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Abstract 

Most research work on loosely coupled systems has focused on large corporations. 

However, little is known about the strategies and practices required to operate a start-

up as a loosely coupled system in such a way that the company’s original paradigms 

persist as the company grows into a mid-sized one. This research is a qualitative 

study using grounded theory to explain how a strong central culture can be created 

and maintained over time in a for-profit company that is geographically dispersed and 

that has with little centralized decision-making power. This study examines the best 

way to design and build a loosely coupled for-profit start-up company so that it 

performs at a high level, grows rapidly and sustainably, and remains agile, high 

performing, and people centric as it grows. Findings suggest that five key factors 

enable loosely coupled for-profit start-up companies to thrive: (1) a culture of 

empowerment, (2) promotion and development, (3) management by context, (4) 

autonomy and responsibility, and (5) alignment of values.  

 

Keywords: empowerment, high-performing companies, IT start-ups, organizational 

culture, company values, loosely coupled systems, career path  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
The starting point for this dissertation was my experience as founder, owner, and 

CEO of a growing ecosystem of software development companies. I own Blue Trail 

Software SP2 and Venus Software International, both California corporations focused 

on business development. Blue Trail Software SA de CV in Mexico, Blue Trail 

Software Cisplatina in Uruguay, and BTS Austral in Argentina are all companies 

focused on producing high-quality software; and Blue Trail Software Holding is a 

California company that serves as the interface between the business development 

companies and the software production companies. My goal is to create conditions 

that will enable this business ecosystem to grow and flourish, while remaining people 

centric, agile, and organized as a loosely coupled system. My research question in this 

study was, “What is the best way to design and build a loosely coupled for-profit 

start-up company so that it performs at a high level, grows rapidly and sustainably, 

and remains agile, high performing, and people centric as it grows?” 

Background 
I am not alone. Many company founders are contemplating novel business models for 

their companies. Unfortunately, since there is not much literature available on novel 

business models, founders adopt a rather traditional model for their companies. Some 

of the startups of today will become the giant corporations of tomorrow, and because 

of their traditional business models, some of these giant corporations, like those of 

today, will prove to be an ideal environment for large-scale white-collar crime, as 
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pointed out by Berger (2011), who studied some highly publicized cases of corporate 

crimes recently observed in industry leaders like Enron, Microsoft, Haliburton, and 

Goldman Sachs.  

 

If we want to avoid these corporate wrongdoings in the future, we must now start 

using business models that do not yield to the very same corporate abuses. Albert 

Einstein once said, “We can't solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we 

used when we created them.” 

 

Researchers generally agree that loosely coupled systems offer many advantages. In 

his seminal work on loosely coupled systems, Weick (1976) mentioned seven of 

them, which can be summarized as follows: high resilience, sensitive sensing 

mechanism, high adaptation capabilities, ability to retain a greater number of 

mutations and novel solutions, ability to seal off the system from the potential 

collapse of an element, more room for self-determination by the actors, and finally 

their relatively inexpensive costs to run.  

 

While loosely coupled systems offer significant advantages, they also pose some 

challenges, the main one being how to hold together the various systems, or as 

expressed by Weick (1976): 

The research question then becomes, how does it happen that loosely-
coupled events which remain loosely-coupled are institutionally held 
together in one organization which retains few controls over central 
activities? Stated differently, how does it happen that someone can 
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take a series of loosely-coupled events, assemble them into an 
organization of loosely-coupled systems, and the events remain both 
loosely-coupled but the organization itself survives? (p. 14) 

 

Corporate core values were originally considered the glue between the elements of a 

system (Weick, 1976), but more recent studies have started to question this statement, 

suggesting that other agents such as communities of practice (Spender & Grinyer, 

1995) or the role of management (Limerick, 1990) are what hold elements of a 

system together. In this study, I looked at the agents that hold the various pieces 

together in my own companies. 

	  

Another limitation is that a vast majority of the articles published on loosely coupled 

systems, including the original work by Weick (1976), focus on large, established 

organisms, mostly in education and healthcare. What is missing is research on what 

holds systems together during the emergence of a business ecosystem, at a time when 

companies have not accumulated much history or many artifacts. 

Summary of Research Design and Results 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover how to design and build a 

loosely coupled for-profit start-up company so that it performs at a high level, grows 

rapidly and sustainably, and remains agile, high performing, and people centric as it 

grows. To accomplish this purpose, I conducted a comparative case study of my 

companies and two other companies, Netflix and Kudos. I collected my data via 

individual interviews, appreciative inquiry summits (Ludema, Whitney, Mohr, & 
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Griffin, 2003), participant observation (Spradley, 1980), and company websites. I 

analyzed the data using the open, axial, and selective coding conventions of grounded 

theory (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2008), and identified five key factors that 

enable loosely coupled for-profit start-up companies to thrive: (1) a culture of 

empowerment, (2) promotion and development, (3) management by context, (4) 

autonomy and responsibility, and (5) alignment of values.  

 

A culture of empowerment means that employees are allowed to grow in the direction 

they choose, with the continuous support of their management, and that error is part 

of the learning process. In addition, in an empowerment culture it is a duty of 

management to help open new horizons for their employees.  

 

Promotion and development means that employees are considered the main asset of 

the company. The requirements of promotion and development are that companies 

invest in their employees by choosing only clients and projects that match their core 

target market; organize on a project-basis to maximize teamwork, peer-to-peer 

communication, and management of continuous change; provide continuous training 

to stay ahead of industry trends; give employees freedom to choose how they want to 

grow in the company; and allow employees to acknowledge and reward their peers 

directly in order to promote a culture of responsibility and empowerment.   
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Management by context means that managers are enabled to figure out how to get 

great outcomes by creating the appropriate context, rather than by trying to control 

people. This requires that the company provide guidelines, not rules or policies; 

clearly define objectives and stakeholders, not assume all team members understand 

them; use metrics to measure performance of people and projects; and promote 

transparency by creating a culture where error and failure are not punished but are 

open to questioning and improvement through systematic post-mortem analyses on 

successful and unsuccessful projects.  

 

Autonomy and responsibility mean that employees are given as much autonomy as 

possible within their span of responsibility. This requires the company to reward 

outstanding employees with increased freedom; give each employee voice by 

providing them direct and permanent access to the executive management and 

redesigning the organization when this is no longer the case; and let employees 

decide how they want to organize their work, provided they meet objectives and do 

not erode the company’s culture and organization. 

 

Alignment of values means building an organizational culture based on 

empowerment, freedom, and responsibility. It requires that the company hire and fire 

for culture fit; train and reward employees for promoting the company culture with 

customers; facilitate strong peer-to-peer communication, bottom-up communication 

and top-down communication; support social activities (get-together times, birthday 
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parties, etc.) to build trust and camaraderie; delegate decision-making to line 

employees; and make sure all dispersed units/countries are treated equitably and 

fairly.  

Overview of the Contents of the Dissertation 
In the next chapter, I provide a literature review focusing on seminal works in the 

areas of loosely coupled systems and business ecosystems. In chapter 3, I provide a 

detailed explanation of my research design and methods. In chapter 4, I present my 

findings and elaborate a model of companies as places of empowerment. In chapter 4, 

I offer a model and explain how these five factors, when working together, create 

companies as places of empowerment. In chapter 5, I link the findings of chapter 4 to 

research. Chapter 6 offers some implications for practice; and finally, chapter 7 

concludes the study by listing some possibilities for future studies. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  
In this chapter, I do three things. First, I explore the literature on business ecosystems 

to show how and why business ecosystems are essential to survive and flourish in 

today’s economy. Second, I propose that most business ecosystems operate as loosely 

coupled systems, and if we want to understand how to make business ecosystems 

work well, we need to understand the dynamics of loosely coupled systems. Third, 

after a brief review of the history, advantages, and dangers of loosely coupled 

systems, I address a question that for decades has remained central in the literature 

and is core to my dissertation research, “How do loosely coupled systems hold 

together?” The answers to this question set the stage for me to go out and study how 

to design and build a loosely coupled company that performs at a high level, grows 

rapidly and sustainably, and remains agile, high performing, and people centric as it 

grows.  

Organizations as Business Ecosystems 
In his book, The Death of Competition, Moore (1996) uses competition to 

demonstrate the validity of the concept of a business ecosystem. According to Moore, 

we are in fact witnessing the end of industry. The presumption that there are distinct, 

immutable industries within which players scramble for supremacy is a tired idea, 

whose time has passed. Traditional boundaries that we have all taken for granted 

throughout our careers are blurring, and in many cases crumbling. Furthermore, the 

rate of economic change is going to continue to be high. Obsolescence and 
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commoditization will not abate. What we need are better tools for business 

development and market creation. In place of industry, Moore (1996) proposes an 

alternative, more appropriate term: business ecosystem. 

