucial rolewhether the strategic duality
is effectively managed (and, especially, whether the
flywheel logic takes hold or not).

We cannot completely exclude a number of alter-
native explanations for our findings. During the pe-
riod of our data collection, part of which coincided
with Beijing’s hosting of the 2008 Olympic Games,
media attention to the political and economic might
of China was growing. This trend may have made it
easier for Softcorp to emphasize the strategic im-
perative of business in Asia. In other words, while
Softcorp’s own structural change was fairly mi-
nor, it was reinforced by signals in the external
environment. Other firms that follow in Softcorp’s
footsteps may not have this good fortune. Moreover,
the firm’sCEOwaseffectual.HadtheCEOofadifferent
firm relocated to Asia, would the same sequence of
events have transpired? We cannot conclusively posi-
tionSoftcorp’s initiative as a template for all other firms
to followwhenaddressingstrategicdualities.While the
financial cost of Softcorp’s change initiative was mod-
est, had the plan backfired, the cost to its legitimacy
might have been substantial given that the firm had
heavilypublicized itscommitment togrowingbusiness
in Asia while maintaining its success in Europe.
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Implications for Practice

The ability to manage strategic dualities has been
cited as an explanatory factor in cases of firm success
and failure (Boumgarden, Nickerson, & Zenger,
2012;Voss&Voss, 2013).Hence, understandinghow
one firmwas able to do this effectively has potentially
important implications for practice. While conscious
of the limitations of generalizing from a single case
study, we propose three areas that practicing man-
agers might find interesting to consider.

First, it was interesting to observe how quickly the
structural change (the Dual HQ) led to meaningful
changes in the views and actions of Softcorp’s mid-
dlemanagers. For almost all the questionnaire-based
measures, we saw a significant change between 2007
and 2008, even though only the CEO himself had
moved to Beijing in this period. It seems the em-
ployees were responding as much to the signal that
Softcorp was sending by creating a Dual HQ as to the
substance of the (relatively small) organizational
change. Relatedly, there appeared to be both direct
and indirect benefits to Softcorp as a result of the
change. The direct benefits were the increased
awareness of, and interaction with, Asian stake-
holders, whereas the indirect benefits were such
things as the heightened levels of communication
and mutual respect among Asian and European
MMT members.

Second, the interplay between structure and pro-
cess also shifts the focus to thedynamics of achieving
a dual focus. In Softcorp’s case, an initial structural
change, specifically the CEO moving to Beijing, was
a powerful mechanism for reorienting managers in
both Asia and Europe toward developments in the
Asian marketplace. However, the dual focus did not
emanate directly from formal structural changes, but
informally, with off-chart relationships inside the
firm, allowing managers to maintain a dual focus
rather than switch attention abruptly to Asia. Our
evidence suggests that senior executives’ under-
standing of the informal organization is a crucial
factor in managing strategic dualities effectively.

Third, Softcorp increased managerial attention to
Asia without detracting significantly from its atten-
tion to Europe. Of course, structural change is often
disruptive and can impact performance negatively
(Baron, Hannan, & Burton, 2001). But the concerns
about losing focus on Europe, or losing capabilities in
Amsterdam, proved to be largely unfounded, at least
for the duration of our study. In a way, the Softcorp
case study illustrates the proposals of Prahalad and
Bhattacharyya (2011) to rethink what it means to be
a trulyglobal corporation. In theirview, firmsaremost
able to achieve the alleged benefits of globalization
when they operate as “20hubs andno corporateHQ.”

Much like Softcorp’s managers, they are physically
and psychologically near all of the markets and cus-
tomers that are core to a firm’s strategy.

CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, our study provides new paradox-
based insights on how organizations manage their
strategic dualities. By conducting an in-depth pro-
cess study of one company, we showed that recon-
ciling conflicting imperatives is indeedpossible, and
we were able to shed light on the mechanisms
through which this was achieved. Initially, senior
executives used a counterweight logic to highlight
the importance of the new focus (Asia), while also
developing a hybrid engine logic to give both points
of focus (Asia and Europe) equal weight in the day-
to-dayworkings of the organization. Over time, these
two logics working together led to a third logic, the
flywheel logic, whereby mid-level managers in both
locations took responsibility for addressing both foci
simultaneously. By explicating how a strategic du-
ality was managed in this one particular setting, we
were able to develop some generalizable proposi-
tions and conceptual insights that we hope will be
valuable in other settings.
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APPENDIX A

Representative Supporting Data for Each Second-Order Theme in Figure 2

Second-Order Theme Representative First-Order Data (Observations and Quotes)

External signals “[The change] sends a huge signal to the market.” (Software engineer, Asia, 2007)
“Our [Asian] customerswere happy to hear the news. Governments now consider Softcorp a localized
company.” (Sales manager, Asia, 2007)

“People are very worried about the long-term future of the Amsterdam location—they always look at
where the CEO is located. That gives a message.” (IT manager, Europe, 2007)

“Imetwithmore than ten key customers in that first fewmonths, aswell as all sorts of viceministers in
the Chinese government. I wanted to let them know we were serious. . . that we were going to be
a major player in the region.” (CEO, 2008)

“Slowly things will move to China, there is a concern about hanging on to jobs in Amsterdam.”
(Operations manager, Europe, 2007)

“We are doing a lot more work with universities here as well: interns and joint research programs. It’s
a function of us making a conscious shift to the east.” (R&D director, Asia, 2008)

Executive movements “Now [with the CEO in Beijing] we can get prompt decisions and feedbacks from the SMT.” (Middle
manager, Asia, 2007)

“At first, I was a bit worried about having the big boss here, but it has been really helpful to work with
him on a more informal basis.” (Software manager, Asia, 2008)

“Wemiss out on the water-cooler conversations with Gareth.” (Operations manager, Europe, 2007)
“WithGareth,mostof the communicationhappensbyphoneor email, so I have tohaveanagenda,very
structured . . . There is a lot of commitment required in order tomake sure that everyone is connected
and communicating.” (SMT member, Europe, 2008)

Institutionalized commitments Board meetings included discussion of the growth of the business in Asia from early 2007 on
(researcher observation, based on archival information).

“Westartedbuilding in additionalmetrics to track the salespipeline inAsia . . . this becameabigpart of
the conversation in the SMT meetings.” (SMT member, 2008)

“There’s a very fine balance between what they’re used to and what we want to instill, and this has
created a real debate.” (HR director, Europe, 2008)

Even-handed decision making “I made a point ofmoving additional R&D expenditure towardAsia in 2008, to reinforce the argument
that there was enough capability there.” (CEO, 2009)

“The increased presence in Beijing—especially the centre of excellence—has given employees the
feeling that they are part of one global organization, rather than one managed out of a single place.”
(Group HR director; 2010)

“Announcing the new building in Amsterdamwas a smart move—it showed continued commitment
to the Netherlands.” (HR manager, Europe, 2007)

“More balance is needed to reassure our European customers.” (SMT head of sales and marketing,
2009)

“We aremoving threemiddle managers to Beijing, the help inculcate the Chinese in the Softcorpway
of working. And we are sending some of our best Chinese middle managers back the other way.”
(CEO, 2009)

Equilibration across twin foci “Making this newmodelwork isn’t easy. I am spending evenmore time away fromhome [inAsia] than
I was before.” (SMT member, Europe, 2008)

“We are moving to a single global salesforce, to help the smaller units piggyback on the conditional
access technology. They will all report in to Doug [Lowther, based in Beijing].” (CEO, 2009)

“Thiswas a conscious attempt to get the [local Asian]managers to takemore ownership, to shape their
destiny.” (CEO, 2008)

“The job of chairing themeetingwas rotated across locations, and the agendawas set to include issues
of importance to people in both locations.” (HR director, Europe, 2008)

