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Abstract  

 
Through this organizational leadership project I investigated how Next Architecture (Next) could 

manage the ongoing balance between traditional and revolutionary practices to position them for 

growth as they evolve into a primarily self-managing organization. This project was guided by 

action research methodologies utilizing a design-thinking approach to data gathering, with an 

appreciative stance. Several data gathering methods were used including survey, ethnographic 

observation, a half-day design-thinking workshop, and a two-hour visioning exercise. Findings 

indicated that while Next is clearly a revolutionary organization, some traditional practices must 

be incorporated to maintain balance, which could be achieved by developing an understanding of 

Polarity Management. Through this lens, they have begun work to revise their organizational 

vision, incorporating the perspectives of the whole group as it exists today at Next. Additionally, 

an organizational design will be created as a project output, to identify strategic and operational 

plans necessary to make Next’s shared vision, a reality.  
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

A desire to offer revolutionary services to clients and disrupt the architecture industry 

through pioneer-like innovation brought a group of individuals together in 2016 to form Next 

Architecture (Next). They established a highly collaborative culture through the creation of an 

innovative, empowering, learning environment attributed to a minimal amount of procedural 

interference.  

 As Next has grown, however, this approach has presented them with some areas of 

opportunity surrounding balancing traditional and revolutionary practices. A lack of formal 

processes has created a degree of vulnerability to legislative risk surrounding employment 

practices. From a behavioural standpoint, in relation to the distributed leadership model Next has 

adopted, the team members have a strong sense of what they want to achieve as an organization; 

however, they would benefit from better articulation of what that looks like in daily practice 

including what drives those behaviours on a high-level. Discovering solutions to these challenges 

will be important as their existence may threaten the achievement of vision, employee 

engagement, organizational effectiveness, organizational sustainability, and growth.  

 With my partner organization, Next, I have completed an engaged action-oriented inquiry 

project as a final step towards obtaining a Master of Arts in Leadership (MAL) through Royal 

Roads University. This project has and will continue to result in several outputs for the 

organization, and a published thesis (see Appendix A: Letter of Agreement). This study has been 

focused on maintaining the balance between traditional and revolutionary practices, while being 

an industry leader in innovation, and empowering employees through a distributed leadership 

model. Through this process, the participants and I have answered the question; “How might 
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Next Architecture manage the ongoing balance between traditional and revolutionary practices to 

position them for growth within a primarily self-managed organizational system?” 

  The answer to the research question has been investigated by considering the following 

sub-questions: 

1. How would the team members at Next describe their current state in terms of: 

• Balancing traditional vs. revolutionary practices in decision making? 

• Functioning as a self-managing organizational system? 

• Alignment with the organization’s vision? 

2. What changes would need to occur in order to adopt a truly distributed leadership model? 

3. What changes would need to occur in order to balance traditional and revolutionary practices 

at Next? 

 This topic intrigues me based on my experience as an HR leader where I have observed 

organizations committed to a high degree of structure, or conversely, adaptability. I have seen 

both struggle with the drawbacks of each when activities do not add value relative to the effort 

that has been expended. My curiosity surrounding how to find the balancing point between these 

two polarities to increase organizational effectiveness, and passion for team member engagement 

through empowerment, is what drew me to researching polarity management.  

Thesis Statement 

 The answers to these questions will be conveyed through this thesis, and are based upon 

the foundational truth that organizations who effectively manage key polarities outperform those 

who do not (Johnson, 1996).   
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Significance of Inquiry  

 This study explored two separate yet complimentary topics: polarity management 

(Johnson, 1996), and self-managing organizational systems created by adopting the principles of 

open systems and shared leadership (Johnson, 2017). It has been focused on tightening Next’s 

alignment with their ideological vision and preparing the foundation to successfully achieve 

goals planned for the future.  

 In 2016 the founding members at Next set out to “be the industry vanguard that 

successfully converts the waste to greater value by creating better and more sustainable buildings 

using emergent technologies to encourage positive change and reform” (Next Architecture, 2019, 

p. 3). In organizational documents they stated that:  

 Hierarchy is great for maintaining predictability and repeatability. It simplifies planning 

 and makes it easier to control a large group of people from the top down… but we want 

 innovators, and that means maintaining an environment where such people will flourish. 

 (Next Architecture, 2019, p. 6) 

In alignment with this view, they committed to the development of a flatter organizational 

structure which utilizes a collaborative leadership model, with a desire to work towards shared 

ownership in the future.  

 Since their inception, the ideological stance described has brought great success as they 

have challenged the status quo within the architecture industry through innovation and has 

facilitated an engaging and inspirational work environment for their team. As they move ahead, 

it appears that marginally increased structure in the right areas may create the right amount of 

process to support increased complexity that comes from growth and decentralization. Also, 
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there exists opportunity to further establish practices of shared leadership to replace the 

leadership that would typically come through position in a hierarchical organizational structure.  

 The Principal, Allan, does not intend to stay at the helm of the organization for a long 

period of time. He plans to leave an industry-leading organization for the Next generation of 

architectural professionals as a legacy when he retires within the next five years. For this reason, 

the final change required is connected to Next’s goal of establishing a truly shared ownership 

model which they hope to have in place when Allan moves on. The current ownership model, 

ways in which work is distributed, and unintentional power structures that often exist within 

organizations were identified as areas which may inhibit their ability to bring this aspiration to 

fruition.   

 The team at Next addressed these opportunities through a systematic and participative 

inquiry process which will begin the transition towards becoming a primarily self-managing 

system as dependency on their leader is decreased, as leadership becomes more emergent. This 

will be achieved by the team members at Next by developing understanding surrounding a 

concept developed by Johnson (1996), called Polarity Management. In doing so, Next will 

experience growth, and movement towards self-management by reaping the benefits of both 

polarities (in this case, traditional and revolutionary practices) by maximizing the benefits and 

limiting the drawbacks to each polarity (Johnson, 1996).  

 Central to this inquiry were the key stakeholders connected with this project who are able 

to experience the organization as the founding partners intended it three year ago. This group 

included the team members at Next, who will ultimately experience a more empowering and 

intentionally organized workplace, and the clients who will reap the benefits of the positive 

outcomes of this study such as a more refined, cohesive, and innovative experience. There is 
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strong potential for economic benefit to both team members, and customers resulting from 

reduction of costs, and increases in revenues, as the refinement of their organizational practices 

positively impact effectiveness, and efficiency.  

 Though this inquiry will lead to a transformational stage within Next, the impacts of this 

study will be much farther reaching than their internal environment as the application is 

transferable to trailblazers in other sectors and industries. Warren Bennis (2009) described 

organic, adaptable organizations of the future as communities where people give their best, as 

opposed to hierarchies where they trade varying degrees of effort for economic return. He 

explained that control will occur through shared passion and ways of interacting as opposed to 

through documented policy and formal leaders. This study will provide other organizations with 

an example of how to shift their organizations to see this alternative way of being become a 

reality.  

 Other leaders, partners, and competitors within the architecture industry in Alberta would 

also experience the opportunity to learn how to create high performing communities, as they 

follow Next’s lead. The findings of this study could help them also, to learn how a self-managing 

organization can experience success through providing exceptional employee experiences while 

achieving desirable business results as they embrace traditional and revolutionary practices. 

Determining how to do this could enable them to create the structure, and establish the 

behavioural elements needed, to become a self-managing organization, and pave the way for 

other organizations to experience the benefits that come from this approach.  

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis  

 Guided by the previously discussed ideological stance adopted by Next, specific 

statements were developed to guide their operational and strategic decisions. The overarching 
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vision statement at Next is “Satisfied clients & fulfilled colleagues is the only acceptable 

standard” (Colleague Handbook, 2019, p. 5). Their mission statement is centered around 

providing high quality customer service and redefining architectural practice by pioneering 

innovation and pushing the boundaries of capability within their industry. Additionally, their 

mission statement reflects a strong commitment to offering team members who align with their 

ideology an inspiring, motivating, and exceptional place to work (Colleague Handbook, 2019, p. 

5). 

 Next Architecture was established four years ago by six architects, has since grown to 

nearly twenty team members who are located in downtown Edmonton, and provides services to 

clients across Alberta. Through conversations with Allan, it is evident that they have set out to 

challenge the status quo that is present in the architecture industry by continually asking why 

things are done as they are, and how they can be done better. This relates to both how they serve 

clients, and how they make organizational decisions (1A. Partridge, Personal Communication, 

April 9, 2019). They have experienced great success through an approach that values a 

commitment to distributed leadership reflected through a very flat organizational structure, and 

informality. The principal has communicated that he subscribes to the belief that leadership is a 

behaviour as opposed to a position, and he feels confident that the other members of the team at 

Next align with this perspective.  

 There are several interesting, and intentional nuances that are evident when reviewing 

organizational documents and having conversations with many of the Next team members. They 

are organized in such a way that there is no formal reporting structure, and job titles are not 

assigned. More subtle elements exist that have reinforced the culture that they are trying to create 
 

 
1 Permission from the original speakers received for all personal communications. 
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including how they have laid out their website. All team members have pictures displayed, but 

they are displayed in alphabetical order. There is no indication of position, professional 

credentials, or financial interest in the company displayed. These decisions have been made to 

reinforce the flatter, informal culture that they have chosen to establish. They have minimal 

formal procedures, and provide team members with nearly unlimited access to organizational 

documents. Additionally, they are working towards cross-training and capacity building, to 

reduce the potential for unintended establishment of informal hierarchies based on skill level.  

 Another significant decision that Next has made is related to a certification they have 

been seeking to achieve over the past two years with an organization called B Corp. This 

organization has developed a community which grows with each certification. It exists to lead a 

movement by certifying businesses that “meet the highest standards of verified social and 

environmental performance, public transparency, and legal accountability to balance profit and 

purpose” (Certified B Corporation, 2019, para.1).  In order to receive certification, organizations 

are assessed based on their ability to successfully meet their standards in the categories of 

governance, workers, community, environment, and customers. The website indicates that 

companies seek certification to help lead a movement, build relationships, attract talent, improve 

impact, and amplify voice (Certified B Corporation, 2019). Though they have not yet achieved 

this certification thus far, this research project will enable Next to better prepare for their next B 

Corp assessment, and both move closer towards their vision and mission, and achieve strategic 

growth as an organization as they move into their new season 

 Developing capability in shared learning and idea generation will become increasingly 

important as Next moves towards their future aspirations. To do this, they will need to be skilled 

at sharing information and developing as a team organically. When describing the concept of a 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 17 
 

learning organization, Senge (2006) stated that “organizations that will truly excel in the future 

will be the organizations that discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at 

all levels in an organization” (p. 4). This action-oriented inquiry will help Next to become a 

learning organization, as they move into a new season of growth and further decentralization. 

 Senge (2006) explained that we are commonly taught to deal with complexity by 

breaking issues apart and addressing them one at a time to facilitate more manageable solution 

generating processes. He explained that this approach is flawed, as it ignores the relationships 

that exist between various pieces of the larger picture, significantly limiting our ability to see the 

connections, and potential consequences that decisions made in isolation will cause. Stroh (2015) 

agreed, explaining that systems thinking is ideal when relationships, change efforts that may alter 

results in other areas, and relational aspects are considered.  

 The alternative to this fragmented approach, and a critical component of a learning 

organization, is systems thinking. It is an approach that considers both the big picture, and the 

smaller parts of a system, while paying attention to the relationship impacts that making change 

in one area of the system has on another (Senge, 2006). Positioning an organization for growth 

while moving towards a self-managed model is clearly quite complex.  

 To ensure that the greater system and the specific opportunities were both addressed 

through this study, efforts were made to implement recommendations based on how they would 

affect the broad organizational system within Next Architecture. This ensured that all factors are 

considered, and included into the changes that may come through this process based upon what 

actions will produce the highest leverage opportunities for change.   

 I believe that the introduction of a well-developed Organizational Design guided by 

achieving optimal and ongoing balance between traditional and revolutionary practices will serve 
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as leverage to create positive impacts throughout the organizational system. This is because it 

addresses all aspects of the system, thus decreasing the likelihood of the development of a quick 

fix that negatively alters the reality in other areas (Stroh, 2015). This approach will enable Next 

to achieve their goals surrounding managing polarity between structure and adaptability to 

support growth and the evolution towards becoming a significantly more self-managed 

organizational system.   

 Specifically incorporated into the research strategy, priority was placed on developing 

early understanding of the ideological vision, urgency for taking action towards accomplishing it, 

and thorough participation in the idea generation efforts (Kotter, 2007). In addition, integration 

was reflected through the connections represented between each of the disciplines of a learning 

organization: systems thinking, personal mastery, team learning, shared vision, and mental 

models (Senge, 2006). These five disciplines were deeply integrated into this inquiry to 

understand the organizational strengths and weaknesses from a systems perspective during the 

research stage.  

 Next Architecture is one of seventy-five listed registered architectural corporations 

within Edmonton, with varying numbers of staff working within each. Through correspondence 

with my inquiry team member at Next, Cherie Vu, I understand that they are impacted by several 

external factors, a key one being borrowing rates and carrying costs which are often driven by 

international forces. Depending on how favourable these rates are, several projects can be 

initiated, or shut down completely at any given time (C. Vu, Personal Communication, August 

26, 2019).  

 Political changes can also have a significant impact on Next’s ability to meet its 

objectives as well (for example, when government changes projects that are planned and even 
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cancels projects that are already in progress prior to their completion). Changes in government 

and legislation can impact their industry as an influx of new business types creates significant 

demand. For example, cannabis becoming legal in Alberta and has caused a wave of retail outlets 

and lab projects to be initiated. Lastly, Next’s ability to form collaborative relationships within 

the building industry is critical as partnerships and referrals drive some of the business that Next 

is able to participate in (C. Vu, Personal Communication, August 26, 2019).  

 As a small organization with few minimally required processes, access to participants 

was quite easy to gain. From a change readiness perspective, there was significant energy from 

the team members behind this work, and the potential benefits that would come from the inquiry.  

 Below (Figure 1) is a system map which offers a visual representation of the system 

greater system that it exists within, as well as a basic illustration of their system as it is today, 

placeholders for strategy and an organizational design previously referred to, and the desired 

results that change through this inquiry could bring. While the scope of this study did not extend 

outside of the organizational system at Next, it is important to be aware of the greater community 

that it exists within. This includes the architecture industry, the Alberta start-up business space, 

and the Alberta economy, the architectural industry and the Alberta labour market. The portions 

of this external system are reflected within the blue region of the diagram, and the relationships 

that exist within that system are represented by the dotted lines connecting them.  

 Though the primary beneficiaries of the learning from this inquiry were the team 

members and clients of Next, I am confident that other progressive organizations feeling the 

same tension between managing ongoing balance between traditional and revolutionary practices 

will be positively impacted.  
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Figure 1. Next Architecture – Systems Map                           

Chapter Summary  

 Through this chapter I have provided a summary of the study, and the organization by 

describing the significance of the inquiry focusing specifically on the change that will come from 

this study, who will benefit from it, and why this is important. I have also described the 

organizational context of the organization from an internal and external perspective. Gaining this 

understanding was an essential step, which provided the context to make decisions related to the 

literature review, and the approach taken with the inquiry. The next chapter reviews relevant 

concepts in literature, to support the development of opportunities for change through this 

research inquiry.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 “Capabilities like speed and agility, are becoming the core of competitive advantage” 

(Whitehurst, 2015, p. 1). To support Next in developing these capabilities to facilitate growth 

within a primarily self-managed organization, I have completed this literature review. It has been 

designed to provide evidence-based alternatives for developing these capabilities. I will share 

perspectives in current literary discourse that speaks to learning organizations as they relate to 

this project, with a specific focus on developing a shared vision. I will then deliver a detailed 

summary of the concept of polarity management to provide understanding surrounding managing 

paradoxes, a relevant concept for Next as they seek to maintain ongoing balance between 

traditional and revolutionary practices. Next, I will review various viewpoints associated with 

distributed leadership, including a variety of organizational models for implementation of this 

viewpoint, and finally, I will discuss the various traits that must be developed by participants 

within an organization to make leadership something that is truly shared.  

Learning Organizations 

 A learning organization is able to “continually enhance their capacity to realize their 

highest aspirations” (Senge, 2006, p. 6). There are several advantages to becoming a learning 

organization such as strong problem-solving skills, increased human capital, decreased decision-

making risks, and high levels of job satisfaction of team members (Luhn, 2016, p. 11). These 

types of organizations succeed by tapping into people’s capacity to learn and develop 

commitment at all levels of the organization, as opposed to only at the top (Senge, 2006). To be 

innovative, adaptable, effective, and efficient this type of environment must exist, as waiting for 

information will not flow quickly enough if only from the top down. 
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 Learning organizations are aware of, and are intentional surrounding various behaviours 

that create “ organizational learning disabilities” (Senge, 2006, p.18) as follows: 

1. Individuals identifying as being their position – This disassociation creates the conditions to 

take less responsibility for group results (Senge, 2006).  

2. Seeking someone to blame – A direct result of the previous one, this learning disability 

reduces opportunities for leverage as external parties are blamed (Senge, 2006).  

3. Identifying reactiveness as proactiveness – Similar to the previous one, this is associated with 

addressing problems in an assertive manner, and describing this behaviour as being proactive 

instead of one introspectively seeking to understand their part in an issue for the purpose of 

learning: a course of action truly associated with being proactive (Senge, 2006).  

4. Fixating on specific events – This occurs when reactions occur due to short-term events which 

dominate areas of focus. Doing so can cause longer-term threats to go unnoticed (Senge, 2006).  

5. Failure to see risks coming due to maladaptation – The usual quick pace that organizations are 

accustomed to can cause gradually building risks to be missed. It is important to pay attention to 

not only obvious, quick risks, but also to slow down to ensure vulnerability is minimal (Senge, 

2006).  

6. Not seeing the consequences of actions – Isolating parts of a system can lead to insufficient 

awareness of the end result of decisions that are made as issues are not identified cross-

functionally. This reinforces the need for organizations to become capable of focusing on the 

parts of the system, and seeking understanding of the whole system simultaneously (Senge, 

2006).  

7. Reliance on a Management Team which may not function well – This is when issues such as 

politics, pride, engrained protectionist practices, and failure to encourage questioning through 
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collaborative inquiry get in the way of meaningful, and fruitful learning experiences (Senge, 

2006).  

 These obstacles to learning are important to be aware of, if an organization is to reap the 

benefits of becoming a learning organization. Garvin (1993) explained that to bring the concept 

of learning organizations from an abstract aspiration, to a concrete actionable strategy, 

organizations must clearly define what being one means to them. He suggested that they must 

also determine what this will mean in terms of daily operational management, and finally, what 

measures they will use to assess the volume of, and pace at which learning is occurring, to ensure 

gains have been made. Considering these perspectives, it will be important for Next to build the 

five disciplines previously described into the meaning, management, and measures at Next. This 

will offer tangible plans to becoming a learning organization, positioned for success through the 

leverage produced through systems thinking.   