 

Companies need to co-evolve with others in the environment, a process that involves 

cooperation as well as conflict. Nobody can depend upon whatever boundaries 

already exist to shield an ecosystem from the thrusts of others. Instead, one must 

create and defend ecosystem boundaries, building them where none exist and shoring 

up those that do. 

 

In an earlier article, “Predators and Prey: A New Ecology of Competition,” Moore 

(1993) models his theory upon the basis of how nature works. He presents a 

framework to operate companies based on the concept of co-evolution, as defined by 

anthropologist Gregory Bateson in Mind and Nature (1979): “a process in which 

changes in species A set the stage for the natural selection of changes in species B 

and vice versa” (p. 227).	  And so the pattern is not simply competition or cooperation, 

but co-evolution. 

 

Moore (1993) defines four stages for business ecosystems: birth, expansion, 

leadership, and self-renewal. Moore argues that understanding business requires more 

than dissecting it into processes through reengineering movements; it requires 

thinking in grander terms (p. 10). According to Moore (1993, p. 10), there are 
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complementary forms of evolution that play vital but grossly underrated roles in both 

biology and business. They encompass the ecological and evolutionary interactions 

that occur across an entire ecosystem, comprising all the organisms of a particular 

habitat as well as the physical environment itself. Leaders who learn to understand 

these dimensions of ecology and evolution will find themselves equipped with a new 

model for devising strategy and critical new options for shaping the future of their 

companies. 

 

Right now, managers think of themselves as managers, companies as companies, and 

the environment in which they compete as their markets or industry. Moore (1996, p. 

25) posits that executives need to think of themselves as part of organisms 

participating in an ecosystem in much the same way that biological organisms 

participate in a biological ecosystem. 

 

Williamson and De Meyer (2012) build on Moore’s (1996) definition of a business 

ecosystem as follows: a network of organizations and individuals that co-evolve their 

capabilities and roles and align their investments so as to create additional value 

and/or to improve efficiency” (pp. 24_25) They claim that the critical question is how 

a company can shape the structure and workings of its business ecosystem to 

simultaneously create and capture value, while minimizing the detrimental effects of 

surrendering hierarchy, vertical integration, and direct control. They offer six keys to 

creating an ecosystem advantage: 
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• Pinpointing the added value, 

• Structuring differentiated partner roles, 

• Stimulating complementary partner investments, 

• Reducing transaction costs, 

• Enabling flexibility and co-learning, and 

• Engineering value capture mechanisms. 

  

Maula (2000) followed a similar logic when she adapted the seminal work on 

autopoeisis by Maturana and Varela (1973) to the world of business. She posits the 

following:  

Firms too can be regarded as autopoietic systems that continuously 
reproduce themselves. This approach helps identify: the “sensory 
function” (“interactive openness”) that enables the continual co-
evolution with the environment; and “memory function” (“self-
referentiality,” “organizational closure”) that enables the firm’s 
effective functioning. The integration of these two functions helps 
utilize the major knowledge flows and facilitates the firm’s continual 
learning and renewal in its changing business environment. Aligning 
the two major knowledge functions and flows with other 
organizational solutions helps build successful and sustainable 
knowledge management solutions that support the firm’s continuous 
renewal. (p. 157) 

 

Figure 1 shows her model of the sensing and memory functions that contribute to a 

firm’s living composition. 
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Source: Adapted from Maula, 2006, p. 5. 

Figure 1. The Living Composition: The Two Major Knowledge Flows Generated 
by Strategic Components 

 

 

Sensing means that the organization co-evolves, interacts, and coordinates its 

activities with its changing environment. Memory means that the organization 

“understands itself” and has access to its own accumulated knowledge (Maula, 2006). 

 

According to Maula (2006), the main propositions implicit in the living composition 

model are: 

• The evolution capability of a living organization is derived from the functioning 

of its living composition, and 

• A successful organization is likely to have found ways to utilize the complexity 

phenomena of self-organization and emergence through its living composition. 
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This approach bears a very powerful and agnostic definition of sustainability. 

Sustainability comes from the alignment of the sensing and memory functions; this 

alignment creates a state of equilibrium between a company and its environment 

(stakeholders at large) that supports the company’s continuous renewal.  

 

I see many advantages to this approach, but possibly the biggest one is that a truly 

sustainable organization is extremely resilient in the sense that it constantly seeks 

feedback from its environment and knows or learns how to adjust its behavior to 

stimuli changes. A company that can no longer adapt to its external stimuli has to 

disappear; it is a law of nature. By the same token, a company that outgrows its own 

eco-system becomes an aberration, as it creates an imbalance with its ecosystem at 

large. And this phenomenon applies to each stakeholder. If a stakeholder reaches a 

level of power or size that causes an imbalance in the whole eco-system, it endangers 

the entire ecosystem, and most of the other constituents of the ecosystem might not be 

able to adjust to the stimuli of the environment anymore. An ideal eco-system is one 

where there are no significant imbalances between the strongest stakeholders and the 

weakest ones.  

Organizations as Loosely Coupled Systems 
The concept of loosely coupled systems emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. Pioneers of 

the field (Glassman, 1973; March & Olsen, 1975) stated that, “loose coupling is 

present when systems have either few variables in common or when the variables 

they have in common are weak” (Glassman, 1973, p. 73). The early studies focused 
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on living systems and rapidly extended to other fields, one of the most notable ones 

for me being software development, where loosely coupled systems are recognized as 

an efficient way to develop applications using the object oriented programming 

paradigm (Yourdon & Constantine, 1979).  

 

Orton and Weick (1990) define the following possible levels of coupling for systems 

or elements of systems: 

If there is neither responsiveness nor distinctiveness, the system is not 
really a system, and it can be defined as a non-coupled system. If there 
is responsiveness without distinctiveness, the system is tightly 
coupled. If there is distinctiveness without responsiveness, the system 
is decoupled. If there is both distinctiveness and responsiveness, the 
system is loosely-coupled. This general image is described here as the 
dialectical interpretation of loose coupling. The image that more 
commonly does emerge from uses of the loose coupling concept is 
much simpler. Loose coupling is typically portrayed as the endpoint of 
a scale that extends from tightly coupled to loosely-coupled. Tightly 
coupled systems are portrayed as having responsive components that 
do not act independently, whereas loosely-coupled systems are 
portrayed as having independent components that do not act 
responsively. This image is described here as the unidimensional 
interpretation of loose coupling. (p. 205) 

 

A major breakthrough happened in 1976 when Weick published his seminal paper, 

using educational organizations as his case in point. Weick (1976) defined a loosely 

coupled system as one in which elements are responsive but retain evidence of 

separateness and identity. In this article, Weick (1976, pp. 6–9) enriched Glassman’s 

(1973) list of advantages of a loosely coupled system: 
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1. The first is that it allows some portions of a system to persist; in fact, it lowers 

the probability that the whole system will be impacted, should a little change 

occur in the environment. 

2. The second is that it may provide a sensitive sensing mechanism. In other 

words, loosely coupled systems preserve many independent sensing elements 

that know their microenvironment better than tightly coupled systems could 

possibly know. 

3. As loosely coupled systems provide a sensitive sensing mechanism, they are 

good for localized adaptation, which is seen here as the antithesis of 

standardization. 

4. Loosely coupled systems can potentially retain a greater number of mutations 

and novel solutions; in fact, their adaptability to changes in their environment 

should be higher and better tailored to the change itself. 

5. If a breakdown occurs somewhere in the whole system, then this breakdown 

should remain sealed off and not affect other portions of the organization, a 

major advantage of loosely coupled systems. 

6. A loosely coupled system offers more room for self-determination by the 

actors, as they are more closely identified with the sensing element that will 

have to adapt to a change in the environment.  

7. Loosely coupled systems are relatively inexpensive to run because it takes 

time and money to coordinate people. 
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Despite their many advantages, loosely coupled systems are not without their 

dangers. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) explore how loose coupling in school 

organizations serves the purpose of misrecognition and social reproduction. They 

suggest that education does not provide a reliable ladder of opportunity for most poor 

and ethnic minority groups, although it is to the advantage of both the dominant 

groups of society and educators to perpetuate a strong belief in the legitimacy of 

schools as institutions that facilitate upward mobility, while in fact they do not. 