“I will haveweeklymeetings [often by phone] withmy sales team, and a lot of that is about joining the
dots—making sure they know who is talking to whom, suggesting they reach out to someone in
another location. Becausewe are so dispersed [geographically], we need to work hard on alignment
and priorities.” (Sales and marketing manager, 2009)

Harmonized ways of working “We had a workshop with the middle manager group in China, some pivotal day-to-day roles need to
be there, so we are looking at moving some over.” (SMT member, 2007)

“I think for the first three months they were shell-shocked, it was a huge culture shock.” (HR director,
Europe, 2008)

“The all-staff meeting, I thought it was good news, because the senior management may pay more
attention to China.” (Group HR director, 2008)

[The CEO was very keen on] “. . . rotation of responsibilities across different managers in the
office—chairing themonthly cross-functionalmeeting. . . . I chaired themeeting, Iwas very nervous,
it was hard to keep the meeting going.” (HR manager, Asia, 2008)
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Second-Order Theme Representative First-Order Data (Observations and Quotes)

“I am doing a lot morewith these clients. . . . It is a function of usmaking a conscious shift to the East.”
(Sales manager, Europe, 2009)

[Having the cross-regional MMTmeetings] “. . . it becomes easier for me to see when people are
slipping back into traditional assumptions, and I challenge them. Why are we selling to this
customer like this?Why is this process taking so long?Why arewe evaluating performance on these
measures? It forces the team to think more deeply than they used to” (CEO, 2010).

Unifying strategic projects “25% of the MMT in China, increasingly we are giving them regional responsibilities, and moving
them to Europe; some in Turkey on integration projects. But it’s still difficult promoting Chinese to
positions outside Europe.” (HR manager, Europe, 2008)

“We have put a Conditional Access software project in Beijing; it is being led by a Swedish guy on the
sales side, and a Dane is in charge of the technical team. These are both people who have been
working in Europe up until now.” (R&D director, Asia, 2009)

“The three horizondevelopment teams are an important strategicmove for us. [It was] important to get
people from both locations involved . . . to develop a point of view on the future.” (Business
development manager, Europe, 2009)

“I am working closely with my colleague in Beijing on compensation and benefits. Coordinated from
here, but with far greater coordination than before.” (HR manager, Europe, 2009)

Bottom-Up Initiative “One software product had been engineered in the Netherlands with excessive levels of security, and
a team in Beijing adapted it, on their own initiative, to create a cheaper and more effective option.
There is a tendency in Europe for us to overengineer things, but sometimes you need something that
is just good enough.” (CEO, 2010)

“The head of human resources in China is a very strong lady. Through her initiative, we debated these
issues, and we moved toward a new model including multiple measures of performance.” (CEO,
2010)

“We have started to see a real shift in how the team in Beijing works. They are pushing back more in
development projects. . . . This won’t work in the Asian market, have you tried that.” (IT manager,
Europe, 2009)

Expressions of mutual respect “I didn’t knowanyone inBeijing until the CEOstarted thesemeetings.” (MMTmanager, Europe, 2008)
“There was some reluctance at first, especially about moving software development to China, but we
forced the issue. . . . It is now working well.” (SMT member, Europe, 2009)

[The change in HQ configuration] “. . . means you have leadership where you need it, also encourages
distribution of power across locations and helps uswork directlywith counterparts in other offices.
It has been a real eye-opener for me.” (IT manager, Europe, 2009).

[Workingwith the team in SanDiego] “. . . was scary but I learned a lot.Many ofmy colleagues have an
MBA, and they helpedme get up to speed [on a commercial project] quickly.” (MMTmanager,Asia,
2009).

“The biggest benefit [has been that] that people in smaller offices feel as equal a part of Softcorp as the
larger locations.Rather than ‘usvs them’ this create a joint feelingof responsibility for the company’s
success.” (MMTmanager, Europe, 2010)
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