 Systems thinking is a way of looking at the parts of a system, as well as the whole, 

making note of interrelationships to reveal high leverage opportunities for change (Senge, 2006). 

Being able to look through this lens increases an organization’s capacity for generative learning, 

as linkages between cause and effect are discovered by looking at the whole, as opposed to only 

its parts (Boleman & Deal, 2017). Senge (2006) stated that systems thinking produces a learning 

organization, One “where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly 

desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is 

set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 2006 , p. 3).  

 Senge (2006) explains that creating a learning organization is not possible without the 

development of personal mastery, team learning, an awareness of the role mental models plays, 

and development of shared vision. Personal Mastery refers to an individual’s fervent 
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commitment to continual learning, growth, and creation of realities that they envisioned. This 

transcends mere skill development, as there is an aspect of spiritual growth that occurs when this 

learning occurs (Senge, 2006). Team Learning requires teams to tap into the potential of the team 

to come up with insightful solutions to complex issues, transcending what one individual could 

accomplish on their own (Senge, 2006). It requires coordinated, and innovative action by team 

members who act in a complementary, and trustworthy manner, and the ability to connect with 

other teams as needed (Senge, 2006).  

 Mental Models are “deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures or 

images that influence how we understand the world and how we take action” (Senge, 2006, p. 8). 

It is often that we are not aware of these or how they impact our own behaviour; however, 

becoming aware of mental models can be achieved by looking inwardly, and working hard to 

bring those to the surface. We can then make an effort to question these ways of seeing things, 

and engage in conversations to understand other perspectives with an open mind (Senge, 2006).  

 A shared vision is simply a description of what a group wants to create. It could be 

referred to as pictures people within an organization carry with them, and provide coherence to 

various activities (Senge, 2006). Visions are often determined in senior leadership roles within 

organizations, and communicated widely; however this will likely summon little more than 

compliance. Senge suggested that shared vision results in commitment due to the commonality in 

purpose that exists, driven by a powerful force within people’s hearts (2006). Kouzes and Pozner 

(2017) agreed, stating that “shared visions attract more people, sustain higher levels of 

motivation, and withstand more challenges than those that are exclusive to only a few” (p. 97).  

 Shared vision is an essential feature of a learning organization, because it guides the 

energy and focus for generative learning (Senge, 2006). Of significance, particularly for highly 
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progressive organizations, establishing a shared vision across the organization is optimal, 

because it “fosters risk taking and experimentation. When people are immersed in a vision, they 

often don’t know how to do it. They run an experiment. They change direction and run another 

experiment” (Senge, 2006, p. 195). 

 There are specific ways that shared vision can gain momentum such as “increasing 

clarity, enthusiasm, communication and excitement. Enthusiasm can also be reinforced by early 

successes” (Senge, 2006, p. 211). Conversely, it can lose traction when team members do not 

believe in the vision, do not understand it, or do not have a say in it, as they begin voicing 

disagreement with others. This is called polarization, and it diminishes clarity of vision, as well 

as enthusiasm (Senge, 2006). Several other factors decrease the likelihood of vision being 

achieved such as discouragement at the gap between vision and reality and personal inability to 

maintain focus between reality and vision. Additional barriers to achieving vision include the 

feeling of being overwhelmed by current demands, as well as the reality when people forget their 

connections to others within the team (Senge, 2006). When vision is not shared, status quo 

prevails as the momentum towards a goal is not strong enough (Senge, 2006).  

 A consideration when a shared vision is created is what is to be achieved when 

determining what the group wants to create. Sinek (2019) posited that organizations can choose 

finite or infinite pictures of what the future will look like. To illustrate this, he described 

organizations who aspired to accomplish something that was limited, and dependent on no 

unforeseen external changes that may impact them. He explained how Blockbuster set out to be 

the primary provider of movie rentals; however, when Netflix surfaced, they did not adapt to the 

changing environment and adjust their business model to meet the needs of customers. Their 

vision was not focused on a greater cause, but instead on a narrowly focused idea of what they 
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believed customers wanted. He indicated that similarly, Garmin dominated the market in terms 

of dashboard GPS devices; however their focus was on being successful at strictly this product 

type. Sinek theorized that If these organizations focused on the overall aspiration of providing 

home entertainment to their customers (Blockbuster), or providing great navigation solutions 

(Garmin), these companies may not have been swallowed up by Netflix, and Google Maps 

(Sinek, 2019). Sinek called this an organization’s just cause.  

 Just Cause is a specific vision of a future state that does not yet exist; a future state so 

 appealing that people are willing to make sacrifices in order to help advance toward that 

 vision. We call it ‘vision’ because it must be something we can ‘see’. For a Just Cause to 

 serve as an effective invitation, the words must paint a specific and tangible picture of the 

 kind of impact we will make or what exactly a better world would look like. A clear 

 Cause is what ignites our passions. (Sinek, 2019, p. 40) 

 Considering this, organizations will be well served, as will their customers, by looking at 

what they want to achieve with openness to possibilities beyond their existing understanding, and 

how they want to impact: their just cause (Sinek, 2019).  

Polarity Management 

 Too much structure and process can stifle creativity due to the gap between the decision 

makers and the innovators (Burkus, 2014). However, not enough structure can lead to 

inefficiency and ambiguity (Ayres, 2015). A polarity to manage is an ongoing dilemma between 

one alternative and its interrelated opposite (Johnson, 1996). Polarity management is a concept 

Johnson described as a way of achieving the best of two polarities while avoiding the limitations 

of each. He explained that it also helps decision makers to anticipate events in advance in order 

to make adjustments as necessary. This concept recognizes the interdependency between two 
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paradigms and that one cannot be chosen over the other, just as people cannot choose to breathe 

by deciding to inhale as opposed to exhaling, or vice versa (Johnson, 1996). Managing the 

balance of each polarity continually is what is needed for sustainability, and invites problem 

solvers to approach polarities by replacing an either-or way of thinking with a both-and 

approach (Johnson, 1996; Manderscheid & Harrower, 2016). Determining the ideal place to land 

between competing paradoxes is not about compromise, but rather is about selecting the right 

alternative based on the circumstances (Hamel, 2012).  

 Lanier (2018) reinforced this concept by explaining that a start-up may need to focus on 

stability, while an established organization may need to focus on innovating. It is about being 

responsive to the system and adjusting strategy accordingly. Polarity management is not 

designed to choose a static state between poles, but instead to help determine the right timing for 

when to move towards one over the other (Lanier, 2018).  

 If a group were to be using the polarity mapping tool below (Figure 2) for decision-

making when choosing between two interrelated alternatives, each of the two would occupy 

either the right or the left side. The greater purpose is indicated above the top quadrants, while 

the greatest risk described at the bottom. The benefits of each perspective would be conveyed, 

and in the bottom half the drawbacks to each would be listed. When teams are effective at 

managing polarity, they are able to work their way around the quadrants in an effort to 

understand the drawbacks and the strengths of either perspective. In doing so, as a group they 

discover how they can implement a strategy that maximizes the positive benefits to each 

perspective while minimizing the drawbacks as much as possible (Johnson, 1997; Peterson, 

2017). It is important to note that the nature of the conversation will dictate the direction of the 

movement between quadrants. For example, if a proponent for the polarity on the right moved 
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from the advantages of their pole to the disadvantage of the other, resistance would likely be a 

barrier to resolution. However, if the advantages to the other pole are acknowledged first, 

defenses are more likely reduced, creating the conditions for fruitful conversation about the 

benefits of each alternative.  

(Elsevier, 2019, para. 10). 

Figure 2. Polarity Map  

Map used with permission of Polarity Partnerships LLC (Polarity Partnerships, 2016).  

Polarity Map® is a registered trademark of Barry Johnson & Polarity Partnerships, LLC. 

Commercial use encouraged with permission. 

 On a go-forward basis this tool allows organizations to continually monitor the state of 

the issue, and make systematic adjustments accordingly by making decisions with full awareness 
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of the risks in doing so. Ideally, the infinity loop moves between all four quadrants, only staying 

in the bottom quadrants for a short time, before the drawbacks being discovered are seen and 

addressed (Johnson, 1996). These movements are driven by the downsides to a polarity being 

felt, or the upsides of a polarity being desired (Johnson, 1996). Mistakes are typically identified 

in the bottom quadrants, and solutions within the upper quadrants. Polarity Management helps 

build flexibility into organizational activities and creates excellent opportunity for meaningful 

and productive dialogue, particularly in conflict, as groups discuss the benefits and drawbacks of 

opposing solutions. By recognizing that each perspective is interrelated, resistance is decreased, 

and decisions can be made by all parties truly understanding the whole picture (Johnson, 1996).  

 From a process perspective, Johnson (1996) explained that Polarity Management action is 

taken as follows: 

• Identifying the polarity – agreeing on the polarity that needs to be managed better. 

• Describing the polarity fully – building consensus on the four quadrants and selecting 

neutral words for each pole. 

• Diagnosing the polarity – Determining where the system is located, who is advocating for 

change (crusading) based on what can be seen in the bottom quadrant, and determining 

who is advocating for things to stay the same (tradition-bearing). 

• Predicting the problem – Assessing where resistance to change advocates may come from 

and how a successful group for one party may impact the other (crusaders and tradition-

bearers).  

• Prescribing Next steps – Crusaders and tradition-bearers acknowledge concerns of the 

opposite party and plan steps to avoid the identified concerns of the party whose 

perspective was not chosen. 
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Leaders of the future will become fluent in managing dilemmas by quickly taking advantage of 

the best of two opposing alternatives (Johansen, 2017). This capability will enable organizations 

to more quickly and effectively make decisions. 

Self- Managing Organizational Systems 

  “Sometimes the organization needs to be designed to create new conversations that allow 

new strategies to emerge and be acted upon” (Kesler & Kates, 2011). To achieve managed 

polarity between structure and adaptability, I will support Next in the development of an 

Organizational Design which will enable them to refine their vision based on ideological purpose 

and articulated through strategy. It will address how an organization is structured, where 

decision-making authority rests, how information is shared across the organization, and how 

collaboration happens. Through this process they will determine what metrics will indicate 

success and how this will relate to team member compensation. Lastly, the design will explain 

ways in which the human resources aspects are taken care of within day-to-day organizational 

life.  

 As all elements within the organizational design are influenced by the overall strategy 

including vision for the future, it will be important for Next to begin by selecting an ideological 

approach which aligns with their collective vision. This will be done by analyzing several 

organizational models and approaches with features which mesh with the approach that they 

have adopted thus far. These include Open Organizations (Whitehurst, 2015), Horizontal 

Organizations, Holacratic Organizations (Robertson, 2015), and Leaderless Organizations 

(Brafman & Beckstrom, 2006). Additionally, I will synthesize various perspectives in current 

literature related to traits, and ideological stances of adaptable and innovative organizations. 
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 Jim Whitehurst (2015), the CEO at an open-system organization called Red Hat, explains 

that it is “an organization that engages participative communities both inside and out – responds 

to opportunities more quickly, has access to resources and talent outside the organization, and 

inspires, motivates and empowers people at all levels to act with accountability” ( p. 2). At Red 

Hat, they are guided by principles which have brought great success as follows:  

• People join us because they want to. 

• Contribution is critical, but it’s not a quid pro quo. 

• The best ideas win regardless of who they came from. 

• We encourage and expect open, frank, and passionate debate.  

• We welcome feedback and make changes in the spirit of “release early – release often” 

(Whitehurst, 2015, p. 10).  

The Open Organization model is significantly different from the hierarchical models that many 

are accustomed to as presented in the visual below (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Open Organization Model  
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Reprinted with permission of Harvard Business Publishing from "The Open Organization: 

Igniting Passion and Performance" by Jim Whitehurst.  Harvard Business Press, 2015.  

Copyright 2015 Red Hat, Inc.; all rights reserved.  

 Dawson (2015), a senior leader at Red Hat described this concept by emphasizing the 

importance of empowerment, managing by example as opposed to hierarchical position, fast 

innovation, incremental improvement, collaboration, authenticity, and the ‘no jerks’ rule which 

suggests that disagreement must be handled with respect. The capabilities that this model focuses 

on developing are transparency, adaptability, inclusivity, community, and collaboration 

(Whitehurst, 2019). 

 Similarly, Slade (2018) explained that horizontal organizations are focused on autonomy, 

relationships, intentional learning and development, shared power in decision-making, 

transparency, effective co-management of meetings, and shared purpose. She viewed horizontal 

organizations as more closely aligned with what comes naturally as outside of work contexts 

explaining that people naturally self-manage without direction that has been cascaded down from 

levels of authority above prior to acting. She explained that we are built to organize and 

accomplish goals by taking action by considering the purpose of what we are doing, and then 

executing as needed to accomplish this. An example that she shared was managing of various 

conflicting priorities by a parent within a family, indicating that no one tells this person how to 

fulfill their work, volunteer, and carry out parental, and other priorities; however it gets done 

through intuitive, self-directed decision making. She also explained that when people work 

towards a purpose that they are passionate about, they are much more deeply engaged and 

willing to work hard towards the accomplishment of goals, than if they are simply provided with 

direction to follow. Slade (2018) did not suggest that there is no structure in place to ensure 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 33 
 

accountability, but rather it comes through agreed upon processes for collaborative decision 

making, as opposed to through vertical decision-making processes.  

 Brafman and Beckstrom (2006) described a model where catalysts take the place of 

formal leaders as decentralized organizations are self-managed as reliance on a leader is 

eliminated. They used the analogy of a starfish and a spider, suggesting that a traditional, 

bureaucratic organization is similar to a spider in that there is a head which tells the legs what to 

do. If for any reason the head were to be removed, the spider (or organization) would no longer 

survive. They explained that in contrast, a starfish has several arms that come from its centre, 

and that when an arm is removed, the rest of the starfish survives while the rest of the body 

regenerates itself. This colourfully illustrates how decentralized organizations reduce 

organizational risk by removing reliance on an individual at the top of an organization, and are 

sustainable due to their ability to adjust and adapt when adversity occurs. Haughton (2018) 

indicated that there are five reasons why leaderless models succeed. His perspective aligns with 

Slade’s (2018), as he contended that “self-management is a lot more instinctive than we think, 

the internet has improved our ability to collaborate, staff have a clearer understanding of their 

goals, measuring accountability is easier, and staff feel more able to speak up” (Haughton, 2015, 

para. 3-7).  

 Finally, Robertson (2015) defined Holacracy as a practice that “unleashes more creative 

capacity for an organization to express its purpose” (Robertson, 2015, 18:50).  Holacracy 

recognizes that formality and structure can prevent critical information from flowing freely to the 

individuals who need to hear it for decision making, which can lead to highly negative impacts to 

the organization (Robertson, 2015). Holacracy distributes authority through the utilization of a 

circular organizational structure. This model gives voice to all participants of the organization by 
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allowing decisions to be made within specifically selected functional groups based on role. 

Issues are solved by managing tensions within, and between circle groups. Holacracy is guided 

by a constitution which clearly articulates “rules and processes for the governance and operations 

of an organization” (Holacracy, 2015, para 1). 

 The key themes represented in these perspectives are transparency, decentralization, 

collaboration, rapid experimentation, iterative development, empowerment, autonomy, 

community, relationship, power distribution, merit, and authenticity and are all driven by 

purpose. These self-managing systems are drastically different than the usual ways in which 

organizations are currently managed.  

 While these approaches may seem somewhat utopian and idealistic, there are several 

highly successful and well-known organizations that have organized utilizing these self-

managing organizational models. For example, Zappos has been using Holacracy for five years. 

Additional companies that have used these models include W.L. Gore & Associates (the 

producers of Gore-Tex), Pixar, Craigslist, Whole Foods, Make Architects, and of course, Red 

Hat (Whitehurst, 2015).  

 In the past, scalable efficiency has been the path towards differentiation for 

organizations; however, Pecht (2017) indicated that going forward this will be accomplished by 

being innovative and agile. Command and control will be replaced by connected teams that are 

self-directed, within and outside of their organizations (Johansen, 2017; Pecht, 2017). Pecht 

(2017) suggested that to do this, organizations will have to be focused on purpose, individuals 

will be given more autonomy to make decisions, but will also be more accountable for the 

outcomes. He suggested that reward systems will need to recognize accomplishments associated 
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with innovation, and that the transparent nature of self-managed teams will replace managerial 

controls and encourage healthy competition with other teams (Pecht, 2017).  

Leadership Behaviours 

 Jackson and Parry (2011) explained that shared leadership serves to “challenge the 

hegemonic view that leaders are the people in charge and followers are the people who are 

influenced” (p. 95). These alternatives advocate that “leadership is a process that goes on 

between all people and that all people can be involved in leadership, almost in spite of their 

formal position” (p. 95). Common perspectives within the leadership community suggest that 

leadership is either a person (who), results (what), a position (where), or a process (how) (Grint, 

2005).  

 Traditionally, leadership has been a process where influence is exerted, and that success 

or failure is a direct outcome of the leader’s actions (Chatwani, 2018; Jackson & Parry, 2011). 

This leader-centred viewpoint places significant emphasis on traits, actions, and abilities of the 

leader (Chatwani, 2008; Jackson & Parry, 2011; Wood, 2005). Alternatively, there are other 

perspectives which contend that leadership does not reside within one specific individual, but 

instead crosses the boundaries of organizational and societal hierarchies (Jackson & Parry, 

2015).  

 To achieve a vision, it must be shared throughout the organization, not just at the top 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Senge, 2006). Next Architecture recognizes this, and has intentionally 

chosen a flatter organizational structure which seems to have served them well thus far. 

Exploring the topic of shared leadership through this study was essential because the selection of 

their leadership approach requires understanding of (a) whether a form of emergent  
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leadership approach truly is the best alternative for Next Architecture based upon their needs and 

business model, and (b) what organizational design elements and behaviours will need to exist, 

in order to support this selected approach.  

  When selecting an appropriate organizational structure, Dive (2003) recognized the need 

for structure, and adaptability stating that “every company requires a spine of accountability – 

layers of management – to deliver on its mission, each layer adding value to those below it. Like 

the human spine, a healthy organization… needs the correct number of vertebrae” (p. 21). Dive’s 

reference to correctness exemplifies the need for considering a both-and perspective to selecting 

an organizational structure, rather than utilizing more rigid and limiting either-or approaches. An 

organization must come together and define their own ideological perspective, as the 

organizational structure they choose, dictates where leadership rests within an organization 

(Kesler & Kates, 2017).  

 For Next to manage the polarity between structure and adaptability when determining the 

correct organizational structure for the Next stage of their development, it will be important to 

complete a polarity map as a team, which identifies the strengths and weaknesses of 

decentralized and centralized leadership. This will enable them to identify the downsides of 

whichever alternative they choose, and help them anticipate drawbacks to this approach in order 

to proactively address the identified areas. To prepare them for this process, I will review 

perspectives that are present within current literature in the following sections. 