Even worse, Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue further that educational systems 

perform two fundamental functions: (1) they reproduce the dominant culture, and (2) 

they reproduce the power relations between the groups or classes that comprise 

society. 

 

Among the reasons for this failure, the main one seems to be that a loosely coupled 

organization allows a large number of idiosyncratic teaching styles to coexist, but the 

loose structure also inhibits the diffusion of practices that may be more effective. 

Dysfunctional and ineffective components can be easily isolated to minimize any 

negative influence on the rest of the system. But the weak influence works in both 

directions, and the defective components are more likely to be ignored than to be 

remedied (Weick, 1976). 

 

In 1982, Weick updated his definition as follows: “loose coupling occurs when 

elements affect each other suddenly rather than continuously, occasionally rather than 
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constantly, negligibly rather than significantly, and eventually rather than 

immediately” (cited in Bowman & Ambrosini, 2007, p. 364). 

 

In 1990, Orton and Weick stated that because the concept of loosely coupled systems 

had been underspecified, its use had generated controversy, and thus they offered a 

reconceptualization of the concept. On the surface, these under-specifications and the 

contradictions they have created may seem like social science run amok. However, as 

Levine (1985) argued, underspecified formulations often serve as a vehicle through 

which investigators can work on difficult conceptual problems. 

 

In studying approximately 300 works that invoked the concept of loose coupling, 

Orton and Weick (1990) identified five relatively distinct “voices”: causation, 

typology, effects, compensations, and organizational outcomes. Below is a 

description of each of these five voices: 

• Causation. This causation-seeking voice is structured around three recurring 

explanations for what causes loose coupling: causal indeterminacy, fragmentation 

of the external environment, and fragmentation of the internal environment. 

• Typology. According to Orton and Weick (1990), there are eight major types of 

loose coupling: among individuals, among subunits, among organizations, 

between hierarchical levels, between organizations and environments, among 

ideas, between activities, and between intentions and actions. 
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• Effects. Researchers who use the voice of direct effects are the strongest 

advocates of loose coupling as a management strategy. The voice's theme is, 

"loose coupling has specific effects and the effects are desirable." The three most 

frequently recurring direct effects are modularity, requisite variety, and discretion.  

• Compensations. The three most frequently recurring managerial strategies are 

enhanced leadership, focused effort, and shared values. The third voice (shared 

values) constitutes Orton and Weick’s (1990) answer to the question, “What holds 

loosely coupled systems together?” According to them: 

Shared values are especially crucial because they often constitute the 
sole remaining basis that holds together a loosely-coupled system. If 
organizations are determinate means-ends structures for attaining 
preferred outcomes, and if loose coupling is produced by uncertainties 
about these means-ends structures (Thompson, 1967, p. 134), then 
agreement about preferences is the only source of order that is left. (p. 
212) 

 
• Organizational Outcomes. Researchers who use the voice of organizational 

outcomes try to predict and measure the effects that loose coupling have on the 

performance of organizations. Because of the causal distance between loose 

coupling and organizational outcomes, the voice of organizational outcomes 

requires the consideration of more independent variables than does the voice of 

direct effects. The outcome voice focuses on five organizational outcomes: 

persistence, buffering, adaptability, satisfaction, and effectiveness.  

 

Figure 2 illustrates the loose coupling theory as reconceptualized by Orson and Weick 

in 1990. 
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Source: From Orton and Weick, 1990, p. 217. 

Figure 2. The Loose Coupling Theory as Reconceptualized by Orson and Weick  
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While all the above-mentioned perspectives are certainly very valid and valuable, the 

main question attached to loosely coupled systems from the beginning has been, 

“What holds them together?” How does it happen that loosely coupled events that  

remain loosely coupled are institutionally held together in one organization that 

retains few controls over central activities? Stated differently, how does it happen that 

someone can take a series of loosely coupled events, assemble them into an 

organization of loosely coupled systems, and the events remain loosely coupled but 

the organization itself survives? 

What Holds a Loosely Coupled System Together? 
In reviewing the literature, I found seven main explanations for how and why loosely 

coupled systems hold together: persistence, shared values, orchestration, management 

of meaning, top management, change processes, and a lead system. Here I present a 

discussion of each of them. 

Persistence 
In their reconceptualization of the concept of loosely coupled system, Orson and 

Weick (1990, p. 213) define persistence, as a general term referring to stability, 

resistance to change, and continued operation, which is discussed frequently as an 

organizational outcome of loose coupling.  

 

Glassman (1973) studied the relation between persistence and loose coupling in living 

systems. He posits that persistence is allowed in loosely coupled systems by the low 

degree of integration between the various sub-systems. As a result, a local 
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perturbation is likely to remain limited to a sub-system and therefore ignored 

elsewhere in the system. In a tightly coupled system instead, a perturbation in any 

variable would require readjustment of all of the other variables of the system. As 

Glassman (1973) explains,  

The degree of coupling, or interaction, between two systems depends 
on the activity of the variables which they share. To the extent that two 
systems either have few variables in common or if the common 
variables are weak compared to other variables which influence the 
system, they are independent of each other. It is convenient to speak of 
such a situation as one of loose coupling and also to note that insofar 
as one system, A, is independent of another, B, we may speak of the 
persistence of the behavior of A in the face of the behavior of B.  
	  

Speaking in these terms helps to direct attention to the fact that the 
stability of systems may be due not only to immediate compensation 
for imposed input but also sometimes to lack of communication. 
Again, Ashhy’s model includes consideration, in general, of the 
necessity for independence of some parts of a system. In the fully 
joined system (Ashby, 1960, p. 148 ff.) a perturbation in any one 
variable would require readjustment of all of the other variables of the 
system.  
	  

In any complex system, there are so many variables that readaptation 
would then be astronomically improbable. A system whose parts are 
less richly interconnected, one with independence or temporary 
independence between parts, forms local stabilities which ignore 
limited perturbations elsewhere in the system. (p. 85) 

Shared values 
Weick’s (1976) seminal article on loosely coupled systems focused principally on the 

concept of coupling in education, its potential functions and dysfunctions, and the 

possible methodologies to study loosely coupled systems. In this article, Weick twice 

posed the question about the integrity of a loosely coupled system, first briefly 
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formulated: “This leaves one with the question what does hold an educational 

organization together?” And later in the article in a more elaborated form, 

The research question then becomes, how does it happen that loosely-
coupled events which remain loosely-coupled are institutionally held 
together in one organization which retains few controls over central 
activities? Stated differently, how does it happen that someone can 
take a series of loosely-coupled events, assemble them into an 
organization of loosely-coupled systems, and the events remain both 
loosely-coupled but the organization itself survives? (p. 14) 

 

While these were critical questions to Weick, his purpose was not to address them, 

but rather to demonstrate that educational organizations are most usefully viewed as 

loosely coupled systems. 

 

In their reconceptualization of the theory, Orton and Weick (1990) focused on 

clarifying the definition of loosely coupled systems. They did not address directly the 

question of integrity of the system (what holds them together) but provided only an 

oblique insight: “Shared	  values	  are	  especially	  crucial	  because	  they	  often	  constitute	  the	  

sole	  remaining	  basis	  that	  holds	  together	  a	  loosely-‐coupled	  system”	  (p.	  212).	   

Orchestration 
Brown, Durchslag, and Hagel III (2002) studied companies that successfully swapped 

their tightly coupled processes for loosely coupled ones. According to them, 

Companies have to become to some degree process orchestrators. 
Managing their processes more loosely would permit them to unlock 
the full value of specialization for themselves and their partners and to 
gain flexibility’s more strategic value, including the ability not only to 
make operational changes quickly but also to sculpt customer 
offerings. (p. 60) 
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Brown, Durchslag, and Hagel III (2002) posit that organizations that successfully 

want to become loosely coupled need to unbundle their various processes, a process 

that might cause havoc unless organizations become orchestrators of their various 

processes. The authors elaborate, giving examples of companies that have 

transformed themselves as orchestrators, either entirely or for a part of their activity. 

These companies have observed significant gains in efficiency through the 

specialization of some of their subsystems.  

 

The power of loosely coupled processes lies in their ability to optimize the value of 

specialization and to avoid the compromises inevitable with tightly coupled 

processes. Partners in tightly coupled processes may be very good at some activities 

but cannot be best of breed at everything they are called on to do. Loosely coupled 

specialists can, and they are also more likely to, innovate because they focus on their 

distinctive capabilities and shed those activities that are better performed by others.  

The essential point is that specialists have strong incentives to innovate and to 

perform well within the network. All of this suggests that process networks are 

playing a very different numbers game. Instead of limiting the number of partners, 

executives learn that the network's value to customers and participants increases as 

the number of participants grows. The more providers the network includes, the more 

opportunity each has to specialize.  
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Orchestrators, like suppliers, specialize. Their role in the network requires distinct 

skills: they must be adroit at recruiting the right providers, configuring the right 

modules, and overseeing the performance of the network. Their ability to do so 

begins and ends with a deep knowledge of the network's operations.  

Management, not technology, is the key to unlocking the values in processes. 

Technology can improve communication between business partners but does not 

fundamentally change how they use these processes. 

Table 1. Tight Coupling vs. Loose Coupling Processes 
	  

Source: From Brown et al., 2006, p. 66. 

 

Orchestration is what holds together loosely coupled business processes. Brown et al. 

(2006, p. 65) list the seven roles of orchestrators: 

1. They recruit participants into the process network. 

2. They structure appropriate incentives for participants and encourage 

increasing specialization over time. 

 Tightly Coupled Processes Loosely Coupled Processes 

Roles Controller 
All-purpose operator 
Bundler 

Orchestrator  
Increasingly specialized operator  
Unbundler  

Rules Management of micro-activities  
Instructions (push) 
Full information transparency 

Management of micro-entities  
Incentives (push)  
Selective information visibility 

Renewal Infrequent benchmarking  
Periodic reengineering 
Based on effects of experience 	  

Continuous benchmarking 
Dynamic reconfiguring  
Based on increasing returns from network 
expansion, specialization 
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3. They define standards for communication and coordination.  

4. They dynamically create tailored business processes—involving multiple 

service providers—to meet customer needs. 

5. They assume ultimate responsibility for end product(s). 

6. They develop and manage performance feedback loops to facilitate learning.  

7. They cultivate deep understanding of processes and practices to improve 

quality, speed, and cost-competitiveness of network continually. 

Management of meaning 
Limerick (1990) studied Australian business and government organizations to 

understand the organizational changes that occurred during the 1980s. He highlights 

two major changes: emergence of loosely coupled organizations and collaborative 

individualism. These changes yield new managerial priorities. CEOs of loosely 

coupled organizations face two major interrelated challenges to hold their 

organization together: the management of identity and the management of corporate 

culture. Limerick (1990) calls the combination of them the management of meaning. 

Loosely coupled organizations have three key characteristics. They 
have (1) smaller, autonomous units that are (2) innovative, proactive, 
and market-oriented, and (3) led by a lean corporate headquarters. One 
CEO expressed the views of most in our survey when he argued, "You 
have to be decentralized; the more we can create cells of people with a 
lot of autonomous delegated authority, the more successful we are." 
Those cells have to be customer-oriented, with "a determination to be 
in control of the environment instead of being pushed around by it," 
according to the CEO. Although they are smaller units, the cells are 
dedicated to specified market niches and are able to focus on 
"controlling" or, more realistically, influencing the environments of 
those niches. 
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To ensure autonomy and responsibility for action, loosely coupled 
organizations have to keep corporate headquarters very small. In many 
cases, widespread decimation of central staff positions may be needed.  
 
The problem with loose coupling and individualism is that they 
represent a centrifugal force that can endanger the survival of the 
whole. (p. 23) 

Top management’s role 
Spender and Grinyer (1995) take on the work of the major contributors to loosely 

coupled systems (March, Simon, Weick, and Orton) and focus on the role of the top 

management, which they claim has been under evaluated. The central claim of the 

authors is that shared values, as defined by Orton and Weick (1990), are too weak a 

concept to hold a loosely coupled system together. Thus, the authors suggest instead 

focusing on the cohesive functions of behavior and on top management’s role in 

shaping the loosely couple organization’s patterns of practice. 

 

First, to use the concept of loose coupling, the researcher must switch from a 

deterministic framework to a dialectic one. In addition, and citing Thompson (1967), 

organizations are both close determinate systems searching for certainties, and open 

systems of practice expecting and coping with uncertainty. In other words, loose 

systems allow theorists to accept and cope with contradictions at every location, and 

this contradiction in terms will exist unless there is a dialectic between the whole and 

the parts. Having stated this, the original question still stands: What holds loosely 

coupled systems together? The major argument against Orton and Weick’s view of 

shared values as the possible glue is that it would require shared values to come first; 
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that is to say, that a system cannot exist until values are shared, which therefore begs 

the question of how the system ever came into being.  

 

Spender and Grinver (1995) make an interesting point here. It has been my 

observation indeed that our shared values came into existence way after the system 

itself, confirming the fact that we were able to operate a loosely coupled system 

whose components held together without ever having first formally agreed on any 

shared values. 

 

This apparent contradiction is solved in part by looking at Spender and Grinyer’s 

(1995) concept of collective practice (or communities of practice), which is a 

dialectic between a formal structure and its activity. The activity develops to 

contextualize the formal structure into an historical and social context. Thus, Brown 

and Duguid’s concept of community of practice is the true dialectical partner to 

Weick’s loosely coupled system, which looks much more cognitive, in comparison. 

Weick and Roberts (1993) argued that loosely coupled systems develop from mindful 

interrelating, while much collective practice is “mindless” and tacit.  

 

If we accept with the authors that practice shapes cognition, we see how communities 

of practice emerge, and as Brown and Duguid (1991) posited, how such communities 

are not designed but are emergent. The role of top management is to detect and 

support the emerging practices, which then becomes purposive only because top 
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management is able to shape and direct those practices towards known organizational 

objectives. 

 

Thus, in opposition to Orton and Weick’s (1990) model of shared values, we now 

have a different model where a loosely coupled system would in fact originate with 

nothing more than an evolved system of practice, which would eventually develop 

into a loosely coupled system as the members’ cognitions are shaped by those 

practices, and institutionalized and adopted as a taken-for-granted rationality. To 

summarize this part, the role of the top management is to shape and make purposive 

emerging patterns of action.  

Change process 
Seshadri  (2007) examines why interdisciplinary teams in an academic medical center 

(AMC) struggled to increase the efficiency of their care delivery. The study is 

mentioned in this paper because its authors claim that the dynamics in an AMC are 

modeled as a loosely coupled system. Although their findings are directly related to 

the nature and size of the AMC and might not apply to much outside of this sphere, 

nevertheless some of their suggestions make sense when applied to any loosely 

coupled organization, irrespective of size and industry.  
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Figure 3. Reinterpreting Interpretation in a Change Process 
 

The main suggestion of the authors pertains to the change process, articulated after 

the work of Thomas, Clark, and Gioia (1993), who created a model to explain how 

change is linked to organizational performance (see Figure 3). This model has four 

components: scanning, interpretation, action, and performance. Seshadri (2007) 

focuses on the interpretation phase and defines it as a way of “structuring the 

unknown.” The role of sensemaking in this structuring is to shed light on how 

organizational actors construct what they choose to construct, why they choose these 
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constructs, and what the effects of their choices are. In explaining this process, the 

authors leverage the work of Donnellon, Gray, and Bougon (1986) to introduce the 

concept of equifinal meaning, which allows for organizational action to move forward 

despite differences in interpretation:  

Equifinal meanings, then, are interpretations that are dissimilar but that 
have similar behavioral implications. When organized action follows 
the expression of such dissimilar interpretations, we refer to these 
interpretations as equifinal meanings. That is, organization members 
may have different reasons for undertaking the action and different 
interpretations of the action’s potential outcomes, but they nonetheless 
act in an organized manner. (Seshadri 2007, p. 44)  

 

If sufficient unfreezing has occurred in the environment (Lewin, 1951), then the team 

members are ready to discuss their positions, Seshadri (2007) suggests that this 

discussion is, in reality, “a set of iterations of the sensemaking/arbitrage dyad until 

equifinal meaning is achieved and the team is ready to take an action” (p. 46). The 

framework provided by Piderit (2000) helps us to recognize that this apparent 

instinctive reaction is, in reality, a complex process that is resolved along three axes: 

cognitive, emotional, and intentional. 

A lead system 
Williamson and De Meyer (2012) concur with Moore in affirming that single, 

vertically organized firms are no longer the most appropriate way to meeting twenty-

first century market needs. Like Moore, they suggest that, given the rapidly changing 

competitive environment, leveraging a network of specialized partners, called 

complementors by Brandenburger and Nabeluff (1997), helps solve the dilemma of 
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delivering complex solutions demanded by customers while maintaining corporate 

focus.  