 Though several shifts are occurring, traditional leader-centred, bureaucratic approaches 

still dominate in many organizations (Hamel, 2014). Bureaucratic organizations rely on 

hierarchical position for decision making, and provide access to information based on an 

individual’s position within the organization. Further, coordination between departments occurs 
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through communication at senior levels of leadership (Carmela & Brunetta, 2017). A proponent 

of the tenets of bureaucratic organizational structures stated that: 

 Managerial hierarchy or layering is the only effective organizational form for deploying 

people and tasks at complementary levels, where people can do the tasks assigned to 

them, where the people in any given layer can add value to the work of those in the layer 

below them, and, finally, where this stratification of management strikes everyone as 

necessary and welcome. (Jaques, para.59, 1990)  

 Another advocate for this leadership approach recognized some value in incorporation of 

shared leadership as a tool; however stated that “the leader is more important than ever… Shared 

leadership is not, by itself, a solution to this problem but rather a tool that an able leader will use, 

among others, to accomplish the tasks that leadership requires” (Locke, 2003, p. 280).  

 On the other hand, when discussing previous management models, a proponent for 

adaptability, Hamel (2007) stated that “over time, every great invention, management included, 

travels a road that leads from birth to maturity, and occasionally to senescence” (para.3). While 

hierarchical approaches served their purpose there is little indication that they are still 

appropriate. Currently, literature supporting hierarchical leadership is quite limited, which is 

likely indicative of the shift that is occurring.    

 “Bureaucracy must die. We must find a way to reap the blessings of bureaucracy—

precision, consistency, and predictability—while at the same time killing it …Bureaucracy, both 

architecturally and ideologically, is incompatible with the demands of the 21st century” (Hamel, 

2014, para.11). Whitehurst (2015) agreed, indicating that “old standby strategies that everyone 

learned in business school like scale, scarcity, and positional advantage no longer seem to apply” 

(p. 2). While this perspective appears to be shared by several leadership scholars, there is limited 
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evidence supporting the adoption of new approaches to replace those which are no longer 

relevant. The ways in which work is completed, people are motivated, and activities and 

objectives are set minimally vary from those used by our grandparents (Hope, Bunce & Röösli, 

2011). This gap suggests that there is a need for study on how shared leadership can be 

successfully implemented.  

 When considering adoption of these new approaches such as less hierarchical 

organizational structures, motives must be thoroughly considered. Dive (2003) explained that 

several senior level leaders use organization flattening to manage financial challenges by 

increasing margins. He stated that this convenient solution is often justified by recognizing that 

the emerging workforce wants to make an impact and have more autonomy. He indicated that 

many of these decisions are short-sighted, and that there is a need to determine how much 

hierarchy is actually needed. Haughton (2015) agreed, as he described the experience that the 

retailer Zappos had when moving to a non-hierarchical, Holacratic structure. Several employees 

left the organization, and the CEO of Zappos learned a hard lesson in taking necessary steps to 

be sure a self-managed system is managed properly (Haughton, 2015).  

 As Next adjusts their organizational design to become more of a self-managing 

organization, they will need to develop understanding and skill in the behaviours that are needed 

to support this model. For example, in their study Emery, Calvard, and Pierce (2013) found that 

specific behaviours can be predictors of various leadership competencies. They found that 

extraversion, conscientiousness, and being open to experiences were predictors of task-and 

relationship-oriented leadership strengths, while agreeableness is an indicator of capability 

related to relationship-oriented leadership. Exploring concepts such as this further through this 

study has been helpful for Next as they prepare team development and recruitment activities in 
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order to fill any gaps that may be identified in the organization which may be a barrier to 

successful implementation of a shared leadership strategy.  

 Johnson (2017) said, “The path to self-organization requires alignment and collaboration 

from all parties, and for stakeholders to be empowered with ability (and authority) to take 

decisions and readily adapt to changing demands” (p. 7). Further, leadership should be viewed as 

a mindset as opposed to a position, and approaching leadership in this manner is what is needed 

to create agile organizations able to succeed in the modern world (Arnander, 2013; Johnson, 

2017). This can be done by focusing on emergent leadership, which Macuax (2016) described as 

solution-oriented behaviour which shows up in actions guided by initiative and does not occur 

through formal authority. These actions typically emerge to address a problem that could get in 

the way of a team achieving a shared goal (Macaux, 2016).  

 The very nature of self-managed teams creates the environment for leadership to emerge 

naturally. In their study on self-managed virtual teams, Carte, Chidambaram, and Becker (2006) 

found that individuals contributing in self-managed teams demonstrated greater leadership than 

was exhibited by others who operated in a more traditional model. Within self-managed teams, 

reliance on team members to take on a leadership role naturally tends to occur. This works well, 

and leadership likely occurs, because the individual who is most qualified will likely naturally be 

selected, or self-selected. It is also ideal because the team members with the most knowledge of 

the work can best determine who should take on what roles (Carte, Chidambaram & Becker, 

2006).   

 Modern approaches to leadership have moved followers to the forefront and challenged 

the leader-centric perspectives that were previously accepted. These approaches have welcomed 

formal leaders to teams as members with inspirational capabilities. These leaders facilitate a 
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series of interactive processes with the intent to fully inspire others towards goal achievement 

(Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2010). As the formal leader steps aside, leadership can 

emerge within a team, leading to better results, and deeper engagement than if the same leader 

stayed at the helm. When informal leaders rise to the surface like this, meaningful leadership 

behaviours emerge.  

Power Structures 

 As distributed, emergent leadership evolves across Next, it will be important that subtle 

actions which reinforce hierarchical power are not present; developing awareness surrounding 

deep power structures, and the counterproductive impacts they have on the organization will be 

critical to ensure that the many efforts that are made are not in vain.  

 Power structures “serve to maintain domination at the deep structure levels” (Jackson & 

Parry, 2011, p. 104). In these situations, organizations demonstrate a belief in empowerment, 

reduce hierarchy, and delegate tasks; however these actions at times remain at a surface level 

when deep power structures emerge. These may present themselves in a variety of way such as 

decreased information sharing, seating arrangements, use of intimidating tone or language, and 

allocation of rewards (Jackson & Parry, 2011).  

 Expanding on this, Boleman and Deal (2017) stated that power be may be purposely or 

inadvertently held by an individual for a variety of reasons. This could be due to an individual’s 

position within an organization or their ability to control rewards. Power could also be assigned 

as a result of someone’s access to information, personal knowledge related to solving problems, 

personal networks, access to or control of agendas, and personal power. Personal power is 

associated with the ability to influence based on one’s energy, stamina, political astuteness, 

vision, charismatic traits, and ability to communicate (Boleman & Deal, 2017).  
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 Though developing the traits of a learning organization and opening up their 

organizational system through distributed leadership practices and behaviours will be 

challenging, the benefits will be many as Next continues to revolutionize the architectural 

industry. It is remarkably fitting that doing so will also allow them to revolutionize the 

organizational landscape. This is reinforced by Hamel’s (2015) prediction that in the future 

leaders will be chosen by followers and contribution will be more respected than credentials. He 

posited that influence will be attributed to the value one adds over title, and competition will 

exist between individuals for the purpose of making a difference rather than to advance. He goes 

on to suggest that compensation will be chosen by peers instead of formal leaders, all ideas will 

be considered, resource allocation will occur through objective processes, and core competencies 

will be experimentation and quick prototyping. Finally, he suggested that passionate 

communities will be the organizational foundation, coordination will happen through 

collaboration, lateral communication will be more critical than vertical, and structure will not 

emerge unless it creates value (Hamel, 2015).  

Chapter Summary  

 Through this review, I have examined several perspectives within relevant academic 

literature as it relates to the concepts of the development of a learning organization (Senge, 

2006), and polarity management (Johnson, 1996). I have also introduced a wide array of 

distributed leadership models for Next to consider, and summarized specific behaviours that 

have the potential to either a generate, or conversely, deteriorate efforts towards self-

management. The next chapter will provide a summary of the methodology, methods, and steps 

taken through to form findings through this inquiry.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology  

 The activities and recommendations throughout this study followed the Organizational 

Action Research Engagement Cycle (Rowe, Graf , Agger-Gupta, Piggot-Irvine & Harris, 2013) 

reflected below (Figure 4), in alignment with the project schedule in Appendix B. This model “is 

associated with shifting attitudes, perspectives, knowledge and values among people … by 

enhancing meaningfulness, clarity and commonality of purpose, motivation and commitment for 

change” (Rowe et al., 2013, p 19).  The activities taken through each stage of this cycle, and the 

recommendations, are based upon the foundational truth that organizations who effectively 

manage key polarities outperform those who do not (Johnson, 1996).   

 

Figure 4. Organizational Action Research Engagement Cycle 

(Rowe et al., 2013). 

 While organizational action research is the overarching methodology, two additional 

methodologies informed the project by considering what approaches would have been most 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 43 
 

likely to produce results which lead to change readiness, as well as positive contribution to the 

culture at Next. These methodologies facilitated early team member involvement and rich 

opportunities for synergistic and creative idea generating experiences with participants. For these 

reasons, I employed the elements of Participatory Action Research (McIntyre, 2008) and 

Human-Centred Design Thinking Methodologies (Magalhães, 2018), approaching both with an 

appreciative stance (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2019, p. 2). This perspective allows participants 

to “see, illuminate and create what is extraordinary in ordinary…When this spirit of inquiry—a 

sense of wonder, curiosity and surprise—is awakened, fresh perceptions of reality may result in 

knowledge that interrupts and transforms the status quo” (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2019). 

 Participatory Action Research allows practitioners and participants to explore specific 

issues, reflect on and investigate those issues, and develop, implement, and refine defined action 

plans (McIntyre, 2008). This approach was well received and produced meaningful data to 

support positive change. It was successful due to the benefit of early engagement as it relates to 

change readiness, and the strong organizational appetite at Next to engage with this initiative. 

 Design Thinking (Kolko, 2015) addresses complexity in a manner which considers the 

human aspects of challenges, and seeks out highly innovative product or service solutions, by 

seeking to empathize with those most impacted by the desired change and generate solutions 

with their experiences at top of mind. Design Thinking is an approach driven by curiosity and 

willingness to embrace the unknown in order to move towards a high quality, innovative solution 

to a problem. Design thinking activities follow several activities including ideating (coming up 

with many ideas), prototyping while considering how your idea will address the issue you are 

seeking to solve, and then testing your prototype to learn what works. After these stages, you can 

go back and repeat steps to take the insights gained to yet a higher level. It is intended to include 
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those who reap the benefits so their perspectives are heavily integrated, and facilitate generative 

problem solving through activities which bring out the creativity of participants through 

prototyping. It is experimental in nature, and requires a level of comfort with failure and for fast-

paced, iterative learning. Design thinking is conducive to the development of flexible and 

responsive organizational cultures (Kolko, 2015), such as the one that Next has created. Utilizing 

this approach led to a rich and generative information gathering experience through the 

participative research sessions.   

Data Collection Methods  

 I have conducted this inquiry through qualitative research. This is an approach designed 

to draw out experiences, and perspectives by gathering words, texts, or images through research 

activity, rather than numbers as in quantitative research (Hesse-Bibber, 2017). This method was 

well-suited to Next because the study is intended to understand team members’ experiences, 

degree of alignment with the organizational vision, and perspective regarding their current and 

desired state.  

 The individual and group methods followed three phases of the human-centred design-

thinking approach (Kolko, 2015). Inspiration is the first stage, where participants deeply engaged 

to create clear understanding of needs and current state. This was highly conducive to the 

development of lasting positive change since a vision can only be achieved if it is shared 

throughout the organization, not just at the top (Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Senge, 2006). The 

second stage, ideation, asked participants to define the current state, and iteratively generate 

ideas to solve the identified challenge. Finally, participants co-designed alternative solutions to 

the challenges, and worked together to determine a shared vision through prototyping in the 
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implementation stage (Kolko, 2015). These methods directly addressed the specific sub 

questions previously described.  

 “Using data from different sources and methods of data collection is a powerful research 

strategy” (Cowles & Nelson, 2015, p. 6). For this reason, I used several methods to gather 

information to answer my research question. First, to obtain a baseline understanding of the 

various perspectives within the team at Next, I gathered data through anonymous survey (See 

Appendix G). The survey results were primarily developed for, and used to gather general 

organizational context to support more in-depth inquiry. The responses to the surveys helped 

inform the recommendations, and will refine the approach that will be taken in future. Survey is 

a good alternative for when researchers are seeking to gather information very quickly (Crowles 

& Nelson, 2015). This approach was ideal as I was able to very quickly gather information that 

positively benefited the study.  

 While surveys are relatively simple to conduct, there are several limitations due to the 

diminished richness of the interaction between researcher and participant such as lack of 

understanding of questions, technological interruptions, and difficulty to control access to 

surveys, particularly when they are offered online (Crowles & Nelson, 2015). To address these 

potential drawbacks, I heavily researched online survey tools, and chose a highly secure, paid 

alternative which was user-friendly, and had strong mechanisms in place to ensure that 

participants could only respond once each. I also ensured that each question had a space for 

written comments, so that participants could provide context or additional information when 

answering the scaled survey questions.  

 The next method that was used was ethnographic observation, which allowed me to see 

how people behave (Cowles & Nelson, 2015). This approach allows researchers to observe 
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organizational culture, observe language words and actions, pick up on subtle and overt 

dynamics, and study interactions between group members. Additionally, this method allows 

researchers to be exposed to symbols, shared meanings, and rituals that exist within an 

environment (Brannan, Rowe & Nocker, 2014; Stringer, 2014). This process was simply done by 

attending their semi-annual strategic meeting. This enabled me to gather rich data to support my 

understanding of their organizational context, and existing strategy to ensure that 

recommendations are developed which build on what is already working well for Next, ensuring 

that the appreciative approach is sustained throughout the study.  

 The study continued with Appreciative Interviews (See Appendix H), and the facilitation 

of three liberating structures methods called Wicked Questions, 1-2-4-All, and Minimum 

Specifications (Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d.) (See Appendix H). Wicked Questions is a method 

which walks participants through a process of considering how to utilize a both-and instead of an 

either-or approach to addressing polarity by learning what is possible by safely exposing 

tensions between strategies and realities (Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d.). The participants 

iteratively co-created a question through this process, which set the stage to determine an answer 

to the question together through the 1-2-4-All method (Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d.). In this 

process, individuals give thought to the response and then discuss their perspective with a 

partner. The iteration continues as partners discuss their collective insight with other partnered 

groups. Finally, participants engage as a group to develop a shared response all together.  

 Lastly, the group came back together to develop a shared vision, and create a list of rules 

that must be respected as the organization moves forward in their efforts to achieve their vision, 

and address some of the challenges that were identified in the other sessions. The vision was 

created through a visioning exercise called “Letter from the Future” (Letter from the Future, 
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2019), A method designed to walk participants through consideration of what reality might be 

externally in the future (5 years), and develop aspirations for the organization by going through 

the exercise of writing a letter to a team member who recently left the company. 

 Finally, through a “Min Specs” liberating structure, participants developed a large list of 

dos and don’ts, and then reduced them to five of each by comparing them against the vision 

while considering their mission, determining which ones could not be removed for their 

aspirations to be realized (Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d.).  

 These methods were valuable from a systems perspective (Senge, 2006) as they brought 

out the various mental models and perspectives that exist within the team and helped them into 

alignment and cohesion as they moved forward. Approaching the data gathering process 

including these systems thinking elements will support the development of high leverage 

solutions through this inquiry. 

Project Participants  

 The key internal stakeholders involved in this project included Cherie Vu; an Architect at 

Next and the internal member of my inquiry team, and my partner, Allan Partridge. Neither 

individual participated in any methods due to the roles they hold; however, participation from all 

other willing organizational team members was welcomed, and all participated fully in each 

engagement. All methods would have been possible with at least four participants, though such 

low representation did not occur as all Next team members attended. Neither Cherie nor Allan 

had access to the raw data, and this was communicated to participants in the invitation 

(Appendix F).  

 Johansen (2017) contended that lines between external and internal stakeholders will 

become much less defined in the coming years as the way that organizations interact and 
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exchange information with each other will become more open and transparent. Successful 

leaders will build collaborative networks, and engage through mutually beneficial partnerships, 

providing essential value that could not be achieved alone (Johansen, 2017). While at this stage, 

this study is focused only on the organizational system within Next, there is value in seeking 

opportunities to encourage external partnership as the opportunity presents itself through this 

project. 

 My inquiry team included five individuals who each brought different skills:  

• Internal Expert – Cherie is an Architect from Next, who provided context and logistical 

support within and outside of methods sessions.  

• Post-Secondary Administrative Leader –Todd is an Associate Dean for the School of 

Business at a post-secondary polytechnic institution, NAIT. He has significant expertise 

in strategic management, and the financial aspects of running an organization. 

• Former MAL Graduate/ Organizational Design Expert – Gail is my long-time mentor 

who challenges compassionately and supported me in connecting the MAL program 

learning to the capstone. She also contributed through her experience in Organizational 

Design.  

• Cohort Colleague – Christine is a fellow student with similar academic goals and relevant 

experience in Human Resources and Leadership. There was a mutually synergistic 

opportunity in supporting one another based on similarities in projects, and expertise. We 

did this through brainstorming and in data interpretation stages, to mitigate risk of 

interpretation or bias issues.  

(See Appendix E – Inquiry Team Agreement)  
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 As indicated above, each member of my inquiry team offered different but equally 

valuable contribution to this project. Early in the project I had a video call with all of the inquiry 

simultaneously. At times this was accomplished through consultation over the phone or in-

person.  

 There were two meetings with the inquiry team members, and some correspondence by 

email in between. After receiving the proposal with a high-level summary of the project we had 

an online video meeting. At this time, the inquiry team members were invited to bring questions, 

challenge my potential biases or perspectives as needed, and offer suggestions. There was good 

dialogue which produced rich insight that opened my mind to new possibilities, and also 

reinforced my confidence in my process and knowledge of the project. The next meeting took 

place one-on-one after data had been gathered and analyzed, and basic findings and 

recommendations were developed. This facilitated further discussion similar to the previous 

meeting, and provided context to consider other possibilities. These conversations were 

invaluable as they allowed me to be sure that what was being presented was of high quality and 

reflected the wealth of experience and knowledge held within the inquiry team.  

Study Conduct  

  My first interaction with the team members at Next was an introductory letter for them to 

review to become acquainted with me, and was provided after I had met with the partner, during 

the context gathering stage (See Appendix C). After the ethics review and proposals were 

approved I went to their office, and met the team face-to-face, and introduced the project, talked 

about ethical considerations, and left behind consent forms for them to complete if they wanted 

to be included in the research project (See Appendix F). When I first engaged with the team 

members at Next, I left the consent forms behind for them to review and sign at their leisure, and 
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they returned them by email within a few days. That same day I followed up with an email 

invitation outlining the process that had been explained in the meeting for the participants to 

reference as desired (Appendix F).   

 I first connected with the team members at Next through a face-to-face project launch 

meeting where I told potential participants a little bit about me, the program that I am connected 

with, and the capstone process. This allowed them to learn about what was to come through my 

presentation and ask questions which enabled me to build a relational foundation to support 

change. As I anticipated, it was a lot of information to take in, but the overarching topic seemed 

to resonate with them. This meeting enabled the participants and I to begin developing common 

ground, an important activity to complete early into an action-research project (Stroh, 2015). In 

this meeting I developed rapport with the team members, which I believe reduced apprehensions 

about participating. Following the principles within the previously described process, six 

methods were completed over seven engagements. The first engagement was through online 

survey, and the remaining six were in-person at Next over three sessions.  

 After the project launch meeting, the participants received an email from me, which 

included a consent form (See Appendix D) and described the various forms of data that would be 

gathered. Calendar invites for sessions were sent out to willing participants by my internal 

inquiry team member. All data were collected through anonymous or unnamed written 

statements on appreciative interview sheets, and on flip-charts through group activities.  

 The first method was carried out through an anonymous survey (See Appendix G) which 

used a Likert scale (Awang, Afthanorhan & Mamat, 2016). The findings provided insights on 

their current state, and where the opportunities were in terms of the disciplines present within 
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learning organizations (Senge, 2006). In addition, this data helped to inform the requirements of 

the organizational design by capturing unguarded perspectives from the team members at Next.  

 Next, I utilized ethnographic observation by attending Next’s semi-annual strategic 

meeting in October. John Van Maanen stated that “in some sense the culture legitimates the 

power structure in the organization as it exists, and the power structure chooses the design, or the 

strategy, or the next move” (MITSloan, 2015, 16:44). My goal was to observe body language, 

and processes that occurred in this meeting, to understand if there may be opportunity to ensure 

that there are no unintended power-structures (Jackson & Parry, 2011), or if behaviours could be 

adjusted to better align with the vision that the organization is working toward. All data gathered 

were based on what was said in the meeting. Following the meeting I recorded my reflective 

observations surrounding the behaviours which were potentially undermining their chosen 

strategy.  

  This study continued with a half-day group human-centred design-thinking session. It 

began by participants conducting appreciative interviews (Appendix H) in groups of two, which 

generated further thinking to prepare for the ideation stage and created data to measure the 

degree of alignment among the participants with the ideology of the organization. Next I 

facilitated a liberating structures method (See Appendix H) called “Wicked Questions” 

(Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d), and a design-thinking method called “dotmocracy” (Dotmocracy, 

n.d.).  

 The Wicked Questions activity walked participants through a process of considering what 

paradoxes were present in their daily activities leading to pain points, and began the process of 

helping them consider the possibilities associated with “both and” instead of “either or” thinking 
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to addressing paradoxes (Appendix I). Next, I facilitated a dotmocracy exercise, which was 

designed to narrow down the list of paradoxes to one main one through voting.  

 Through this activity a more prevalent but very similar polarity was revealed, which 

caused a modification to the overarching research question. Rather than considering how they 

could manage the polarity between structure and adaptability the study shifted to determining 

how they could manage the polarity between traditional and revolutionary practices. After the 

wicked question was created the group worked together to make a list of ideas which could be 

helpful to determine an answer to the wicked question identified.  

 A key takeaway that came from this process was that the organizational aspirations were 

not captured in the organization’s existing vision, which was also my sense when going through 

the context-gathering stages early in this process. Shared vision articulates what a group wants to 

create and will “create a commonality that permeates the organization and gives coherence to 

diverse activities” (Senge, 2006, p. 192). Next’s vision was originally developed by the founding 

members at the time Next was established. As all activities flow from vision, I felt there was 

significant urgency to engage the team members in an activity to bring definition to what they 

are trying to create at Next, and that not doing so would diminish the strength of my findings and 

recommendations.  

 After I had completed the data analysis and developed preliminary recommendations, I 

brought the group back together and facilitated a visioning exercise called “Letter from the 

Future” (Letter from the Future, 2019), A design-thinking method that walks participants through 

consideration of what reality might be externally in the future (five years), and develop 

aspirations for the organization by going through the exercise of writing a letter to a team 

member who recently left the company (See Appendix I). The letter was to outline what Next 
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has accomplished, how they are feeling about the organization, and the impacts they are making 

internally and externally.  

 Lastly, the group was divided in three, and each sub-group developed a vision statement 

and presented it to the group. These vision statements were used as data to inform a vision 

statement which reflected the themes of each one for inclusion in the recommendations, and to 

lean on as an overarching aspiration to align other recommendations with.  

 This final session concluded with a liberating structures method called “Min Specs” 

(Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d). It guided participants through the process of determining what 

behaviours are absolutely critical to the success of the key elements of the vision they had 

developed (Lipmanowicz & Henri, n.d.) while taking into account high-level findings which 

were presented to them in the form of a word cloud. Each focused on meaningful engagement 

intentionally designed to lead to change readiness. All of these engagement sessions were 

intentionally designed to answer one of the sub-questions of the overarching research questions, 

as represented in the visual below (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5. Visual of Methods and Associated Subquestions   

 After the data had been analyzed and interpreted, I met over the phone or face-to-face 

with my inquiry team to discuss my recommendations and receive feedback. Finally, I prepared 

and presented a draft version of the overarching findings and recommendations to my partner 

and internal inquiry team member. We had rich dialogue which assisted me in finalizing the 

recommendations as co-creators of the knowledge gained from the inquiry. In that meeting we 

also discussed planned outputs selected earlier in the process collaboratively with my partner, 

and internal inquiry team member. Lastly, I completed my thesis document capturing the 

findings, conclusions, and implications for future study.  

 The responsibility for the Action Research Engagement cycle has now transitioned to my 

partner (Rowe et al., 2013), though my involvement will continue as I collaboratively complete 

the outputs with other team members at Next. They will then plan their action and finalize 

outputs as a result of the recommendations, implement that action, and cyclically evaluate the 
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results of the changes made until such time as the action has been refined and revised in a 

manner which resolves the issue addressed through the research (Rowe et al., 2013). 

Data Analysis and Validity  

 For knowledge generated through research to be considered valid, those conducting the 

study must demonstrate that the analysis of information gathered has been precise, thorough, and 

consistent in process. This can be done by using a systematic approach, and describing the 

methods used in analysis for audiences to conclude that it is credible (Nowell et al., 2017). With 

this in mind, as methods concluded, I confirmed my understanding of what had been shared, and 

corrected any issues that were identified. While I originally had planned to email back statements 

to participants for confirmation, this proved to be unrealistic as the data was compiled as a group, 

and specific individuals’ statements were not written down based on the pace of the sessions. 

With that said, participants were advised that at any time within reason they could withdraw their 

statements. No one contacted me; however, if they had chosen to do so, I could have played back 

the recording of the session, and assessed if those statements could be withdrawn and do so 

where possible. 

 Data came from direct feedback through survey and interview responses, written 

perspectives developed through iterative sessions, recorded conversation during the sessions, 

personal observation, and reflection. Saldana (2009) emphasized how crucial it is for researchers 

to keep their data organized, exercise perseverance, be comfortable with ambiguity, exercise 

flexibility, be creative, and most importantly be rigorously ethical.  

 With this in mind, data was prepared, explored, coded, categorized, and themed (Saldana, 

2016, p. 14). The themes led to the development of a theory produced by the research (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003). After this was done, I connected with external members of my inquiry team to 
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review the content, and process in detail to ensure objectivity and integrity of the information 

obtained by engaging in meaningful dialogue surrounding the path that led to the identified 

themes.  

 The data for this inquiry were coded using in vivo coding (Saldana, 2009). This approach 

pulls themes related to word choice. The themes that came out were then placed into word clouds 

for each category to provide myself and others with an easy way to view general themes based 

on word size when reviewing this project (Appendix K). From a technical standpoint I utilized a 

research software platform called (MaxQDA, 2020). Repetition in the data provided clear 

themes. I selected this method because the margin for error is lower than may be present with 

other techniques due to its straightforward nature (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). I categorized and 

funneled the data until I could confidently state theoretical assertions based on my analysis.  

Ethical Implications  

  A researcher must balance “curiosity and the relentless search for good data and insight, 

with the interests of clients, participants, and contributors” (IDEO, 2015, p. 50). Taking a cue 

from Barry Johnson (1996), I approached this study with the intent to uncover valuable insights, 

and protect the best interests of the organization, team members, and project participants, by not 

sacrificing one over the other.  

  As previously indicated, there was a project launch meeting at which time I went over the 

ethical considerations with the participants, and discussed their choice to participate, or withdraw 

participation as the study continued to meet the requirements surrounding respect for persons. In 

doing so, this process began with a spirit of respect, responsibility, and honesty (IDEO, 2015). 

The messaging was reinforced by the information relayed in the email invitation letters 

(Appendix F) and consent forms (Appendix D), thus meeting the ethical requirements of respect 
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for persons (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 

Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2014). 

  There are several actions I took to ensure that the obligations related to concern for 

welfare were met (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014). When speaking to the 

participants in the kick-off meeting, I was transparent by explaining that information could come 

forward, that if given in their raw form to the leaders may have an adverse impact to them as it 

relates to their employment. However, I explained that to mitigate this, several steps would be 

taken as follows:   

• No raw data will be provided to the principal or partners, but instead an analysis of the 

data will be made available to them.  

• The principal and partners will not be in attendance at the inquiry sessions  

• I will take an appreciative stance through this project which will minimize the risk 

associated with this concern, as most questions will be focused on future aspirations as 

opposed to past issues.  

• I will remind the participants that they will have opportunity to review their responses 

after the sessions whenever possible, and that they may retract statements if they choose 

to at any time.  

  Another obligation of researchers is to ensure that concern for justice is attended to 

(Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014). This obligation requires researchers to 

select participants that are justifiable based on their ability to contribute to the data which will 

answer the research question. The participants that have been selected not only added value to 

the research based on their connection to the organization, but their perspectives were critical 
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based on their key roles in the strategic direction of the organization as they move towards a 

primarily self-managing leadership model.  

  As an outsider there are very few risks that I needed to mitigate through the course of my 

research from a power-over perspective. Firstly, I held no authority over the participants, so 

power-over is not of concern. Additionally, there were minimal power-over dynamics to consider 

internally, as the principal, and equity partners, did not participate in the various action research 

sessions as previously indicated.   

  Schein (1995) explained that many forms of engagement actually take on the life of an 

intervention, and that when participants dialogically interact with the researcher, there becomes 

an expectation that something solution-oriented will happen with that data. Secondly, negative 

consequences may result if the inquiry is not conducted in a way that appears to commit the 

organization to future steps.  I needed to be cautious in terms of how questions needed framed, 

and what follow-up questions were asked, as I engaged participants during my capstone project 

process. I did this by staying focused on my role as a facilitator as opposed to a subject matter 

expert or consultant throughout the various engagement sessions. 

Proposed Outputs  

 During the design stage of this project when determining outputs that would be provided 

it was important to stay open to possibilities that emerged throughout the engagement with team 

members to allow for richer opportunities for positive change for Next. Based upon my current 

understanding of the needs conveyed, I will continue to work my partner to mobilize sustained 

action by delivering four tangible outputs.  



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 59 
 

Output #1: Colleague development videos to reinforce strategic direction through 

intentional behaviours.  

• Emergent Leadership in Open Organizations 

• Distributed Leadership in Practice  

• Key Behaviours for Learning Organizations  

• Crucial Conversations 

• Polarity Management 

• The Next Culture (Onboarding) 

 Falling under the people category of the organizational design, and to operationalize their 

strategy I will produce a series of short engaging videos supported by literature reviewed, and the 

list of behaviours developed through the “Min Specs” liberating structure activity (Lipmanowicz 

& Henri, n.d.). These videos will explain how the new and existing team members at Next can 

put distributed leadership into action (Chatwani, 2018). 

Output #2: Polarity maps for the polarities that will need to be managed to support 

the development of the organizational design as follows:  

• Centralized vs. Decentralized Decision-Making.  

• Individual vs. Team Focused Rewards Systems.  

• Project Focused vs. Organizationally Focused Activities.  

• Flexible vs. Structured Processes.  
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Output #3: Organizational design with BCORP requirements incorporated to 

inform strategic plan, and a recommended template for Next to use to complete this 

considering strategic direction, polarity management and open organization principles.  

Through this process decisions will be made surrounding what position Next wants to fill within 

the market that they are in, and what capabilities will be required to succeed  

 To integrate management of the polarities between structure and adaptability to the 

organizational system at Next, following the research stage I will develop an organizational 

design that is created to identify what capabilities Next must develop to support their strategy, 

and what decisions surrounding strategy, people, processes, structures, and metrics and rewards 

will be most complementary (Kesler & Kates, 2011). 

Output #4: Revised colleague handbook incorporating. 

• BCORP Principles 

• Open Organization and Polarity Management principles 

• Components included in the Organizational Design – specifically the HR guidelines (with 

built-in flexibility) that are required.  

Contribution and Application  

 This capstone project offers rich opportunity for personal growth as I explore a topic 

which I am very passionate about, through first-person research (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). 

Throughout my career as leader, I have observed the strengths and weaknesses of structured, 

bureaucratic models, and more adaptable flat structures. I have observed that most organizations 

generally subscribe to one perspective or the other, as opposed to striving for the best of each 

alternative. I have always gravitated towards adaptability, and challenged leaders that I coach to 

eliminate processes which don’t add value proportionate to the effort that must be expended. 
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Additionally, I have continually believed that bureaucratic structures stifle the ability to adapt to 

change as needed, reduce the flow of effective and timely communication, and do not positively 

impact employee engagement. A desire to understand these topics better, and develop a fuller 

perspective is much of what drove me to select this partnership, and research topic. 

 I believe that my partner will benefit greatly through second-person research, which will 

address priorities of critical importance (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). Their organization was 

founded on several of the principles described in the various topics being explored through this 

study which creates ideal conditions to prepare for their next chapter. This will be done by 

moving through the human-centred design thinking stages of inspiration, ideation, and 

implementation (Kolka, 2015) as a means to becoming a self-regulated organization.  

 Looking to the future, this study will contribute to an important, broader conversation 

through third-person research (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). For several reasons, organizations must 

now do more with less resources, by finding more innovative ways to manage their processes 

and priorities. Additionally, the workforce is changing, and conventional methods of 

management will no longer be accepted by the upcoming generations seeking meaning. In 

reviewing current literature, it is clear that managing the polarity between structure and 

adaptability is an area which organizations must pay attention to (Hamel, 2014). Through this 

inquiry organizations in all sectors, particularly those with very limited resources such as start-

ups and non-profits, will find value in approaching the tension between structure and adaptability 

by welcoming both as essential elements for sustainable success.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter has conveyed the steps taken through the journey that I was able to go on 

with the team members at Next Architecture. It began by describing the methodology and data 
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collection methods, and introduced the project participants who co-created the knowledge that 

has been formed through this inquiry. I then described in detail how the study was conducted, 

and reviewed the process that was taken to analyze and validate the data gathered. I described the 

ethical considerations, and described the many outputs that will be co-created with the team 

members at Next. Finally I explained how this knowledge will benefit me as a student, my 

partner, and the greater community facing similar challenges as these carefully selected 

processes, and deliverables contribute to long-lasting, and meaningful change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 63 
 

Chapter Four – Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions  

Study Findings  

 Contained within this section are key findings which surfaced when reviewing data from 

the survey, ethnographic observation, and the half-day engagement session. While the 

knowledge gained through the MAL program, and the literature review was critical, my 

experience as a human resources professional was also an asset as it relates to the development 

of the people-related findings that surfaced through this study. To ensure anonymity, specific 

names are not included, but rather quotes cited by using participant codes P1 through to P10; 

these combined with my observations formed the content of these findings.  

 This study asked participants to consider how Next balances structure with adaptability 

by working through the design-thinking phases including inspiration, ideation and 

implementation (Kolko, 2015). Specifically looked at were organizational design elements 

including strategy, people practices, rewards and metrics, structure and processes. Several 

themes surfaced within these categories throughout the engagement sessions with consistency in 

message between each method of data gathering. These themes led to the generation of findings 

below, and elaborated upon in the subsequent section.  

Category Finding 

Balancing Traditional 

and Revolutionary 

Practices  

Finding 1: Maintaining ongoing balance between poles 

(especially between traditional and revolutionary behaviours) is a 

challenge at Next. 

Balancing Traditional 

and Revolutionary 

Practices  

Finding 2: Limited documentation of guidelines and processes 

creates difficulties with role clarity, understanding of 

expectations, misunderstandings between colleagues, and 
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consistency issues at Next. 

Self-Management  Finding 3: Some behaviours and processes which have been 

established unintentionally conflict with the vision surrounding 

distribution of leadership, which is being pursued at Next. 

Organizational Strategy  Finding 4: The published Vision and Mission Statements reflect 

the behaviours at Next, but they do not seem to reflect the 

primary decision drivers which are integrated into Next practice.  

Organizational Strategy Finding 5: Colleagues at Next are passionately aligned to the 

ideals that the organization was born from which reflects strong 

recruitment practices and has led to a high level of job 

satisfaction.  

Organizational Strategy  Finding 6: Next has a clear sense of where they are trying to go 

as an organization, but they do not have a clearly articulated and 

accessible plan with steps of how to get there.  

Organizational Strategy  Finding 7: Talent Development and associated compensation 

practices are not optimally designed to support professional 

development and inform bonus decisions, negatively impacting 

Next’s progress towards becoming primarily self-managed.  

 
Finding 1: Maintaining ongoing balance between poles (especially between 

traditional and revolutionary behaviours) is a challenge at Next. This difficulty was clearly 

connected to nearly all issues identified through this inquiry, which is why this finding was the 

most pivotal, and representative of the highest opportunity for leverage for change at Next. Many 

of the areas where conflicting perspectives occur are related to decision-making which was 
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evident through conversation surrounding various polarities that are present within the 

environment at Next. While 10 key paradoxes were identified, managing polarity between being 

traditional vs. revolutionary, quality vs. value, and management vs. empowerment were the ones 

that team members suggested they struggled with the most organizationally (see Appendix I for 

all themes).  

Finding 2: Limited documentation of guidelines and processes creates difficulties 

with role clarity, understanding of expectations, misunderstandings between colleagues, 

and consistency issues at Next.  

 As indicated in chapter 1, Next has been working towards becoming BCorp Certification 

(About B Corp, n.d.) and previously were assessed for eligibility. The results indicated a need for 

documentation of organizational position by way of several processes including the following: 

• code of ethics 

• policies (whistleblower, business travel, compensation and benefits, social responsibility, 

professional development, recruitment practices, breastfeeding mothers, leave of absences, 

data and privacy, diverstiy and inclusion, supply chain management/ local economic 

development).  