 

Williamson and De Meyer focus on a particular instance of business ecosystems, the 

ones with a platform owner, as Gawer and Henderson (2007) call it. The role of this 

platform owner is to provide both central strategy and processes aimed at maintaining 

consistency between the elements of the ecosystem. Examples abound for this kind of 

business ecosystem; just to name a few, Apple and its ecosystem of developers of 

applications for its iPhone and iPad devices; Microsoft with its Windows operating 

system and application developers; Intel and the personal computer industry; and 

Google, with the various handset manufacturers and application developers for its 

Android operating system. 

 

Williamson and De Meyer (2012) use the expression lead firm instead of platform 

owner. They explain, 

A lead firm catalyzes the emergence and subsequent development of a 
whole ecosystem. The lead firm is defined by how it uses smart power 
to play an active role in stimulating and shaping the business 
ecosystem around it, rather than because it is the largest or most 
resource-rich participant. By taking a strategic approach that actively 
promotes and guides the development of the business ecosystem, the 
lead firm enhances its own competitive advantage and ability to 
capture value. (p. 25)  
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Summary 
Loosely coupled systems offer many advantages for building business ecosystems 

that can thrive in today’s dynamic economy. They lower the probability that the 

whole system will be impacted when change occurs in the environment; preserve 

many independent sensing elements that know their microenvironments; support 

localized adaptation; generate a greater number of mutations and novel solutions; 

buffer the whole system from breakdowns in parts of the system; offer more room for 

self-determination; and are inexpensive to run because they require less time and 

money to coordinate people (Weick, 1975).  

 

However, the perennial question remains: “How do loosely coupled systems hold 

together?” Various authors provide different answers: persistence, shared values, 

orchestration, management of meaning, top management, change processes, and a 

lead system. In the remainder of this dissertation, I explain which of these answers 

holds true in my organization and in Netflix and Kudos. I further explore how to 

design and build a loosely coupled company that performs at a high level, grows 

rapidly and sustainably, and remains agile, high performing, and people centric as it 

grows. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
The purpose of this dissertation was to discover how to design and build a loosely 

coupled for-profit start-up company so that it performs at a high level, grows rapidly 

and sustainably, and remains agile, high performing, and people centric as it grows. 

To accomplish this purpose, I conducted a qualitative study of my companies and two 

other companies, Netflix, and Kudos. I collected my data via individual interviews, 

appreciative inquiry summits (Ludema et al., 2003), participant observation 

(Spradley, 1980), and company websites. I analyzed the data using the open, axial, 

and selective coding conventions of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). 

 

In this chapter, I begin by providing the research context, including a description of 

the companies studied and key issues related to the IT industry. Next, I explain my 

research design, underlying constructivist assumptions, comparative case study 

methodology, and use of grounded theory procedures to analyze my data. I conclude 

the chapter by showing how I arrived at the findings that I present in chapter 4.  

Study Context 
The purpose of this study was to understand how a strong central culture can be 

created and maintained in a for-profit company that is geographically dispersed and 

that has little centralized decision-making power. As the co-founder and owner of a 

for-profit organization, I had some intuitions about how this could be accomplished. 
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Thus, I started this research project because I wanted to examine those intuitions by 

investigating what my company’s perception was, as evidenced by its other major 

stakeholders (mostly employees), and compare that with the perceptions of other 

loosely coupled companies (Netflix, and Kudos), thereby either validating or 

invalidating these intuitions and augment them with the findings of this study. My 

final goal was to elaborate, as best as possible, a theory, or at minimum a series of 

guidelines, that would answer my research question. 

The main company studied 
The main firm studied here is a series of software development companies organized 

as a business ecosystem, namely, 

• Blue Trail Software SP2 and Venus Software International, two California 

corporations that focus solely on business development. 

• Blue Trail Software SA de CV, a Mexico corporation; Blue Trail Software 

Cisplatina, a Uruguay corporation; Blue Trail Studio, a California company; and 

BTS Austral, an Argentine corporation—four companies that focus exclusively on 

producing high-quality software. 

• Blue Trail Software Holding, a California company that serves as the interface 

between the business development companies and the ones focused on producing 

software. The holding company is also in charge of the global commercial 

endeavors. 
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My mid-term business objective is to create an ecosystem of business development 

companies that will eventually cover the U.S. territory. The first two business 

development companies created in the U.S. serve as a proof-of-concept to refine the 

business model. The software production companies are being organized to face an 

accelerated demand in the future coming from the business development ecosystem 

through the holding company. If we execute successfully on this business objective, 

the ecosystem will witness a significant growth in its number of employees, which 

could reach the thousands and more. This is why it is now so critical to me and 

management to create the conditions that will enable the company as a whole to grow 

and flourish, while remaining people centric, agile, and organized as a loosely 

coupled system. 

 

And finally, this is what the company says about itself: 

Blue Trail Software SP2 (BTS) is a San Francisco based software 
development company, with production centers in California, 
Argentina, Mexico and Uruguay. The company specializes in creating 
sophisticated WEB solutions, mobile platforms and back-end engines.   
The core objective of BTS is not to become the largest company 
possible, but rather an agile and resilient organization centered on the 
empowerment of its stakeholders (employees, clients, suppliers, local 
environment, etc.). 
The vast majority of BTS clients are sophisticated software companies 
located in the USA, and ranging from small to mid-size organizations 
to industry giants like Hewlett Packard, Symantec, and Samsung.  
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For the remainder of the dissertation, I will use the simple term Blue Trail or BTS 

when referring to the constellation of companies included in the Blue Trail Software 

Holding business ecosystem. 

 

A factor that makes Blue Trail a good candidate for studying loosely coupled system 

is its extreme diversity. While a relatively small company, we are highly dispersed 

geographically, with people living in the San Francisco Bay Area, Tepatitlán de 

Morelos in Mexico, Buenos Aires and Tandil in Argentina, and Montevideo in 

Uruguay. 

 

Creating a unique culture requires us to integrate several dimensions: 

• Geographical dispersion, 

• English and Spanish languages, 

• Multiple cultures; the fact that Spanish is the common language of Mexico, 

Uruguay, and Argentina does not mean the three countries are culturally close, for 

they are actually quite different from each other, and  

• Multiple lifestyles due to the sizes of the cities: from 140,000 inhabitants in 

Tepatitlán to more than 10 million in Buenos Aires. 

 

And finally, the concept of permanent change is familiar to this industry. Technology 

changes constantly and work organization changes regularly as projects start and end. 

The rate of hiring and attrition is high. 
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The IT industry 
Understanding the challenges and opportunities of a software company requires some 

background on the IT industry. By the same token, the conclusions of this study apply 

only “as is” to birds-of-a-feather companies and not to any company from any other 

industry.  

The IT industry at large 
While the ability to manipulate data traces back to the dawn of history, IT became an 

industry in the 1960s when transistorized computers became commercially available 

and accessible to most large corporations. The industry has grown exponentially since 

then, pulled by the fast changes of the hardware industry (computers, networks, etc.), 

an industry whose growth is predicated on Moore’s law (1965), the observation that 

“the number of transistors in a dense integrated circuit doubles approximately every 

two years,” a law that is still valid more than 30 years after it was formulated, an 

eternity in our industry. The growth of the hardware industry creates exponential 

possibilities for accumulating more data and for manipulating and presenting them to 

their intended users, which is mostly what software does. 

Software development 
I am taking the risk of oversimplifying here, but software applications generally 

belong to one of the following three categories, with a profile of software developers 

that matches each category: 

• Large legacy systems. Industry leaders need a workforce to maintain the large 

systems that were developed over the past 20 years. Rewriting these applications 
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using the latest technologies would not make any business and technical sense, as 

it would take years to get to a level of functioning similar to that of the previous 

system, for when the new system would be ready, the technologies used to 

develop it would already be out of fashion. Therefore, engineers maintaining 

these systems use older technologies like C or COBOL. There is little innovation 

on existing systems, and the pace of change is slow and limited. Companies need 

to make sure that a new feature will not disrupt the whole application. The 

engineers in this category form a population generally older by age who entered 

the marketplace when the technologies they use were still mainstream. 

• Limited customization of operating applications. Most companies need 

software applications to operate successfully, but they are generally content with 

commercially available software solutions, like SAP or Sales Force. These 

companies require a relatively limited amount of customized development, often 

not too complex to develop. As IT is not absolutely strategic for them, they will 

pay their IT team accordingly, making the jobs not necessarily compelling to 

many IT developers. 

• New and emerging technologies and applications. And finally, there are the 

tech companies that focus on bringing disruptive technologies to the market. 

These companies want to use the latest techniques and methods to develop their 

platforms. The vast majority of engineers who know these recent technologies are 

young developers, generally in their 20s or early 30s, who are comfortable with 
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continuous and fast-paced change, high pressure at work, and relative job 

instability.  

Shortage of talents 
The idea of a shortage of IT qualified American workers is a highly debatable issue. 

Salzman, Kuehn, and Lowell (2013) demonstrate that there is in fact no overall 

shortage of talents in the IT industry, only a major mismatch between the pool of 

available talents and the jobs that are available.  

 

In the case of BTS, we focus on the third category of applications, and for this 

category, there is a dramatic shortage of talents. Engineers from this category are in 

high demand, as they represent only a narrow niche of the pool of talents available, 

and for this reason, they are generally very well paid and courted by many potential 

employers, which explains the high attrition rate in the industry. The combination of a 

shortage of engineers and a high attrition rate are two of the main problems of 

software companies.  

 

Many software leaders focusing on the third category (e.g., Facebook, Microsoft, and 

Hewlett Packard) have been pushing for more liberal immigration laws. Weismann 

(2013) indicates that companies like Microsoft often claim that America is suffering 

from a shortage of science, math, and computer talent. The solution, they argue, is to 

let employers fill their hiring gaps by importing tens of thousands of educated guest 

workers beyond what the law currently allows. Much as farmers want to bring in field 
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workers from Mexico on short-term visas, software developers desperately want to 

bring in more coders from India. Current immigration legislation grants their wish. 

The annual limit on H1-B visas allows corporations to bring employees with a 

bachelor's degree to the U.S. from overseas for up to six years. Roughly half the guest 

workers who currently arrive through the program come for computer-related jobs. 

 

At BTS, our answer to the shortage we are painfully facing every single day has been 

to develop our internal, continuous training program and to create an internship 

program aimed at attracting and training young talent.  

 

All that can be said for sure is that there is no end in sight to the shortage of talent for 

the third category of applications, as we are only at the dawn of the information age.  

Most of the applications developed so far run on computers, phones, and tablets, but 

in the near future, we will deploy programs on all sorts of things (the Internet of 

Things), first on relatively expensive objects and later on all sorts of cheap objects, 

like pieces of clothes, lamp bulbs (already the case), and one day even on the 

cheapest objects possible (e.g., nails and screws) and even “natural” objects like 

molecules.  

Project-based work and continuous change 
Another key trait of the IT industry is that people generally do not work in isolation. 

A team is assembled at the beginning of a project, its members work together for its 

duration, the team is disbanded at the end of the project, and its members are 
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reassigned to other projects, possibly with other people and in a different role. This is 

part of the job routine, and developers accept these reassignments without problems. 

The changing of teams is facilitated by the fact that the same work methodologies are 

used from one project to another. These methodologies define the work process, such 

as the roles, the communication rules and frequency, and the expected outcome. As a 

result, the concept of continuous change is very familiar to this workforce. 

 

To summarize, we are dealing with a young, highly courted, and highly in-demand 

workforce. Attracting and retaining these people other reasons that we need novel 

business models that can satisfy this type of workforce. 

Other companies that contributed to this study 
This study makes several references to two other technology companies, Netflix and 

Kudos.  

 

Netflix has developed a strong culture built on seven aspects: 1) values, 2) high 

performance, 3) freedom and responsibility, 4) context, not control, 5) highly aligned, 

loosely coupled, 6) pay at top of the market, and 7) promotions and development.  

 

Kudos, a software platform, is designed to bring companies back to those core values 

and key characteristics and qualities that they want to reinforce with their team. 

Kudos’ overall mission is to become the currency of recognition globally so that a 

product like Kudos can be used in any aspect of a person's life to show appreciation 
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for others, whether it is at work, at home, peer-to-peer, business-to-business, 

business-to-consumer, or consumer-to-business.  

	  

I did not do an in-depth data collection for either of these two companies; it would 

have taken too much time in addition to the already sizeable data collection I did for 

BTS.  

 

For Netflix, my input was a 124-slide presentation called “Netflix Culture: Freedom 

and Responsibility.” Originally an internal document only, it was made available to 

the public in 2009 by Netflix’s CEO, Reed Hastings, in part to help Netflix candidates 

understand if Netflix would be a great place for them. To date, this document has 

been viewed over 14 million times and has become a reference in our industry and 

region. It was of great interest to me, as Netflix 1) is organized as a loosely coupled 

system, and 2) is a great promoter of employee autonomy. Furthermore, Netflix 

managed to preserve its organization and culture, although the company has reached a 

relatively large size (2,450 employees for a revenue of $5.5B in 2015) and is publicly 

traded.   

 

Kudos is a smaller company, with around 20 employees based in Calgary, Alberta. 

We use their software platform as our peer-to-peer reward system. I had a 45-minute 

interview with Tom Short, President and co-founder of the company, to get his views 
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on autonomy at work, peer-to-peer rewarding, and core values. I was interested in his 

opinion, as their platform also helps to promote the company’s core values. 

Research Design 
Meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are 

interpreting. A corporation is a social construction and, as such, comprehending it 

requires understanding the views and opinions of the key stakeholders. As a result, 

this paper adopts a constructivist worldview. 

 

Crotty (1998) identified several assumptions in discussing constructivism, namely the 

following three: First, that meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage 

with the world they are interpreting. Accordingly, qualitative researchers tend to use 

open-ended questions so that the participants can share their views. Second, humans 

engage with their world and make sense of it based on their historical and social 

perspectives—in other words, we are all born into a world of meaning bestowed upon 

us by our culture. Thus, qualitative researchers seek to understand the context or 

setting of the participants through visiting the context and gathering information 

personally. They also interpret what they find, an interpretation shaped by the 

researcher’s own experiences and background. And third, the basic generation of 

meaning is always social, arising in and out of interaction with a human community. 

The process of qualitative research is largely inductive, with the researcher/inquirer 

generating meaning from the data collected in the field. 
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Qualitative orientation 
This study uses the qualitative methodology to provide the data and the analytical 

framework needed to answer my research question. I used the definition of qualitative 

research by Creswell (2013): 

Qualitative research begins with the assumptions and the use of 
interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research 
problems addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a 
social or human problem. To study this problem, qualitative 
researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, the 
collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places 
under study, and data analysis that is both inductive and deductive and 
establishes patterns or themes. The final written report or presentation 
includes the voices of participants, and the reflexivity of the 
researcher, a complex description and interpretation of the problem, 
and its contribution to the literature or a call for change. (p. 44) 

 

Creswell (2013) provides some recommendations for the main characteristics of a 

qualitative study. I followed the criteria recommended by LeCompte and Schensul 

(1999) and presented by Creswell (2013): 

• Natural setting. The interviews I did at Blue Trail were 
conducted on-site and during working hours; employees were 
able to answer questions in either English or Spanish, 
whichever was their preferred language. 

• Multiple methods. The data were collected using observation, 
appreciative inquiry summits, personal interviews, and archival 
data.  

• Focuses on participant’s perspectives. Through my 
observation, summits, interviews, and archival data I was 
looking for employees’ perspectives on how to design and 
build a loosely coupled company in a way that allows it to 
remain agile, high performing, and people centric as it grows. I 
was trying to challenge my own assumptions based on their 
perspectives. 

• Involves complex reasoning. Understanding how a strong 
central culture can emerge from a highly diversified, dispersed 
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group of people is not an easy task, and requires a combination 
of inductive and deductive reasoning based on the data and 
existing literature. (p. 46) 

Grounded theory approach 
This qualitative study is based on grounded theory. Creswell (2013, p. 85) lists five 

main characteristics of grounded theory: 

1. The researcher focuses on a process or action. In my case, the process 

started with studying how an organization as a loosely coupled system 

could impact the successful development of complex software applications 

for sophisticated customers. 

2. The researcher seeks in the end to develop a theory of this process or 

action. I carefully followed the process described by Creswell (2013), as I 

did not know beforehand whether the study would reveal a theory or not. 

3. Memoing is used by the researcher to help formulate the process that is 

being observed by the researcher. When I started this research, I did not 

have any theory or framework in mind, but I had some assumptions or 

beliefs regarding loosely coupled systems, culture and values, leadership, 

and management. Memoing helped me compared my findings with my 

original intuitions, which helped me significantly refine them during the 

process. 