• job descriptions 

• job postings 

This need was reinforced through perspectives gathered through various stages of the inquiry as 

well. Difficulties surrounding role/ task clarity were identified. For example, Next has been 

intentional about not placing unnecessary parameters around people, and hierarchy through job 

titles which may stifle creativity and flexibility. As a result, there are no job descriptions or task 

completion guidelines, one team member stated: 
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 The lack of written job descriptions means there is no referencing information in 

 place… I feel like loose job descriptions are needed… however in keeping with Next’s 

 policies these job descriptions can be generic/ fluid to allow room for growth and change 

 as needed. (P2) 

Additionally, the survey contained the statement “I feel that we have enough reference 

documents in place to ensure that I can do my job well”, and several respondents did not convey 

agreement, with one response which matched comments in all engagement methods stating the 

following: 

Part of the founding principle of Next was that we would avoid ‘Policies’ in order to 

mitigate red tape and make our processes more fluid. However… there are very few 

resources in place to understand items such as funding for training/ professional 

development, processes for sick time, etc. All the answers I have are in verbal form and 

usually vary based on who you ask in the office. (P3)  

On the other hand, several team members feel that writing “flexibility into procedures” (P5) 

would be helpful, and that they “need infrastructure that is flexible – a little bit too loose” (P 4). 

Also, it was suggested that “making processes that can respond to input would be useful” (P4).   

Finding 3: Some behaviours and processes which have been established 

unintentionally conflict with the vision surrounding distribution of leadership, which is 

being pursued at Next. The team at Next is mature and passionate about the organization; 

however some support with developing stronger skills in the areas of informal leadership (shared 

leadership, emergent leadership, elimination of deep power structures), and process changes are 

required to reinforce the flatter organizational structure. This applies to both team members who 

could start stepping into leadership informally, as well as to the partners whose clear efforts in 
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distributing leadership could be multiplied by being somewhat more aware of unintentional 

behaviours that are counter to the distributed leadership model they have adopted.  

This showed up through my observations in their semi-annual strategic meeting 

(Omnibus) during which invisible hierarchies seemed to come to the surface. Specifically, 

personal characteristics such as charismatic traits and ability to inspire vision were evident. 

Additionally, individuals involved in agenda setting, and those who held significant knowledge 

of operations and the architectural industry appeared to hold power.  

Outside of this meeting, statements were made by team members during engagement 

Sessions which supported this as demonstrated through the following examples:  

• There is a lot of opportunity given to each individual to contribute in a meaningful way, 

however company decisions are currently made by the Principals only. We need more 

democratic structures to help make collective decisions based on what the collective needs 

and wants. (P. 3) 

• Next claims to have a flat organization, but there still is a hierarchy.. Employees are trusted 

to manage their scope of work but overall management continues to come from the top. 

However, generally ideas and feedback are taken into account from all involved when project 

decisions are made. (P. 8) 

• We do not have a method set in place for group decisions and still rely on the experience of 

the partners. (P. 6) 

• Currently, organizational decisions are done by the managing team and reported to the rest of 

the organization. (P. 7) 

• Flat when hands on working, still a dependency on one person, perhaps more delegation from 

top. (P. 8) 
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• Cohorts – we’re changing our structure to have the right people make the right decisions. (P. 

2) 

• Trying hard to make group-based decisions but hard to be 100%. (P. 1) 

 These comments highlighted a gap between where they are at today, and what is needed 

to become self-managed. However, as indicated in the final two statements, there is significant 

intention and effort already moving towards distributing leadership.  

Finding 4: The published Vision and Mission Statements reflect the behaviours at 

Next, but they do not seem to reflect the primary decision drivers which are integrated into 

Next practice. Next’s vision statement is: “Satisfied clients and fulfilled colleagues is the only 

acceptable standard”. While this commitment is lived daily, there appears to be a greater reason 

for being, at Next which has driven team members decisions to join and continue working with 

the organization. There also is an absence of the element surrounding the future aspirations of the 

organization which is beneficial to include in vision statements. Throughout the engagement 

sessions, several words which pointed to some elements of vision were repeated surrounding 

progressive thought, industry leadership, flexibility, learning through experimentation, and 

empowerment. As an example, a participant stated that: 

The firm is technologically sophisticated and is committed to being on the cutting 

edge… (and is) highly accommodating and encouraging of work/ life balance. The 

project types are varied and interesting, while also allowing me to continue to develop 

professionally. (P 9)  

On the other hand, their mission statement truly aligns with the lens that daily activities at 

Next are approached with. It is comprehensive, and focuses on creating excellent client 

experiences, redefining the architectural industry, and creating an inspirational work 
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environment where staff can thrive and provide exceptional service. This was reinforced through 

participants statements which echoed the perspective of one of their colleagues who stated that 

“Next definitely walks the walk with regards to being an industry vanguard. Always pushing our 

collaborating engineers to work with us in a single model” (P6). With that said, this statement is 

quite long, consequently leading to difficulty with recalling and aligning decisions with it.  

Finding 5: Colleagues at Next are passionately aligned to the ideals that the 

organization was born from which reflects strong recruitment practices, and has led to a 

high level of job satisfaction. In a variety of different ways, team member’s passion for 

disrupting the architectural industry, and co-creating a progressive organizational culture shone 

through. Several questions were asked surrounding why some of them joined Next, and what 

they liked best about working there. Eighty-seven percent of team members referred to Next’s 

progressive approach. These assertions were repeated several times in all engagement methods 

that were utilized. While not stated, clear shared values emerged including empowerment, 

innovation through experimentation, progressive-thinking, flexibility, and a strong commitment 

to work-life balance. Some comments which demonstrated this are as follows: 

• The firm is technologically sophisticated and is committed to being on the cutting edge… is 

highly accommodating and encouraging of work-life balance. The project types are varied 

and interesting, while also allowing me to continue to develop professionally. (P. 9) 

• I feel valued, I was trained with complete support and belief in my ability to learn. (P. 8) 

• The vision of balance between work/life balance is real and enforced; overtime is highly 

discouraged. You are never made to feel bad if your family needs to come first. (P. 5) 

The strong alignment that is evidenced by these statements suggests that the processes utilized 

when recruiting team members accomplished Allan’s goals through hiring decisions.  
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Finding 6: Next has a clear sense of where they are trying to go as an organization, 

but they do not have a clearly articulated and accessible plan with steps of how to get there. 

Antoine de Saint-Exupery stated that “A goal without a plan is just a wish” (1943). Next is very 

goal oriented but little articulation of the goals, and strategic plans surrounding how they intend 

to get there exist. Through context-gathering meetings, and a review of many of Next’s 

documents, I was unable to see any organizational documents which outlined a strategic plan, 

with a focus on usual areas such as Finance, Human Resources, Marketing, Information 

Technology, or Social Responsibility. One respondent discussing this issue stated that; 

Our route to get there is not fully shared. Therefore, how we as employees and colleagues 

can help achieve this is uncertain. I am confident that many other members of the staff 

would like to be more proactive in helping the company achieve these aims. (P4) 

However, it is important to note that Allan has indicated that he does have a method with which 

to ensure they are constantly moving towards improvement and achievement of goals which 

includes cyclical review of current and desired positon, and some articulation of steps that are to 

be taken to achieve goals that are set.  

Finding 7: Talent development and associated compensation practices are not 

optimally designed to support professional development and inform bonus decisions, 

negatively impacting Next’s progress towards becoming primarily self-managed. There are 

skill gaps that if left unaddressed will hinder Next’s ability to become more self-managed. 

Further, the current compensation structure reflects more of a traditional employee/ employer 

model. Throughout the engagement session data, some recurring themes emerged surrounding 

more access to learning opportunities, clarity surrounding pay scale, profit-sharing, and internal 

equity. This surfaced in the survey where more than 60% of team members did not agree with 
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the statement “I am satisfied with how I am being paid at Next (process specific, not salary 

amount), and also in comments from one respondent as follows: “I think that salary needs to feel 

balanced with qualification and what we offer and do not offer and as employees we should be 

open to discussing where we can improve and offer more” (P4).  

The partners are very transparent in terms of overall financial position through semi-

annual meetings, and at any time as requested. Team members are happy with the number of 

vacation days provided to them. However, there is a lack of understanding surrounding 

principles that drive decisions related to workload, determination of bonus amounts, and 

performance assessment. Additionally, accountability came up as something that many 

colleagues feel may be lacking. While a yearly review system associated with bonuses is in 

place, team members indicated that the process did not result in tangible feedback to support 

improvement, nor was there a process in place to create goals for the following year to compare 

results against in subsequent review periods.  

A clear theme that emerged through all of these findings is decision-making related to 

finding balance between two opposite, but interdependent polarities. Findings 1 and 2 uncovered 

symptoms including insufficient documentation of processes and guidelines which suggests that 

balance in these areas is not found at times, through decisions at Next. Finding 3 referred to 

decisions that occur on a daily basis which at times reinforce the downsides of traditional 

practices. Findings 4 – 7 highlight needs surrounding decision-making in relation to 

Organizational Strategy at Next.   
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Broader Findings for the Greater Community 

 Several findings which will provide learning to individuals and organizations outside of 

Next have been discovered related to maintaining regular balance between polarities, natural 

emergence of values, and factors that affect efficiency as it relates to formalization of processes.  

 The pros and cons to having structure came to the surface through the findings, 

highlighting the need for organizations to focus on maintaining a balance between the two, rather 

than settling on one extreme or the other, as many organizations do. An interesting observation 

was related to the demonstration of values throughout the organization despite their lack of 

existence within documented processes. This is in contrast to several organizations which have 

values written in several places, but not felt throughout interactions and practices. This reinforces 

my belief that it is the development of the character of an organization that catalyzes values-

based behaviours more than documented aspirations.  

 Also interesting was the fact that several team members wanted clearer direction 

surrounding how to complete tasks, and what parameters were in place to use to provide better 

clarity. This implies that people generally want as much flexibility in their day-to-day tasks as 

possible but there is a limit associated with this desire.  

  I observed that having few documented processes with the intent of improving efficiency 

has actually created some reduced efficiency and consistency. This is because team members are 

required to ask others when they don’t know how something is to be done in the absence of 

documented processes, and the answers aren’t always the same.  

 From the beginning of this journey, I set out to discover which of the many polarities 

identified stood out as the most challenging to manage polarity within at Next as I believed doing 

so would reveal the highest leverage opportunity for positive change. When designing the 
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inquiry I was initially focused on centralization versus decentralization, then structure versus 

adaptability with various considerations in between. While managing the ongoing balance 

between traditional and revolutionary practices became the primary focus of this inquiry, the 

most poignant finding was the very fact that not one pole stood out as particularly important to 

manage, apart from the rest. The difficulty I had in settling on a paradox essentially was what I 

determined was in and of itself, the supporting evidence. This both frustrated and intrigued me, 

and when asked to do so in the engagement session, I believe similarly impacted the participants. 

The profround insight which has surfaced through this inquiry is that developing the capability to 

maintain ongoing balance by managing dillemas instead of solving problems (Johnson, 1996) in 

and of itself, the key discovery of this study. The paradoxes, and polarities based on this seem to 

be nearly inconsequential.  

Study Conclusions  

Analysis of the themes and findings as outlined in previous sections led to several 

conclusions surrounding how Next Architecture can manage the polarity between revolutionary 

and traditional practices to be positioned for growth within a primarily self-managing 

organizational system. These conclusions are described below and grouped with the research 

question or sub-question which each one answers. Following the summary, I will explain these 

conclusions more in-depth, by referring to literature introduced in the literature previously 

provided in chapter 2. These conclusions provide the foundation to inform the development of 

recommendations in chapter 5.  

Category  Question/ Sub-questions  Conclusions 

Polarity 

Management 

How can Next Architecture manage 

the ongoing balance between 

Conclusion 1: Polarity Management 

practices must be incorporated into 
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traditional and revolutionary 

practices to position them for 

growth within a primarily self-

managed organizational system 

daily decision-making processes to 

ensure that decisions are effective as 

benefits and drawbacks of decisions 

are identified, and optimal decisions 

are made.  

Polarity 

Management 

 

Organizational 

Strategy 

How would the team members at 

Next describe their current state in 

terms of: 

§ Balancing traditional vs. 

revolutionary practices in 

decision making? 

§ Functioning as a self-

managing organizational 

system? 

§ Alignment with the 

organization’s vision? 

Conclusion 2: More documented 

guidelines and processes with built-in 

flexibility are needed to increase 

organizational effectiveness, 

transparency and consistency. 

Conclusion 3: As a flatter 

organization, Next should be more 

heavily relying on shared leadership 

practices. 

Conclusion 4: Vision, purpose and 

values are felt through organization; 

however these could be more effective 

and sustainable if articulated through 

collaboratively revised vision and 

mission statements, and through the 

development of a values statement. 
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Organizational 

Strategy 

What changes would need to occur 

in order to adopt a truly distributed 

leadership model? 

Conclusion 5: An organizational 

design focused on distribution of 

leadership within strategy, people 

practices, rewards and metrics, 

structure and processes should be 

created to inform Next’s Strategic 

Plan.  

Polarity 

Management 

What changes would need to occur 

in order to balance traditional and 

revolutionary practices at Next?  

Conclusion 6: Integration of Polarity 

Management practices in decision-

making is needed to be more effective 

and achieve sustainable growth. 

Conclusion 7: Development of 

integrated performance and 

compensation guidelines through the 

organizational design process would 

improve transparency, consistency 

and organizational effectiveness. This 

would also reinforce the distributed 

leadership model as mentorship and 

decision-making shifts to other team 

members at Next.  

 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 76 
 

 Conclusion 1: Polarity Management practices must be incorporated into daily 

decision-making processes to ensure that decisions are effective as benefits and drawbacks 

of decisions are identified, and optimal decisions are made. As stated, the founding members 

at Next had clear intentions to do business progressively by maximizing flexibility and 

minimizing waste. They wanted to create an environment where team members were empowered 

and inspired, producing highly innovative architectural services for their clients.  

 Over time, there have been circumstances where decisions have seemed to automatically 

default to revolutionary practices where including more traditional elements would have likely 

led to better outcomes. As discussed in the literature review in chapter 2, there is a balance to be 

found between structure and adaptability, as too much structure can have a negative impact on 

creativity and innovation (Burkus, 2014); however not enough can cause inefficiency and a lack 

of clarity (Ayres, 2015). Johnson (1996) described these undesirable results as the downsides of 

each polarity. He explained that the goal should be to seek ongoing balance between various 

polarities by determining steps based on individual circumstances without favouring one over the 

other, which occurs by evaluating the benefits and drawbacks of each alternative. This was 

evident through concerns expressed by team members surrounding the mix of traditional vs. 

revolutionary projects and the impact that finding more balance may positively impact the 

bottom line. Lack of clarity surrounding roles, accountabilities, and performance has also been 

problematic, as some perceptions of unequal treatment have existed.  

 Progressive organizations who lean on traditional practices at times are not sacrificing 

their identity as revolutionaries by allowing traditional practices room in daily activities, but 

rather are making the decisions that best fit individual scenarios. Doing so actually facilitates 
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greater capacity for speed and innovation, and ensures that clarity and efficiency are maintained 

within their organizations.  

 Conclusion 2: More documented guidelines and processes with built-in flexibility 

are needed to increase organizational effectiveness, transparency and consistency. As 

mentioned in the previous paragraph, insufficient management of the polarity between structure 

and adaptability has led to issues associated with transparency, consistency, and organizational 

effectiveness. For example, as previously mentioned, one team member said that “answers I have 

are in verbal form and usually vary based on who you ask in the office” (P3). The decision to 

increase effectiveness by not having documented guidelines has actually led to decreased 

effectiveness based on the time it takes to ask a question, and receive an answer (particularly if 

that person isn’t available at the time), and the likelihood that answers will likely vary depending 

who is being asked, leading to consistency issues. This is one of several examples which 

demonstrates that developing practices of managing polarity in decision-making using the 

associated process and tools would create a ripple effect of positive outcomes across the 

organization. These outcomes would be the result of choices made which allow them to 

experience more of the strengths of each interdependent opposite, and less of the drawbacks. 

 What was highlighted was the fact that various participants had clearly different 

perceptions from initial decision-makers surrounding what amount of formal processes was 

needed, and further how this was determined. Organizations that rely on non-hierarchical 

leadership are successful at it because they include individuals at all levels the opportunity to be 

included in decision-making (Whitehurst, 2015). Polarity Management resources provide a clear 

manner in which to make these decisions in a collaborative manner which reinforces a flatter 
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organizational structure. This process includes identifying, describing, and diagnosing a polarity, 

then predicting the problem and describing next steps (Johnson, 1996).  

 Conclusion 3: As a flatter organization, Next needs should be more heavily relying 

on shared leadership practices. It is important to remember that leadership must be sufficiently 

present, and that formal leaders relinquishing their formal authority is not enough, as that 

leadership must then be taken up in some way by other team members. Notions such as shared 

leadership, empowerment, and flat organizational structure sometimes can inadvertently become 

surface-level only, when deep power structures are present within the organization. This is done 

by minimizing or eliminating deep power structures (Jackson & Parry, 2011) and making 

emergent leadership part of an organization’s culture. This can be achieved by establishing 

leadership as a mindset which drives individuals to step up by taking initiative where they can 

provide positive contributions (Macaux, 2016).  

 There are several processes in place which reinforce the shared leadership approach that 

Next has adopted; however there are elements which reinforce hierarchical structures. There are 

pieces of the business which most team members have little awareness in, such as developing 

business, and handling some of the organizational management responsibilties, producing power 

structure related to information being held by only some team members. As indicated in the 

literature reviewed in chapter two, there are very subtle actions that the partners take which 

reinforce formal position within the organization.  

 While the organization is quite focused on skill development as it relates to the 

architecture industry, less developmental focus has been on development of team members’ 

informal leadership skills. While leadership of certain areas are often delegated away from the 

partners to team members, this seems to occur through formal delegation as opposed to 
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emergence of leadership through initiative taken by team members. Further development of 

leadership skills, and ensuring that team members truly understand their opportunities to lead, as 

well as how to do so would further distribute leadership across the organization. Understanding 

needs to be developed that leadership is more of a mindset, than a position, and that when 

individuals step up and take on leadership organically, leadership can truly become shared 

(Macaux, 2016). 

 Conclusion 4: Vision, purpose and values are felt throughout the organization; 

however these could be more effective and sustainable if articulated through 

collaboratively revised vision and mission statements, and through the development of a 

values statement. As previously stated, the organizational vision and mission was developed 

when Next was established, prior to when most of the current team members had joined the 

organization. It does not clearly articulate the aspirations of the organization, and though specific 

values are embedded in the interactions at Next, these have not been defined. These guiding 

statements provide the “why” and the “how” which dictates strategic and operational goals and 

plans. 

 Senge (2006) indicated that for vision to be achieved, it must be developed 

collaboratively by all who need to work together to achieve it, and all must connect emotionally 

with it. He explained that a shared vision drives decisions, brings coherence to the activities team 

members are engaging in, and also naturally results in high levels of motivation by all team 

members while fostering generative innovative action. 