4. The primary form of data collection is interviewing, in which the 

researcher is constantly comparing data gleaned from participants with 

ideas about the emerging theory. As described in this dissertation, I used 

appreciative inquiry summits (Ludema et al., 2003), personal interviews 
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(Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Schein, 2013), and observation (Spradley, 1980) as 

sources for the data collection phase. 

5. Data analysis can be structured and follows the pattern of developing open 

categories. I used a combination of Creswell’s (2013) and Charmaz’s 

(2014) approaches to do the data analysis, as described below. 

 

According to Creswell (2013, p. 84), there are two main approaches to grounded 

theory: the systematic procedures of Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) and the 

constructionist approach of Charmaz (2014). I used a combination of the two. 

Philosophically, I resonated with the constructionist approach.  

Charmaz advocates for a social constructivist perspective that includes 
emphasizing diverse local worlds, multiple realities, and the 
complexities of particular worlds, views, and actions. (Creswell, 2013, 
p. 87) 

 

In addition, the social constructivist perspective has a focus on theory development 

that depends on the researcher’s view, learning about the experience within 

embedded, hidden networks, situations, and relationships, and making visible 

hierarchies of power, communication, and opportunity (Creswell, 2013, p. 87). 

Procedurally, I was more in line with Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) and to analyze 

my data I followed their three phases of coding: open, axial, and selective, as 

described by Creswell (2013), “Open coding helps create categories of information, 

axial coding does the interconnection between categories, and selective coding 
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consists of building a story that connects the categories, ending with a discursive set 

of theoretical propositions” (p. 195). 

Memoing 
Both Charmaz (2014) and Strauss and Corbin (1998) stress the importance of 

memoing in conducting grounded theory research, and memoing was an important 

part of my dissertation process. What triggered my initial interest in this study was 

that I could not agree with Orton and Weick (1990) that shared values were the main 

agents that would hold systems together. I would certainly agree that they are a very 

important factor, but not the main one. Alternatives have been suggested by 

researchers since this time, as for example orchestration by Brown et al. (2002), 

management of meaning by Limerick (1989), the role of the top management by 

Spender and Grinyer (1995), and the change process by Seshadri (2007). 

 

I tend to agree with Spender and Grinyerz’s approach (1995): Shared values cannot 

be the glue between systems, as it would require shared values to exist before the 

overall system, which cannot be the case. Spender and Grinyerz suggest instead the 

concept of collective practice, a dialectic between a formal structure and its activity, 

as defined by Brown and Duguid (1991). 

 

In summary, I was presented with the unique opportunity to study a loosely coupled 

system that I knew first-hand, drawing information from its stakeholders, who had a 

vested interest in contributing to my research effort, as it would help streamline our 
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operations and enhance their professional experience. During the study, to determine 

the most important reasons for BTS’s success, I constantly compared the participants’ 

opinions with my own intuitive one that both the company goal and the desire for 

individuals to become more of who they are were in fact the major drivers of our 

success. 

Data collection 
The raw data collection was done using three procedures, as shown in Figure 4:  

• Appreciative inquiry (AI) summits, as described by Ludema et al. (2003), 

• Interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Schein, 2013), and 

• Observation (Spradley, 1980).  

 

Triangulation of data sources increases the robustness of the data collected by 

minimizing information biases (Anand, Gardner, & Morris, 2007). One-on-one 

interviews were a personal experience for BTS employees. Appreciative inquiry 

combined a personal experience, as employees had to answer two questions of their 

choice in front of the audience, and a collective one, as groups formed to address a 

given topic identified earlier during the summit; and finally, observation was more of 

a collective exercise during which I could observe the group’s behavior.  
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Figure 4. The Data Collection Process 

The questions 
My goal for the interviews and AI was to channel the discussion and make sure that it 

would revolve around the research question. The best way to ensure this was to create 

a questionnaire aimed at getting input on the following four themes: 

1. The level of understanding and adoption of our company culture and core 

values,  

2. The perception of what would hold us together as a group or tear us apart as a 

group, 

3. The meaning of empowerment, and 

4. The level of knowledge and comfort about our global organization and 

functioning. 

 

Apprecia-ve	  
Inquiry	  

Observa-on	  Interviews	  

Collective Individual 
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Following Creswell’s recommendation for qualitative studies (2009), most questions 

were open ended. The questionnaire used for the interviews was made up of the 

following questions:  

1. What are we doing that holds us together? 

2. What are we doing that tears us apart? 

3. What are we not doing that would hold us together? 

4. Here is a piece of paper: Can you draw a management chart of the company? 

Can you give me the names of at least five employees from another country? 

5. What are our core values? 

6. Do you know if these core values are for all of us, or for this country only? 

7. Can you describe our company’s decision process?  

8. Have you already visited any other location of the company? If no, would you 

like to spend time working from another location? 

9. If you would notice a problem at work, what would you do? 

10. During the first interview of the recruitment process, we share with our 

candidates the fact that we are very social company, concerned with 

empowering its stakeholders, particularly its employees. At this stage of the 

interview, a significant number of candidates (approximately one out of four) 

declare unambiguously having no interest in joining such a company. Do you 

have any idea why they would take such a stance? 
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11. During each employee meeting, I reinforce the importance of empowering 

people. Can you define employee empowerment? What does it encompass? 

What doesn’t it cover? 

12. Companies like Netflix and Google have implemented some extreme HR 

policies. If you were the CEO of one of these companies, would you 

implement similar policies? Would you trust your employees to stick to the 

rules? What would you do in case you observe an employee transgressing the 

rules? 

13. Do you think the life in the company would be easier with stronger corporate 

management policies? Please elaborate. 

14. Have you ever discussed our company organization with your friends and 

family? If yes, what kind of reactions have you witnessed? 

15. Have you heard of any other company in <country> with a similar 

organization?  

 

During the interviews, employees were asked to answer the 15 questions in sequence. 

During the AI meetings, employees were asked to answer two questions of their 

choice in front of the general audience and groups would elaborate on their answers. 

The questions available during the AI summit were a subset of the questions from the 

interview questionnaire: 

1. What are we doing that holds us together? 

2. What are we doing that tears us apart? 
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3. What are we not doing that would hold us together? 

4.  If you would notice a problem at work, what would you do? 

5. During the first interview of the recruitment process, we share with our 

candidates the fact that we are very social company, concerned with 

empowering its stakeholders, particularly its employees. At this stage of the 

interview, a significant number of candidates (approximately one out of four) 

declare unambiguously having no interest in joining such a company. Do you 

have any idea why they would take such a stance? 

6. During each employee meeting, I reinforce the importance of empowering 

people. Can you define employee empowerment? What does it encompass? 

What doesn’t it cover? 

7. Companies like Netflix and Google have implemented some extreme HR 

policies. If you were the CEO of one of these companies, would you 

implement similar policies? Would you trust your employees to stick to the 

rules? What would you do in case you observe an employee transgressing the 

rules? 

8. Do you think the life in the company would be easier with stronger corporate 

management policies? Please elaborate. 

Interviews 
Respondents were given the option to answer the questions in either English or 

Spanish (their mother tongue). I interviewed 45 people but had to discard some 

interviews, either because of a very poor audio quality that would prevent 
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transcription or in a few cases as the respondents’ English was really too poor to be 

understood. I systematically advised respondents with poor English capabilities to 

turn to Spanish, which only some did. I let the ones who elected to continue in 

English complete the interview as a matter of respect for them, but I discarded their 

interviews. A total of 38 employees’ interviews were used in this study, nine were in 

Spanish, and 29 in English. All interviews were transcribed by a professional 

company.  

 

All employees’ interviews were conducted on site and during regular working hours. 

Employees already knew that I was engaged in a PhD program and that I would use 

our company as part of the dissertation work. I know each single employee, have 

directly hired a vast majority of them, and still have weekly contact with each of 

them. I have the reputation of being very direct and of expecting employees to also be 

very direct when communicating with me, a somewhat difficult situation when they 

might fear some form of retaliation. In our case, however, this risk is relatively low, 

as most employees have witnessed the fact that they can express their opinion without 

being reprimanded.  

 

I do not want people to use any special mark of respect when addressing me (senor, 

don, etc.), nor do I have a private or reserved office in any of our locations; I just pick 

a free desk. Whenever I can, I socialize with the employees. I have a tendency to 
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share most information with them, including information that is generally considered 

confidential in many companies (revenue, profit, etc.). 