 While ensuring a vision is shared is essential, developing one that is does not limit them, 

and is also something which team members can emotionally connect with will be important to 

ensure that their vision maintains relevancy. Sinek (2019) illustrated this by explaining that 
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countries striving to win wars, and organizations working to create something that outlasts them, 

are different from others. He suggested that they are focused not on achieving something finite, 

such as beating competitors, but infinite, such as outlasting competitors. He posited that infinite 

organizations determine their just cause. Similarly, Next should could consider this context when 

determining their organizational vision.  

 While the primary conclusion from this study was related to incorporating polarity 

management practices into decision-making, the ability to appropriately do this is not possible 

without these overarching statements to align decisions with. By establishing a clearly articulated 

vision, mission, and values, decisions when balancing polarity will be easier to make and 

connect to the greater goals.  

 Conclusion 5: An organizational design focused on distribution of leadership within 

strategy, people practices, rewards and metrics, structure and processes should be created 

to inform Next’s Strategic Plan. Several comments made in the engagements with team 

members revealed opportunities surrounding articulation of how Next would achieve its vision. 

Many individuals expressed concerns related to succession planning, suggesting that there were 

gaps related to the organizational processes, and project-related tasks such as business 

development. In addition to this, they indicated that they would like more in the way of 

mentorship, and information-sharing opportunities to learn through one-another’s experiences 

with various projects. Many of these issues would be addressed through the development of an 

Organizational Design utilizing the STAR Model ™ which considers strategy, people, structure, 

rewards, processes” (Galbraith, 2012, p. 1).  

 Organizational Design articulate the organization’s strategy which establishes direction, 

articulates structure which is focused on where decision-making rests within the organization and 
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processes which explains how information flows. It also addresses rewards systems which 

influences performance and motivation in relation to organizational goals, and finally it conveys 

the people-related considerations such as policies, skills, and mindsets (Galbraith, 2012). When 

considering the disciplines required to become a learning organization, this model is an ideal 

vehicle by which to build the disciplines into organizational planning based on the natural 

similarities between the categories that are included within the organizational design, and the 

principles of learning organizations.  

 Developing organizational designs fits well with polarity management strategies as this 

process is specifically created to identify negatives of selected options, so that other elements of 

the organizational design can be adjusted to counter the impacts of those negatives (Galbraith, 

2012). Using polarity management processes (Johnson, 1996) to develop a simple organizational 

design will enable Next to have necessary, and aligned guiding principles to support decisions 

moving forward. The organizational design will help address challenges previously described, 

that the team members described, which may prevent the organization from being fully self-

managed in the future. 

 Conclusion 6: Integration of Polarity Management practices in decision-making is 

needed to be more effective and achieve sustainable growth. The first conclusion was focused 

on polarity management as it relates to answering the overall research questions regarding how 

Next can manage the ongoing balance between traditional and revolutionary practices. However, 

this conclusion is focused on the need to bring polarity management principles into practice.  

 Peterson (2017) stated that “Chances are that if there is a persistent problem that keeps 

recurring, and there are benefits to both sides of the issue, the team may be dealing with a 

polarity to leverage instead of a problem to solve” (para. 4). Persistent problems are no stranger 
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to those leading organizations, and developing skill in leveraging polarities will lead to increased 

organizational effectiveness, sustainability, and growth. The process of assessing polarities can 

be learned and integrated into decision-making processes. Identifying what would have 

traditionally been a decision to make as a polarity to manage, team members will be able to 

address issues more effectively through richer dialogue. This process recognizes other 

viewpoints more readily with a shared intention of selecting the best alternative to shared 

interests (Elsevier, 2019, Johnson, 1996). Developing capabilities in polarity management can 

facilitate richer, and more productive dialogue as team members rooted in seemingly opposite 

positions dialogically move between the upsides and downsides of each polarity (Johnson, 1996). 

While this may feel unnatural to begin with, over time the benefits will be evident as the process 

becomes easier to engage in.  

 Conclusion 7: Development of integrated performance and compensation guidelines 

through the organizational design process would improve transparency, consistency and 

organizational effectiveness. Next’s reward system may not be ideal as it seems to exist in 

isolation of other aspects of the organizational system. Rewards systems are an area where 

traditional and revolutionary practices seem to be at great conflict. For example, Galbraith 

(2012) suggested that rewards and compensation systems can positively affect people’s 

motivations to address organizational goals with performance. However, more recent research 

suggests that “extrinsic rewards such as pay increases or bonuses are useful for getting people to 

carry out routine tasks—but are actually counterproductive when we use them to motivate 

creative problem-solving or innovation” (Whitehurst, 2019, p. 74). This perspective contends 

that cultivating a feeling of ownership motivates employees far more than financial rewards do 
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as feeling personally invested in the success or failure of a project will lead to greater personal 

investment as they see their role in the creation of something important (Whitehurst, 2019).  

 Another dynamic to consider when selecting compensation systems is whether to reward 

individual or group success, as this has a significant impact on culture. Recognizing individual 

achievements through compensation may be simpler for measuring and assigning associated 

rewards; however this can deteriorate engagement and feelings of collective achievement of 

shared vision. These perspectives are conveyed to illustrate that there is more than one way to 

determine what will be rewarded, and how. Through the polarity management assessment 

process (Johnson, 1996), Next can evaluate the various alternatives and select the one that best 

fits the organization taking into account the benefits and drawbacks of each one, accepting these, 

and moving ahead with eyes wide open. The involvement of all team members at Next in this 

process would reinforce the distributed leadership approach being pursued at Next.  

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry  

 Scope of the study. This study was designed to support Next Architecture in developing 

an action plan to support them as they move into the next stage of their organizational 

development. This was done by looking at their practices and identifying strengths which could 

be built upon to support growth and increased distribution of leadership. The areas specifically 

focused on were as follows: 

• Organizational models optimally designed for innovation. 

• Innovative Potential through development of Learning Organization capabilities.  

• Organizational Design (Strategy, People Practices, Processes, Rewards and Metrics, 

Structure) specifically focused on: 

o Strategic Planning. 
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o Unconventional Organizational Models 

o Shared Leadership – Behaviours and processes which centralize or decentralize 

leadership. 

o Decision-making with an emphasis on maintaining ongoing balance between two 

paradoxes (polarity management).  

o Talent Development (onboarding, performance planning, mentorship and 

succession-planning). 

There are other topics which were not included in the scope of this study such as: 

• Financial aspects.  

• Business Development. 

• Marketing.  

• Social Responsibility.  

 Additionally, understanding of the architectural industry was gained to a degree, but I did 

rely heavily on my internal inquiry partner to check for fit between my planned activities and 

potential recommendations and what makes practical sense in their reality.  

 Participation of team members. I was fortunate enough to have 90% of the team 

members at Next participate in the surveys and also attend all of the on-site engagement sessions 

which I facilitated. The ethnographic observation that was conducted through their semi-annual 

strategic meeting was attended by all team members, allowing me to have an excellent 

opportunity to see the group interact and also learn a great deal about their business, offering 

extremely useful context.  

 Limitations of the inquiry. The only limitations that existed were connected with time: 

the participants; and my own. There are several sessions which could have been facilitated to 
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have the group come together to develop solutions collaboratively, and teach practices; however 

this is always in short supply as reality of schedules plays into plans. For example, in an ideal 

scenario, I would have had an opportunity to facilitate the process of mapping polarity to support 

decision-making to model the practice, and leave them with a tool and process for finding the 

correct balance between two paradoxes.  

 Irregularities in conduct of the study: outcome impacts. Throughout this process I 

learned a great deal regarding potential pitfalls. In an effort to be respectful of the principal’s 

time I may have assigned potentially more weighting to various comments than was optimal. For 

example, I was focused on supporting them with movement towards full self-management over a 

specified time-frame; however it was evident in the meeting near the end where I was sharing 

draft recommendations, that the idea of self-management was not as firm of a goal as I had 

understood it to be, but rather a lens to approach moving forward with. I took from this the need 

for improved questioning at the outset, and more confirmation along the way even if it may 

require more interruption of the partner’s time than is preferred. Regardless, the principles of 

self-management lend themselves well to shared leadership, which is definitely the direction 

Next is looking to continue moving towards. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter revealed the perspectives of the team members at Next, specifically 

surrounding their perceptions of their current state as it relates to managing polarity and 

capabilities associated with self-management. This information was presented in a manner which 

demonstrated both the findings, and the conclusions in direct response to the research sub-

questions presented in chapter 1. The conclusions were drawn taking into consideration the 

context that was gathered through the early stages of this research project, and the academic 
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perspectives gathered through the literature review. These findings and conclusions were pivotal 

in developing the recommendations, and implications for future inquiry that will be presented in 

the following chapters.  
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Chapter Five – Inquiry Implications 

 In this chapter, I will present actionable recommendations, which have been developed 

through research findings, conclusions, and relevant literature. I will then offer an overview of 

organizational implications, and a review of implications for future inquiry. Finally, I will 

conclude this final chapter with discussion on the various elements of this chapter with a Thesis 

Summary.  

 As previously outlined, this research project has been focused on responding to the 

research question: How can Next Architecture manage the ongoing balance between traditional 

and revolutionary practices, to position them for growth within a primarily self-managing 

organization? To offer a comprehensive response to this question, the following sub-questions 

were considered: 

1. How would the team members at Next describe their current state in terms of: 

• Balancing traditional vs. revolutionary practices in decision making? 

• Functioning as a self-managing organizational system? 

• Alignment with the organization’s vision? 

2. What changes would need to occur in order to adopt a truly distributed leadership model? 

3. What changes would need to occur in order to balance and revolutionary practices at Next? 

 While the findings and conclusions previously presented answered the first questions, the 

recommendations address the remaining two questions, and taken together form the response to 

the overarching research question. The recommendations were developed with an intentional 

focus on integrating the five principles of learning organizations as well as the key practices of 

Open Organizations. To facilitate this integration as previously discussed, an output of this 
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inquiry will be an organizational design. The connections between each of these frameworks is 

seen in the chart that follows:  

Discipline – Learning 

Organizations 

Open Organization Model Organizational Design 

Element 

Systems Thinking Catalyzing Direction  Strategy 

Shared Vision Ignite Passion 

Building Engagement 

Strategy 

Team Learning Letting Sparks Fly People Practices 

Personal Mastery  Meritocracy Rewards  

Team Learning Inclusive Decision-Making Structure 

 

Study Recommendations  

 The following recommendations will attend to the research questions described, 

addressing both the strategic and operational considerations and are derived from the 

perspectives of the team members at Next and relevant literature discussed in the previous 

chapters. They are presented in order of priority as some areas identified were more urgent than 

others, and because many of the recommendations rely on implementation of the preceding ones 

to be successful. After these recommendations are summarized, I have provided a map to 

demonstrate the high degree of leverage that these recommendations will have on the system as a 

whole by illustrating the positive impacts that the changes from each recommendation will bring 

from a systems perspective (Figure 6). These eight recommendations are as follows: 

1. Collaboratively revise Next’s Vision and Mission and introduce Values to guide future 

actions.  
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2. Adopt Open Organization Model and Practices.  

3. Develop functional understanding of Polarity Management principles and integrate into 

daily practices (Johnson, 1996).  

4. Develop Training Videos which can be made available for team member training, and 

new hire training to support implementation of accepted recommendations (Polarity 

Management, Emergent Leadership in Action). 

5. Select an Organizational Design to use to convey how Next will move into the next stage 

of its organizational life with integration of polarity management practices and 

distributed leadership principles.  

6. Develop a Strategic Plan with three “phases” built in reflecting maturity towards the self-

management goal.  

 Recommendation 1: Collaboratively revise Next’s Vision and Mission and introduce 

Values to guide future actions. It was evident throughout the engagement sessions that a 

significant difference existed between the vision that was established by the founding members 

of the organization, and the reality today. The concerns surrounding the current vision were two-

fold.  

 Firstly, the vision statement published in their colleague handbook is “Satisfied clients 

and fulfilled colleagues is the only acceptable standard”. While admirable in content, and 

integrated into practice, this vision statement did not match the aspirational perspectives which 

were shared in my meetings with the partner, nor did it echo the ideological aspirations 

communicated by the team members at Next.  

 For example, when discussing Allan’s vision for the organization he described the 

following:  
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• Non-traditional practices – divergent and radical. 

• Avoiding traditional roles and responsibilities. 

• Desire to grow – more small studios in other cities within Western Canada.  

• Flat organizational structure with a collaborative leadership model.  

• Minimal processes and approvals required.  

• Increased social responsibility – B Corp Certification.  

• Service offered to any size of organization.  

• Desire to make Next employee owned.  

• Next could be self-managed by 2024.  

 This ideological stance is reinforced in several ways, which were observable through my 

involvement with Next. For example, the office is completely open-concept, and the colleagues 

have their pictures on the company website but no titles. Additionally there are no organizational 

structures in the documentation provided by my partner.  

 Second, this statement is lacking in some critical elements of a vision statement. As 

indicated in chapter 2, visions should paint a picture of a future state, that is developed 

collaboratively in order to ensure it stays relevant, and that all individuals needed to achieve it 

are emotionally connected to seeing it through.  

 The final group engagement session included a visioning exercise. Four vision statements 

were developed, with strikingly similar themes. A proposed vision statement capturing the 

themes that surfaced in this session, along with consideration of the elements of a good vision 

statement as described in the literature review will be provided to Next as a part of one of the 

outputs previously described: the colleague handbook. Additionally, a revised mission statement 

will be recommended through this process, which will be developed by simply creating a more 
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concise version of the content already contained within, to ensure that it is something that team 

members will be able to clearly remember and use as a guiding statement to drive daily activities 

and decisions. A final component that will be included in this output will be a recommended list 

of values (3 – 4) which will come directly from the themes captured through the engagement 

sessions. Next has clearly established organizational values that are seen, felt, and heard in daily 

activities, and including these in guiding documents will further reinforce these, and 

communicate to those joining or working with Next what they are about.  

 Recommendation 2: Adopt the Open Organization model and practices. Passionate, 

empowering, experimental, unconventional, transparent, direct, disruptive, radical, and 

relentlessly innovative: these are words that characterize Next and describe many of the features 

of the Open Organization Model developed by Jim Whitehurst (2015). There are several 

actionable steps that are already in place which can be continued, and others which could quickly 

become incorporated into Next’s practices to begin laying the groundwork for this change as 

follows:  

• Igniting Passion – Display emotion and integrate it into daily vocabulary. Ask questions to 

understand what team members are passionate about or inspired by. Engage in team building 

activities where people can show their true selves (Whitehurst, 2015). 

• Building Engagement – Interact with the belief, regardless of position, that all team members 

are equally accountable to one another as it relates to performance and contribution. Be sure 

that everyone seeks to understand the context that they are working within. Prioritize 

utilization of optimal tools for communication. Engage meaningfully to learn from, and with 

each other regardless of role (Whitehurst, 2015).  
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• Integrating Meritocracy – Avoid language which reinforces positions (i.e. – our boss etc.). 

Offer public recognition of good contribution or effort. Ensure influence is not attributed to 

hierarchy or power structures and actively work to develop this skill. Proactively request 

feedback on particular topics and implement only the best ones, while offering credit where it 

is due. Offer interesting projects or tasks to high performers which may be outside of their 

comfort zone (Whitehurst, 2015).  

• Letting Sparks Fly – Request and accept feedback with the view that it is a gift. Initiate 

healthy debate ensuring that disagreement is not taken personally. Choose neutral spaces and 

be aware of detractors such as physical barriers (desks etc.) Consider how to bring up 

conversations about topics which may be considered the elephant in the room (Whitehurst, 

2015).  

• Utilize Inclusive Decision-Making – Reflect on the influence others may, or may not have 

had on your decisions, and be sure that you properly considered their points of view. Ask 

other thought leaders for their perspectives. Consider whether or not others may be surprised 

by a decision you plan to make, and if so, include some of them before deciding. Initiate 

conversations regarding issues with larger groups. Take a moment to observe how execution 

of decisions made without the inclusion of others play out (Whitehurst, 2015). 

• Catalyzing Direction – Determine a venue to discuss areas in which progress by a team is 

needed. Discuss problems that you are trying to solve with your team; observe their 

responses, and whether they can help solve the issue. When seeking to solve a problem, ask 

questions rather than seeking action, noting that action will likely still be the result of this 

exercise. Create opportunities for innovation by leaving ambiguity in tasks or processes. 
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Request that your team brings proposals or ideas to you. Engage in meaningful discussion on 

the topic, even if you do not move ahead with their suggestions (Whitehurst, 2015). 

 While this integration will likely produce quick results, more understanding must be 

developed to successfully implement this model. This can be done by utilizing the free Open 

Organization resources (Opensource.com, 2019) as follows: 

• Open Organization Field Guide 

• Open Organization Leaders Manual 

• Open Organization Discussion Guide 

• Open Organization Workbook 

• Organize for Innovation 

• The Open Organization Maturity Model 

These resources provide support for implementation by way of education, examples, discussion, 

and facilitation guides to name a few. While this model would take some time to implement, 

doing so would address many of the difficulties which were communicated through the context-

gathering, and engaged action-oriented sessions.  

 Recommendation 3: Develop short training videos which can be made available for 

team member training, and new hire training to support implementation of accepted 

recommendations. As an output of this study, in collaboration with team members at Next, it is 

recommended that videos be developed to support knowledge transfer initially for all team 

members, but also for new team members as they are learning about the Organizational Model, 

and the culture at Next. These would be created utilizing information gathered throughout 

context-gathering meetings, engagement sessions, and the literature review. They would be 

• Emergent Leadership in Open Organizations (Behavioural Focus) 
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• Distributed Leadership in Practice (Organizational Focus) 

• Key Behaviours for Learning Organizations  

• Crucial Conversations 

• Polarity Management 

• The Next Culture (Onboarding) 

 These videos would be created using VideoScribe (Sparkol, 2020), and supplemented 

with clips from key websites including Polarity Partnerships (Polarity Partnerships, 2016) and 

Open Source (opensource.com, 2019) to ensure high quality based on access to reputable leaders 

in the topics described.  

Recommendation 4: Select an Organizational Design to use to convey how Next will 

move into the next stage of its organizational life. Previously developed strategies need to be 

confirmed, or decisions need to be made using polarity management processes described in 

chapter 2, to inform the organizational design. The areas considered are associated with rewards 

and metrics, processes, structure, and people practices. This process would be facilitated by the 

student with the team members at Next that are chosen to be involved in this process. Ideally, 

this would include one partner and two to three other team members with varying roles within 

the organization. Feedback from the engagement sessions would be brought to the session as 

content contained within the polarity maps to use for this exercise.  

Specific recommendations to include in the Organizational Design based on findings and 

conclusions are as follows: 

• Implement revised individual performance planning process with connected compensation 

guidelines to associate with bonus decisions. Keeping this process simple will be a key 

priority, and will include annual team member driven goals, planning, performance 
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conversations with self-selected mentors, and a rewards system associated with 

organizational, team, and individual goal achievement.  

• Revision of the Colleague Handbook which would include guidelines with built-in flexibility 

to ensure that merit is the key determining factor in decision-making. The recommended 

content would be informed by themes drawn through context-gathering meetings, 

engagement sessions, and industry best-practices.  

 Recommendation 5: Develop a Strategic Plan with three “phases” built in reflecting 

maturity towards self-management goal. Utilizing the organizational design, a strategic plan 

would be developed, with the expectation that it is a living document which could be changed as 

needed. A cohort should be assigned to maintaining the strategic plan, with representation from 

various roles including one or both partners, though inclusion of other team members in 

decisions related to the strategic plan would be essential. 
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Figure 6. Systems Change Illustration  

Organizational Implications  

 Once the data analysis was completed, I developed a presentation, which included some 

background on the process of data gathering, the volume of data, and the stages of theme 

development. I provided a list of strengths and weaknesses surrounding the five categories within 

an organizational design (more as a takeaway for individual review) and then presented my 

findings. I then conveyed my findings, recommendations, and proposed outputs. The 

presentation concluded with a list of links to provide further background on the topics discussed 

such as open organizational systems, polarity management, organizational designs, learning 

organizations, and emergent leadership.  

 At the end of my presentation, the partners, my internal inquiry team member, and I were 

able to engage in meaningful conversation where some findings were validated, while others 

were constructively challenged. I was able to gain further insight through this conversation 
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which was tremendously helpful in determining adjustments to make as the recommendations 

were finalized.  

 After this meeting, the final engagement with nearly the whole team took place as 

described in chapter 3. This gathering was not intended to provide further data for analysis, but 

was an opportunity to bring the group back together to complete the visioning exercise as one of 

the outputs. This session concluded with a collaboratively created list of minimum specs, 

whereby the team determined what they must do, and what they must not do, in order to be 

successful in working towards their identified vision. Completing this output at this time was a 

critical step as a lack of clarity around vision would have made all of the subsequent 

recommendations difficult to develop, as alignment with this vision is critical.  

 It was at the end of this session that I reminded the group of the Action Research 

Engagement Cycle (Rowe et al., 2013), which had been shared at the onset of the project. I 

indicated that the session marked the conclusion of the change readiness stage which I 

facilitated, and that the project was moving into the transition stage, and soon after, the 

implementation stage where leadership is assumed by the those assigned to do so on behalf of the 

organization. 

 To help ensure a successful transition, and implementation, an abbreviated presentation 

was developed, which was recorded as a narrated video. I offered to attend when they showed it 

to the group, or at a later date to answer any questions that they may have in regard to the content 

of the presentation. Should the recommendations be accepted, this video will be a great resource 

for future team members to see as they learn about the current state at Next, where they are 

looking to go, and how they will be taking steps to get there.  
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Implementation. While there are several steps to take moving forward, developing a 

functional understanding of Polarity Management (Johnson, 1996) will be the most immediate 

need as the difficulty with maintaining ongoing balance between traditional and revolutionary 

practices was a frequent, and recurring theme. Addressing this will create a ripple effect of 

positive changes across the organization, leading to increased potential for growth, and true 

distribution of leadership. This work should be done in three stages beginning with the review of 

the training videos developed through the first output of this study. The second stage would 

involve creation of polarity maps required to create the organizational design as described within 

the second output. The organizational design should then be created as described in the third 

output of this study, and then proposed to the organization. After this is finalized, the colleague 

handbook will then be adjusted to reflect the decisions made through the organizational design 

surrounding people practices, rewards, structure, and processes. This will conclude the work that 

will be done collaboratively between myself and the organization, from this inquiry.  

 To formalize a plan to move forward with, and integrate the recommendations with future 

strategic and operational activities, leaders at Next will need to develop a Strategic Plan as 

described in the final recommendation. This step is critical and whether this is completed by the 

partners at Next, or other emergent leaders will be the key to achieving the return on the 

significant amount of investment made by all involved in this study, particularly the team 

members at Next.  

 While the many benefits have been conveyed regarding self-management, it must be 

clear that developing capability in this area is critical to support sustainability and growth. This 

will enable them to be nnovative, and responsive to the system that they exist within. Whitehurst 

(2019) stated that “Hierarchies are resistant to change. They're often brittle. They don't cope well 
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with outside forces. And they don't really foster collaboration, so they innovate slowly” (p. 27). 

This was reinforced as follows:  

 Agility requires an organizational capability to respond and react that top-down, 

 proscribed systems simply cannot achieve. It requires an organization in which every 

 "box" has the latitude and responsibility to react and adjust to a changing environment. 

 That's not something central planning can accomplish. (p. 23)  

 Leadership Implications for Change. Brown (2012) stated that “vulnerability is the 

birthplace of innovation, creativity and change” (para.1). Allan has demonstrated vulnerability 

and openness to the findings that have come forward through this study throughout the entire 

process. To be successful in implementing change, leaders must be able to clearly articulate the 

vision, and actively guide others towards it (Kotter, 2007). Allan has demonstrated strong 

capabilities in these areas, and I believe he will be able to successfully initiate the changes that 

will come through this inquiry.  

 Ownership for this change will need to start with the partners at Next based on the current 

reality surrounding where leadership lies as of today. In particular, Allan is currently seen as the 

visionary. He is passionate about the organization that he and the original founding team set out 

to create. He has been instrumental in seeing the vision through, leading to the success they have 

seen to date. Ideally, Allan will intentionally take steps to become a catalyst, as opposed to that 

of a formal leader in support of the flatter organizational structure that Next is seeking to 

establish, both explicitly and implicitly. Describing this role, Brafman and Beckstrom (2006) 

stated that “Catalysts make connections, build trust and inspire others… talk about ideology, and 

urge others to work together to make the ideology a reality” (p. 99). In contrast to traditional 

senior organizational leaders, catalysts inspire change, and lead from beside as opposed to above. 
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They do not use position power to influence, but rather seek to support others in moving reality 

towards a vision. They then step away, leaving those they are influencing to take the lead 

(Brafman & Beckstrom, 2006). This foundation will ensure a smooth transition to becoming a 

more self-managed organization, as he transitions to the role of catalyst, as opposed to a formal 

leader. This will occur through the steps to further distribute leadership previously 

recommended.  

 Systems Thinking helps those within the system to take a step back and recognize 

unintentional consequences of decisions or behaviours that may be occurring in other seemingly 

unrelated parts of that system. As Next implements the changes described, they will need to 

continually monitor the system to understand what negative effects may be occurring as change 

occurs. Stroh (2015) referred to these as unintended consequences. These are typically problems 

observed today generated from solutions implemented yesterday. To ensure that changes produce 

high leverage opportunities for Next, team members at all levels would be well-served to build 

awareness around systems thinking. This will allow them to experience a high degree of 

organizational effectiveness, and more importantly be able to create the impacts that they are 

working to make within the architecture industry. 

Contribution to Discourse for Broader Community. Over several years of leadership 

and involvement with organizational development in a variety of ways, I had not been exposed to 

the concept of polarity management, prior to discovering this through my studies in the MAL 

program. This lack of broad understanding was reinforced on several occasions throughout this 

past year, as others within the business, and academic community inquired as to the foundational 

basis of the concept. Finally, when reviewing literary discourse on this topic, I observed the 

limited content was available, particularly as it relates to management of polarity in the small 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 101 
 

business and startup space. It is my hope that by joining the conversation on polarity 

management through this inquiry, I will be able to help open doors for those organizations who 

may not have this awareness. I believe that the need to develop this capability is in some ways 

more critical for these types of organizations than more established organizations within the 

greater system that they exist within. This will be important as the need to achieve more with less 

resources, and divide energy across a greater array of areas of responsibility is required.  

 On the other hand, the study of distributed leadership, specifically as it relates to the shift 

from bureaucratic to flatter organizational structures, is well-established with discourse dating 

back over several years (Bolden, 2011). Based on this, one may assume that little contribution 

can be added to the academic knowledge on this topic. However a gap seems to exist between 

theory and practice. Over 50 years ago, Bennis (1966) became one of the first to discuss 

distribution of leadership, as he boldly posited that bureaucratic leadership should be eliminated 

as follows:  

 The bureaucratic pyramid characteristic of the chain of command of most organizations 

 is obsolete. A more flexible structure is needed to meet the demands of our changing 

 society. An organic adaptive structure will be required for the organization of the future. 

 It will consist of adaptive, problem-solving, temporary systems of diverse specialists 

 linked together by coordinating and task-evaluating executive specialists in an organic 

 flux. Such a structure should increase motivations and effectiveness because it enhances 

 satisfactions intrinsic to the task. (para. 3)  

Similarly, and much more recently Pearce, Manz and Sims (2014) stated that the ultimate 

indication of full evolution away from “command- and-control” is a system that self-organises. 

This clearly shows that while academic knowledge on the topic is mainstream, our ability 
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societally to implement flatter organizational structures through distribution of leadership is 

lacking. I am hopeful that bringing some of the issues to the surface which cause even the most 

progressive organizations (like Next) to struggle, will move this distribution of leadership from 

an aspirational idea, to a replicable, actionable way of leading. 

Implications for Future Inquiry  

 The Organizational System of the Architecture Industry. The industry and legislative 

landscape within the architectural industry is such that specific levels of authority and position 

within the firm are required. In Next’s case, this rests with the Principal and the Partner. While 

internally hierarchy is fairly minimal, this is a dimension which likely impedes their progress 

towards their goal of being a primarily self-managed organization. Additionally, this reinforces 

the traditional dynamics present within the architecture industry as a whole, a greater system 

which Next is a part of. As the scope of this inquiry did not extend past the organizational 

system, this was not addressed; however future study on this could be beneficial to Next and 

others within the greater architectural system. 

Motivations of the Current Workforce. The bulk of the workforce in Canada is made 

up of employees classified as Gen X and Y representing individuals born since 1964 (Vander 

Wier, 2017). These workers desire advancement opportunities, and freedom to make decisions 

(Javitch, 2010). Not having titles or positions of authority may deter newer workers who have a 

desire to grow or advance from joining the organization, as their practices around informal 

leadership may be difficult to understand in a tangible manner. 

 Further to this point, Javitch (2010) explained that Gen X and Y workers desire 

mentorship through fairly regular feedback. In a flatter organization, particularly one in the 

earlier stages of their organizational life, access to those with more experience is somewhat more 
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limited compared to organizations with multiple levels of team members who have grown-up in 

the industry. Demands on time at Next, and production while considering billable hours reduces 

on-the-job learning opportunities. One of the colleagues said they would like “additional 

mentorship, not only during onboarding but also throughout their career” (P 4) and other 

statements made through the study reinforced this perspective. While Next creates an 

environment that will empower these workers based on the level of autonomy provided, the need 

for mentorship and regular feedback appears to be a challenge given the constraints on time that 

a project-focused environment can have. It is my assertion that digging more deeply into the 

wants and needs of the team members at Next, with a willingness to consider other alternatives 

would positively impact their ability to grow due to the efforts put forth by a workforce that is 

effective, engaged, and committed.  

Based on the focus of the research question, there was limited focus on what motivates 

the team members at Next, as well as others who may consider Next as an employer. It would be 

beneficial to evaluate whether some of the decisions that have been made to keep the 

organizational structure at Next flat, are shared in regard to advancement opportunities and 

marketability for other employment opportunities in the future.  

Thesis Summary  

 Over the course of this last and final chapter, I have offered actionable, concrete 

recommendations, formed with a consideration of what opportunities would produce the highest 

leverage for positive change at Next Architecture. Looking through the lens of the principles of 

Learning Organizations (Senge, 2006) as well as the ideally matched organizational model of 

Open Organizations (Whitehurst, 2015) I have conveyed how Next can proceed with the next 

stage of their organizational development. This insight was gathered through the engagement 
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sessions, and knowledge gained through the literature review, to position them to experience 

growth, and truly become a primarily self-managing organization, through Polarity Management 

(Johnson, 1996). In doing so, I have conveyed recommendations to help Next become a 

primarily self-managed organization. This chapter continued by providing a detailed review of 

the various organizational implications which Next will need to be aware of to ensure successful 

implementation of the recommendations provided. Finally, I have provided insights on 

implications for future inquiry, focusing on where we as leaders conversing on these important 

issues through academic discourse, can go from here.  

 Through this thesis I have introduced Next Architecture, summarized this engaged 

action-oriented research project, and provided thorough analysis of relevant literature 

surrounding the primary research areas relevant to the leadership question conveyed. Further, I 

have provided a summary of the methodological approach employed through this project. Also, I 

have outlined how I have supported my partner through well-matched engagement methods and 

capstone implementation plans. Finally, I described how ethical considerations were managed, 

and described the outputs which Next will rely upon to support continued action following the 

completion of this project.  

 “Creating an innovative culture in any organization means always having to balance the 

novelty of fresh ideas with the valuable wisdom the organization's leaders have accrued over 

time” (Whitehurst, 2019). With this in mind, as this study comes to a close, I look forward to 

seeing Next Architecture continue to thrive, as they develop expertise in managing the polarity 

between traditional and revolutionary practices. This will make way for a new season of self-

management and growth as they instigate a small but impactful shift within, and beyond their 

organizational system. 
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Appendix A: Thesis Letter of Agreement 

 
Organization Participating in the Inquiry 

Next Architecture 
302-10526 Jasper Ave 
Edmonton, AB T5J 1Z7  

 
Partner 
  Allan Partridge 
  [telephone number] 
  [email address] 
 
RRU MA in Leadership Student 
  Shauna Yohemas 
  [telephone number] 
  [email address] 
  Cohort: 2018 - 2  
 
Academic Supervisor 
  Dr. Guy Nasmyth 
  [telephone number] 
  [email address] 
 
Committee Member, 2nd Faculty Member 
  Dr. Phil Cady 
  [telephone number] 
  [email address] 
 
Roles and Responsibilities 
The MA in Leadership student, the Thesis Partner and Thesis Committee agree to participate in 
the successful completion of the proposed project and perform the roles and responsibilities 
identified in Attachment A. 
 
Project Description, Action Steps and Milestones 
The thesis goals, process, and anticipated outcomes are described in the thesis proposal. The 
thesis proposal highlights the activities to be completed, the study milestones, and the 
involvement of the Next Architecture (herein referred to as the Organization) and its employees 
and other participants. 
 
Confidentiality 
The MA in Leadership student agrees to honour individual and corporate confidentiality and 
non-disclosure guidelines. The Organization agrees to allow the student every opportunity to 
canvas and collect data from individuals and groups identified in the attached project proposal.  
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The Organization’s project participants will be asked to formally acknowledge that the 
information they provide to the researcher will be handled in a confidential and privileged 
manner, as described in the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy (2011), accessible on 
the RRU Web site at:  
Individual and group identity that would allow for the identification of individuals will not be 
disclosed to the Project Partner or any other members of the Organization. 
 
Intellectual Property 
The Organization agrees that the Thesis final report and supporting materials will remain the 
intellectual property of the author (the graduate student).  
 
Deliverables 
The MA in Leadership student will provide the Organization with a copy of the Thesis Final 
Report. In addition, the student will give formal briefings to individuals or groups identified by 
the Partner. 
 
Company Commitment 
The Organization agrees to provide the student with the following support: photocopying, fax, 
mail, phone, workspace, access to relevant records or data, access to individuals and groups 
essential to the completion of the project, and other items identified during the project. 
 
Endorsement 
We the undersigned agree to abide by the arrangements and statements contained in this Letter of 
Agreement and have reviewed and approved the Thesis Proposal. 
 
 
_____________________ ______________ ____________________ ______________ 

Partner Date MA Leadership Student Date 
  Allan Partridge   Shauna Yohemas   
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Role and Responsibilities 
 
Role of the Faculty Supervisor  
 
The Supervisor’s principal role involves helping his or her student realize their scholarly 
potential through the thesis process. This requires a trusting relationship where the Supervisor 
offers helpful insights and suggestions born of their own experiences as a leader, scholar, 
researcher, and supervisor. The Supervisor listens to the student and presents the requisite 
challenges, stimulation, guidance, and genuine support and encouragement to see the student to a 
successful completion. The Student has a right to expect the supervisor’s expertise, accessibility, 
and support. The supervisor offers substantive and methodological assistance with the design, 
planning, conduct, data analysis, and writing of the student’s thesis projects. The Supervisor 
should also provide some linkage for the student to the scholars and scholarship in the area of 
specialization and provide insight and support for the presentation and publication of the 
research results. At the same time the supervisor must ensure that the scholarly standards of the 
university and the discipline are met in the student’s work.” 
(adapted from: 
http://www.yorku.ca/grads/policies_procedures/thesis_dissertations_section1.html#masters) 
 
In carrying out this principal task, the Faculty Supervisor completes the following specific tasks: 

• Help the student fully develop, and approve, the formal thesis proposal, following the 
process overseen by the Office of the Associate Vice President for Research and Faculty 
Affairs (AVP-R);  

• Ensure that the student follows all required processes required by the University’s 
Research Ethics Policy prior to commencing any data-gathering;  

• Complete the Interagency Advisory Panel on Research Ethics' Introductory Tutorial; 

• Meet regularly with the student during the period of supervision to review the student’s 
progress, provide support discuss issues arising from the thesis; 

• File progress reports every 6 months on the Thesis SharePoint site; 

• Negotiate a mutually agreed upon schedule of due dates (to be drafted by the student) for 
the submission of draft chapters or sections of the thesis. This also involves advising and 
making arrangements with the student in advance for when the Supervisor will be away; 

• Provide feedback and advice on the material submitted and discuss required changes; 

• If necessary, recommend the student work with a writing editor, once the content in the 
thesis sections is acceptable; 

• Advise the student on preparation for the public defense of the thesis; 

• Ensure that the student’s final thesis does not violate privacy, intellectual property, or 
copyright regulations and that required permissions for all third-party works, including 
but not limited to images, lyrics, illustrations, and substantial portions of text, have been 
obtained before the completed thesis is submitted to the Supervisory Committee. 
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Role of Second Faculty Member of the Thesis Committee 

• Approve the formal thesis proposal following the process overseen by the AVP-R. May 
participate in a meeting, as determined by the Supervisor, to discuss the review of the 
document, the Student’s progress, and recommended Next steps;  

• Approve final thesis report following the process overseen by the AVP-R. May 
participate in a meeting, as determined by the Supervisor, to discuss the review of the 
document, the Student’s progress, and recommended Next steps; 

• Participate as part of the Committee panel in the public defense of the thesis; 
 
Role of the Thesis Committee  
The role of the committee is to provide advice on the material submitted, discuss required 
changes, approve the thesis proposal and participate in the formal assessment of the thesis, 
including the public defense. 
 
Role of the Student 
The student is responsible for planning, implementing and completing the thesis. This entails that 
the student: 

• Reviews and understands this Handbook; 

• Files progress reports every 6 months; 

• Reviews and understands the University’s master’s thesis process overseen by the AVP-R; 

• Uses the University’s SharePoint site for each step of the thesis process;  

• Develops a proposal adopting the required format; 

• Ensures rigor and high quality of work, with appropriate attributions throughout his/her 
research; 

• Adheres to a mutually agreed-upon schedule including deadlines for completion for all 
stages; 

• Completes the thesis in accordance with the proposal and in accordance with the RRU 
Research Ethics Policy and the RRU Integrity and Misconduct in Research and Scholarship 
Policy; 

• Produces both a draft and final thesis that conform to RRU policies and guidelines; 

• Works with the Writing Office of the RRU Library, or an editor, as necessary or required by 
the Supervisor. 

 
Role and Selection of Partner. 
The primary role of the Partner is to represent the Partnering organization’s interest as the 
‘client’ of the project. The Partner is there to assist the learner in identifying and articulating the 
opportunity, challenge, or problem to be addressed during the project, to promote the interests of 
the Partnering organization and, most importantly, to ensure that changes recommended from the 
findings are actionable and can be implemented. 
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The Partner should be: 
• A key stakeholder/supervisor in the organization or an individual who has ownership of the 

workplace problem or opportunity of the inquiry 
• A representative of the Partnering organization and is a key stakeholder who needs assistance 

in reorganizing, problem solving, improving performance, or for any reason may benefit 
from the intervention of an outside consultant 

• In a leadership position and have the authority and responsibility to provide the learner 
access to the organization (e.g., organizational documents, administrative resources, access to 
employees that may participate in the project) 

• At the completion of the project, can champion its recommendations 
A good Partner: 
• Has time to spend with the learner 
• Has enthusiasm and the ability to support the inquiry 
• Has control or authority over the issues that will be examined during the inquiry and is able 

to speak as the ‘client’ about the inquiry activities 
• Is open to accepting and considering the findings and provides advice on ensuring that the 

recommendations are practical and actionable 
• Is open to learning and willing to expect the unexpected (as there may be new or different 

findings that arise out of this inquiry than originally expected or anticipated) 
• Is in a position to act on the change, to implement the recommendations 
 
The Partner: the Partner completes the following specific tasks: 
• Agrees to provide the resources and support described in the Letter of Agreement; 
• Reviews and approves the Thesis Proposal and Letter of Agreement, including giving 

permission for the Thesis to be published; 
• Submits the Letter of Agreement by email to malthesis@royalroads.ca and includes in the 

body of the email their approval of the Thesis Proposal and Letter of Agreement;  
• Where appropriate, provides the resources, facilities, funds, and personnel needed to support 

the successful completion of the project as described in the Thesis Proposal; 
• Where appropriate, facilitates the timely conduct of the research processes and collection of 

information. 
• [The Partner is not required to approve the final thesis document, but may send any feedback 

on the thesis document or process to malthesis@royalroads.ca ]  

Students in the MA Leadership Program follow the action research engagement (ARE) model of 
action research (Rowe et al, 2013). The ARE model focuses on engaging organizational 
stakeholders in a process where students spend several months in dialogue with members of an 
organization to identify the key Partner and stakeholders as well as the inquiry topic and 
questions before creating and implementing an engagement process with stakeholders where 
they determine strategies, commitment, and readiness for specific action. While action continues 
beyond the student’s project, only a minority of ARE projects result in recommendations 
implemented within the context of the student’s project. These recommendations are handed on 
to the organizational Partner for implementation. 

 
Reference: Rowe, W. E. A., Graf, M., Agger-Gupta, N., Piggot-Irvine, E., & Harris, B. (2013). 
Action research engagement: Creating the foundations for organizational change. ALARA 
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Monograph Series (Action Learning Action Learning Association Inc.), (Monograph No. 5). 
Retrieved from https://sup-
store.sydney.edu.au/jspcart/cart/Product.jsp?nID=902&nCategoryID=26 
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Appendix C: Introductory Letter 

Hello,                                                                                                                                          October 16, 2019 

 My name is Shauna Yohemas and I am so excited to be working with you 
on this research project! Through conversations with various members of your 
team, it is clear that Next Architecture has been established through forward-
thinking, passion, and a desire to provide a great experience to customers and 
colleagues. Though we’ll be meeting very soon, I wanted to provide a little bit of 
information about me, this project, and how you can be involved. 

 I have been working in Managerial and Human Resources positions for 
over 15 years and am currently the Chief Personnel Officer at Commissionaires 
Northern Alberta Division. I am a Chartered Professional in Human Resources 
(CPHR) and about 8 months away from completing a Master of Arts Degree in Leadership from 
Royal Roads University. Outside of work and school, I am a wife and mom of four kids. While time 
for anything outside of normal responsibilities is sparse these days, I love board games, Tetris, and 
am a wine enthusiast! I am passionate about helping organizations make the most of the powerful 
interdependence that exists between inspirational colleague experiences and organizational 
achievement.   

 Below are the stages of the project which will be completed prior to July 2020. (Sections in 
grey have been completed). After Royal Roads approves my proposal and ethics review document, 
we will be able to get started! I look forward to sharing the inquiry question that has been 
developed, and next steps, once this has been received.  

 

 This study will be conducted through action-oriented inquiry; a process which involves a 
significant amount of research through a variety of methods and literature review, just as scientific 
research projects do. However, this type of research is different in that it is done “with participants” 
instead of “on participants”. Knowledge is co-created through the process, and the researcher’s 
primary role is to facilitate the various engagement methods. From there data is analyzed with the 
help of an advisory team including one internal member. Then recommendations and outputs are 
provided which can be actioned to produce meaningful change associated with opportunities 
revealed through the study.  

Proposal

• Project Overview
• Significance of 

Inquiry
• Literature Review
• Methodology
• Research Plan

Ethics Review

• Analysis of 
Considerations

• Confirmation of 
Alignment with Tri-
council Policy 
Statement.

• Identification of 
potential risks and 
mitigation plans. 

Thesis Inquiry

• Data Collection 
(Facilitation of 
Research Sessions)

• Data Analysis
•Data Review - Inquiry 

Team
•Data Review - Next 

Architecture Partner 

Inquiry Conclusion

• Inquiry Team 
Recommendation 
Consultation 

• Next Architecture 
Recommendation 
Discussion.

• Provide Outputs and 
Recommendations to 
Next .

Post-Inquiry Steps

• Thesis Submission
• Thesis Defense 
• Publication of Thesis
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 Successfully completing this capstone project will fulfill the requirements of my studies and I 
am so grateful to those who will be joining me on the last lag of this long, but inspiring journey! For 
all who have already provided time and energy to get this project going – thank you so very much. 
To everyone else - I can’t wait to meet you very soon! 

Warm regards,  
 
 
Shauna Yohemas, CPHR | MAL Candidate 
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Appendix D: Research Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 18 and have read the information 
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 
consent to participate in this project and potential future research and have data I contribute used 
in the final report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, 
newsletters, etc.). The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by 
calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at … or email …. 
 
   I consent to the audio recording of the group sessions. 
 
   I understand that the anonymous survey will be hosted on Survey Monkey. This 
 platform’s server is located in the United States, and as such is open to seizure under the 
 Patriot Act, however the risk of this  occurring is low.  
 
   I consent to the written recording of data during the strategic planning meeting in 
 November. General notes surrounding discussions, observations of interactions and 
 communication styles will be noted.  
 
   I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me throughout the sessions being 
 included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed. 
 
   I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated [e.g., flipchart/ sticky 
 notes or visuals from prototyping activity) through my participation in the design-
 thinking method to be used and photographed in this study for the purpose of including 
 that data in the analysis stage of the study. 
  
   I commit to respect the confidential nature of the sessions by not sharing identifying 
 information about the other participants. 
 
   I understand that the data gathered through this research may be used to add support and 
 context to future research on the topic of self-managed organizations and polarity 
 management. Names and other identifiable  pieces of information will not be shared or 
 published. 
  
 

Name (Please Print): 
 
 

Signature:  

Date:  
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Appendix E: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 
Roads University, Shauna Yohemas (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry study at Next 
Architecture to understand How Next Architecture can manage the polarity between adaptability 
and structure. The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by 
calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at [telephone number] or [email 
address]  
 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 
As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 
include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 
transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 
assist the Student and Next Architecture’s change process. In the course of this activity, you may 
be privy to confidential inquiry data. 
 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 
In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 
project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. 
Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 
retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 
Academic Supervisor. Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they 
may wish to share about the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify 
this with Shauna Yohemas, the Student. 
 

Statement of Informed Consent: 
 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
 
     

Name (Please Print)   
     

 Signature   Date 
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Appendix F: Email Invitation 

Dear Participant, 
 
I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 
part of the requirement for my master’s degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University and has 
been approved by Allan Partridge. I have been given permission to contact potential participants 
for this purpose. 
 
The purpose of my research is to understand how Next Architecture can manage the polarity 
between structure and adaptability, specifically focusing on what organizational design and 
collaborative leadership behaviours will support the balancing of these two polarities.  
 
Cherie Vu will be on my inquiry team and will work provide logistical support through the on-
site action-oriented research methods. She will also provide me with organizational context to 
ensure all necessary information is considered throughout the project. Inquiry team members 
offer support through the various stages of research, but do not have access to raw data, but 
rather general themes. All other members of the organization will be invited to participate in this 
research project, based on the valuable insights that each team member will be able to contribute.  
 
This phase of my research project will consist of the completion of an anonymous survey, a half-
day design-thinking group method session, and a one-hour liberating structures group session 
between October and February 2019. Details regarding dates, locations and times will be 
provided to you shortly via email.   
 
You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 
are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. I realize that you may feel compelled to 
participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, 
should you choose to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you do 
choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. If you do not wish 
to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to not participate will also be 
maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect your employment status in any way. My 
credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, 
Director, School of Leadership, at [phone number] or [email address] 
 
Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 
project and its outcomes.  
 
If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 
Email: [email address] Telephone: [phone number] 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Shauna Yohemas, CPHR, MAL Candidate 
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Appendix G: Survey  

Next Architecture - Anonymous Survey 
 

 
 
 
Welcome to the survey!  
 
The overarching goal of this study is to understand how Next Architecture (Next) might manage 
the polarity between the need for structure and adaptability, to best position the organization for 
growth within a self-managing organizational system. 
One of the outputs of this study will be an organizational design. Organizational designs are 
comprised of plans related to strategy, structure, processes, rewards systems, and people 
(Galbraith, 2014). By participating in this study, you will play an important role in the 
development of Next Architecture’s Organizational Design. 
Your responses will be kept strictly confidential, and raw data will not be reviewed by any 
individuals other than the researcher and external inquiry team members. Rather, the information 
will be compiled, and general themes will be included in the findings provided. 

 

 
Survey Time! 
This survey includes 23 questions 

• 3 Written Answers 
• 20 scaled answers (strongly agree to strongly disagree) 

 
Note: These answers also provide opportunity to explain why you chose the answer you did. 
While you may move on to the Next question without adding anything in, please consider 
offering a short explanation to provide deeper context to better understand your choice on the 
scale. 
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1. Thinking back to when you started at Next, what motivated you to join the 

organization? 
 

 
2. I believe that we are successful at balancing structure (i.e. - defined 

processes) with adaptability (i.e. - ability to quickly change/ adjust the plan) 
in relation to how decisions are made. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

 
Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
3. I would describe Next as a self-managing organization. 
 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 
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4. Decisions are usually made based on the vision and mission statement 

reflected in the colleague handbook (as above). 
 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
5. Our vision and mission statements accurately reflect our purpose. 
 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 
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Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
6. I am given autonomy (decision-making authority/ independence) in my day-to- day 

responsibilities. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

7. I know what I am expected to accomplish as a colleague at Next on a regular basis. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

8. I am satisfied with how I am being paid at Next (process-specific, not salary amount). 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 
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Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

9. I am fairly comfortable having difficult conversations with other colleagues whenever 
needed. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
10. I feel that we have enough reference documents in place to ensure that I can do my job well. 
 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

11. I understand what my job responsibilities are. 
 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer 
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12. I feel that there are sufficient mechanisms in place to ensure accountability for our 
Responsibilities. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

13. I have the support required to do my job successfully. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

14. I feel that the volume of work that I am responsible for is reasonable and fair in relation to 
other team members. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 
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15. I feel that all staff are treated fairly. 
 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
16. Organizational decisions are made as a group as opposed to by a specific individual or 

individuals within the organization 
 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 

17. I am allowed to make decisions and feel that I will be supported by other colleagues 

regardless of the outcome. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 
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18. I feel that Next is able to adjust and adapt quickly when changes are required. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
19. Our organizational structure suits the needs of the colleagues. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
20. Our organizational structure suits the needs of our clients. 

 
Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Slightly 
Agree 

 
Neutral 

Slightly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Briefly explain why you chose this answer. 

 
Focusing only on Next Architectures strategy, structure, processes, reward systems or HR 
practices: 
 

21. What three things do you think Next could do to improve your experience as a colleague at 

Next? 
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22. What three things do you like most about working at Next? 

 

23. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix H: Half-Day Session Methods 

 
Appreciative Inquiry Interview Questions 
 

1. Please describe the organizational strengths of Next Architecture. 
 
 
 

2. How does Next currently balance making decisions related to balancing structure and 
adaptability? 

 
 
 

3. What opportunities do you believe there are to build upon those strengths, and what 
benefit would come from that?  
 

 
 

4. When it comes to structure and adaptability in the daily operations at Next, what does an 
ideal state look like for you?  

 
 
 

5. What aspects or elements of daily operations create challenges, and how do you feel 
those barriers could be removed?  
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Wicked Questions Liberating Structure Activity 

(The Supporting Teacher Effectiveness Program, 2016). 
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Dotmocracy Activity 
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Dotmocracy. (n.d.). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



REVOLUTIONIZING THROUGH POLARITY MANAGEMENT 139 

Appendix I: Paradoxes Identified through Wicked Questions Activity 

Data (Highlighted themes = top 3) 
  

Group 1 Themes 
Quality/ Value Traditional/ Revolutionary 
- Flagship vs. bread & butter projects.  - New company vs. corporate experience.  
- Profit vs. client value.  - Excellent work vs. budget.  

- Big projects vs. family oriented.  
- Traditional vs. revolutionary processes (construction 
industry).  

- High quality vs. efficient.  - Working traditionally vs. heading to model delivery.  
- Thorough vs. concise. - Consistent vs. changing.  
- Generalists vs. experts.  - Having a vision vs. managing change. 
  - Having tools vs. not knowing how to use them.  
Proactive/ Reactive - Quick evolution vs. short time.  
- Flexible vs. fixed project teams.    
- Proactive vs. reactive.  Hierarchy/ Flat Structure 
- Flexible vs. following guidelines.  - Flat vs. pyramid structure.  
  - Partnership vs. employee owned.  
Work/ Life Balance - Communication vs. collaboration (public/ private).  
- Fun vs. serious.    
- Work vs. family.    
- Free time vs. profitability.    

Group 2 Themes 
Focus/ Unfocus  Worker Empowerment/ Management 
- High leveled vs. detailed - Learning vs. overcommitting/ overloading.  
- Process Oriented vs. Flexible.  - Management vs. production.  
  - Project oversight vs. worker empowerment.  

Work/ Life 
- Growth opportunities vs. playing to existing 
strengths.  

- Trusting vs. expecting the worst.    
- Mental well-being vs. work obligations. Direct/ Indirect 
- Compensation vs. worker responsibility.  - Fun projects vs. base projects.  
  - Time sensitive vs. room to explore/ design.  
Innovation/ Tradition - Innovation(direct) vs. budget (indirect). 
- Open vs. closed.  - Education & training vs. billable hours.  
- Flat vs. hierarchy.    
- Ahead vs. behind.    
- Beacon vs. noise.   
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Appendix J: Implementation Planning Methods 

Min Specs 

(The Supporting Teacher Effectiveness Program, 2016). 
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Vision Statement Refresh Exercise 
 
Letter from the Future (SessionLab, 2019). 
 
 Teams that fail to develop a shared vision of what they are all about and what they need to do 
suffer later on when team members start implementing the common mandate based on individual 
assumptions. To help teams get started on the right foot, here is a process for creating a shared 
vision. 
 
Goal 
 
Support developing a shared vision 
 
Materials 

• Flipchart (one for each team) 
• 2-3 felt-tipped markers (for each team) 
• Masking tape 

Instructions 

1 Part	1	-	The	Set	Up	

Divide the team into subgroups using any strategy that makes sense to you. Ideally, each group 
should have a minimum of three participants and a maximum of six. Assign each team a working 
area and provide its members with a flipchart and markers. 

Introduce the process by presenting the following content in your own words: 

In a few minutes you will develop a shared vision for your team. If you have ever done visioning 
exercises before, you may find this approach to be different from what you are used to. If you 
have not done visioning exercises before, this should be a relatively painless process for you. 

Before I explain the process, let us spend a few moments thinking about all the likely changes 
that could take place in the world during the next 5 years. 

Ask the group to speculate about changes in different categories such as world processes, 
shopping habits, and communication systems. Invite participants to share their ideas by calling 
out potential changes. 

2 Part	2	-	Letter	Writing	

After 5 minutes of sharing potential futures, inform participants that they are now going to create 
a vision of their teams' future by writing letters back from the future! 
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Ask each team to think of someone who is with the organization today but who may not be with 
the organization five years from now. Inform the team that it will be writing the letter to this 
person. 

Remind teams that a good letter has an opening, a body, and a close. Write some prompt 
questions such as these on the flipchart: 

• What specifically has the team accomplished? 
• What did it take to reach these accomplishments? 
• What obstacles and barriers did the team have to overcome? How did they overcome 

these barriers? 
• What is the impact of the team's accomplishment for the organization and its customers? 
• What are the team's biggest challenges for the next 5 years? 

Suggesting that the team's letter should address these questions. 

Tell the teams that they will have about 25 minutes to write their letter. Ask the teams to get 
started. 

Monitor the time. Give teams up to 30 minutes, as long as they are working and making 
progress. 

3 Part	3	-	The	Reports	

Announce that it is now time to read the letters. Invite participants to listen to other teams' letters 
and identify significant themes in each letter. 

Choose a team and ask for a volunteer to read the team's letter. After the letter has been read, ask 
other participants to call out the major themes in the letter. Record these themes on a flipchart. 

Now ask the members of the team that wrote the letter to respond to these questions: 

• Were you surprised by any of the themes that the others identified? 
• Did the others miss any of the themes that you wished to communicate? 

Give a round of applause to the team. Ask other teams to take turns to read their letter. Repeat 
the same process. 

4 Part	4	-	Follow	Up	

Facilitate a dialogue around the common themes and integrate them into a shared vision for the 
future. 

Ask participants to prioritize different themes in terms of their importance to the team's future. 
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Ask participants to identify specific and realistic themes and convert them into goals. 

Finally, conduct a discussion of suitable strategies for translating the common vision into reality. 
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Appendix K – Theming Categories/ Sub-Categories 

 
 

Note : The perspectives related to each of these themes were separated, leading to the generation 

of findings both in terms of areas of strength to build upon, and areas where there was 

opportunity for growth.   

 