 

In November 2015, I stepped down as CEO of our offshore companies, but 

employees still regard me as a senior manager and know that I am the majority 

shareholder and chairman. All of them took the interviews seriously and candidly 

answered the questions. 

Observation 
Observations were conducted in three locations: Buenos Aires, Montevideo, and 

Tepatitlán (Mexico). In each case, I had three occurrences of three hours each. Below 

is my description of the three offices based on my observations.  

Argentina 
We have an office located on the 21st floor of an office tower located in downtown 

Buenos Aires. The office has a main open space, where all the employees have their 

desks, two meeting rooms that are used when some privacy is needed, and a game 

room that is mostly used for meetings. There is a sign at the entrance that reminds 

employees of our mission and values. 

 

The employees are silent and appear extremely concentrated on their work. There is 

almost no small talk and when there is, it generally lasts only a few minutes. Most 

developers wear headsets and listen to music while working. When someone has a 

technical question to ask another developer working on the same project, s/he usually 
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goes to the person’s desk and they have a short exchange about the question. When it 

appears that more time is required to handle the question, they generally go to a 

meeting room. The same thing happens when members of a same project have their 

daily call with the client; they generally go to the meeting room. The lunchtime is a 

time of exchange; employees go buy some food and have lunch together in the main 

open space. Lively discussions take place among them on many subjects, and 

apparently many different opinions can be expressed without creating conflicts. After 

lunch, people return to their desks and silence emerges again. During the day, they 

drink maté, a popular beverage (a bitter herbal infusion) and circulate the beverage 

among them, a common social exchange in Argentina. There is little other socializing 

in this office. When ready to leave, the employee just waves good-bye and goes. They 

do not hang around to chat or play games with their colleagues. I assume the 

commute times are the main reasons for this.  

Uruguay 
The Montevideo office is the most recent that we opened and therefore the smallest 

one, with only seven employees. It is located in downtown Montevideo. The office 

has a main open space where all the employees have their desks, a room that is used 

for lunches and gaming, and two separate meeting rooms used when there is a need 

for privacy. The office also includes a small studio (bedroom and bathroom) that is 

used by visitors. The distinguishing feature of this office is that all decisions are made 

collectively by the employees. For instance, each developer takes a turn to pick the 

music that will play (sometimes quite loudly) during the day; they are apparently all 
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fine with his, although I could notice very different styles of music from one day to 

the next. Maté also circulates among the employees all day long and as in the 

Argentina office, there is almost no small talk. The lunchtime is a time of sharing. 

Employees take turns preparing the team’s daily meal, and at the end of each meal, 

they rate the one who cooked it and they keep statistics of the ratings. They have 

developed some habits, as for instance a 30-minute PlayStation competition after each 

lunch. As in the Argentina office, when an employee is ready to leave, s/he just waves 

good-bye and goes. Montevideo is a much smaller town than Buenos Aires, but some 

of the employees still have a significant commute time. In addition, while vibrant 

during the day, the downtown becomes less secure at night. 

Mexico 
The Mexico office is the largest and most spacious of our offices. It is a two-story 

office, with a large open space and meeting room downstairs, an open space upstairs, 

as well as a large terrace, actually the roof of the building that employees use to 

organize parties. The employees used chalk to write the values on a wall by the pool 

table. They also ordered some posters to put on the wall; each of these posters has a 

catchphrase. Examples include “Always deliver more than expected,” “Think like a 

customer,” “Think bigger,” and “If you never want to be criticized, don’t do anything 

new.” 

 

As in the other cities, the office is mostly silent during the day, with the notable 

exception of the noise coming from the street, which can be quite significant 
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sometimes. Cities in Mexico can be very noisy by U.S. standards, with trucks 

patrolling the city all day long to sell water and gas for example and playing their 

own music and message. I find it unbearable sometimes, but obviously the employees 

are well adjusted, as they often leave the windows open. As in Argentina, most 

developers wear headsets and listen to music as they work. There is little interaction 

among them during working hours, and as in Argentina, when a developer has a 

question to ask of another, s/he walks to the other’s desk and they confer directly. 

Tepatitlán is a smaller city and most employees return home for lunch, so the office is 

generally half-empty between 2:00 and 4:00 pm. The big difference from the other 

cities is that employees hang around in the office after working hours, and therefore 

the office becomes quite lively between 6:00 and 8:00 pm. The pool table becomes 

the center of attraction, and a lot of discussions take place while they play or enjoy a 

drink. They often leave to have dinner together in one of the many restaurants or 

street food places.  

 

Aside from the cultural differences, such as the maté tradition for instance, the three 

offices show the exact same routine. Developing software requires a high level of 

attention and focus, which leaves little room for socializing or being distracted. 

People work hard and know that they will have a daily meeting (called stand-up 

meeting in our jargon) with their team, where technicalities of their project will be 

discussed. They reserve most of their questions for this meeting and spend the rest of 

the working day coding. The intensity of concentration required for their jobs also 
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explains why lunchtimes are so important, as they enable the developers to blow off 

some steam. 

Appreciative inquiry summits 
Our employees are used to the format of appreciate inquiry (AI) summits. We use this 

tool once a year in each country to discuss our corporate objectives and to set up our 

company’s main directions for the year. I organized two special summits dedicated to 

this study, centered on the question “What holds us together?” The first was 

organized in Mexico, with an attendance of 25, and the second in Buenos Aires with 

an attendance of 10. We had a lower number of attendees in Argentina as our 

workforce is geographically dispersed, and only employees from the Buenos Aires 

office were invited to participate.  

 

 The two summits had the same agenda, which is attached in Appendix A, and were 

organized as follows: 

• The AI summits were clearly focused on the research question, originally 

formulated by Weick (1976), and slightly adjusted to “What holds us together?” 

• I presented my research work on loosely coupled systems at the start of each AI 

summit to make sure that all attendants would be familiar with the vocabulary and 

main concepts: general system theory, pros and cons of loose and tight coupling, 

and finally the main answers suggested by today’s scholars to the question first 

asked by Weick (1976), “What holds them together?” 
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• During the first phase of the AI (discovery), employees were asked to name a 

recent event that made them particularly proud and then pick two questions and 

answer them in front of their colleagues. The responses and general comments 

then served as a basis for the second phase of the AI (dream). 

• Interviews were conducted after the AI summits, so all respondents had a 

previous exposure to the research question. In addition, the questions available 

during the AI summits were a subset of the questions asked during the interviews 

(8 out of the 15). 

 

In both countries employees actively participated, suggested ideas, and engaged in 

lively discussions together. The amount of energy was high, and solid decisions were 

reached. In Argentina, the main themes discussed during the discovery and dream 

phases were about reinforcing team bonding and performance improvement at work. 

In Mexico, the main themes were about living more by our values, team bonding, and 

knowledge sharing. 

Other sources of data 
As mentioned previously, I used the slide presentation, “Netflix culture: Freedom and 

responsibility,” to check the similarities and differences between our HR model and 

theirs. I also interviewed Tom Short, the president of Kudos, a company that markets 

a product we use internally to let employees acknowledge the good deeds of their co-

workers.  
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Data analysis 
Creswell (2013) mentions two approaches to grounded theory data analysis: that of 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) and that of Charmaz (2014). The first by Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) uses three phases of coding: open, axial, and selective, as shown in 

Figure 5 below. Open coding helps create categories of information, axial coding 

does the interconnection between categories, and finally selective coding consists of 

building a story that connects the categories, ending with a discursive set of 

theoretical propositions. 

 

 

Source: From Creswell, 2013, p. 208. 

Figure 5. Description of Grounded Theory  
 

 

Theory	  
descrip-on	  

Open	  coding	  
categories	  

#	  1	  

#	  2	  

Axial	  coding	  
categories	  

Causal	  condi-on	  

Intervening	  and	  
context	  

Strategies	  

Consequences	  

Selec-ve	  coding	  
categories	  

Story	  line	  

Proposi-ons	  

Condi-onal	  
matrix	  



 

 

60 
The second approach to data analysis, formulated by Charmaz (2014), emphasizes an 

emerging process of forming the theory. I decided to follow Strauss and Corbin’s 

(1998) approach in general and to apply two recommendations by Charmaz (2014). 

 

First, Charmaz (2014, p. 239) writes that constructivist grounded theorists study how 

and why participants construct meanings and actions in specific situations. She 

explains that constructivist grounded theory not only theorizes the interpretive work 

that research participants do but also acknowledges that the resulting theory is an 

interpretation. The theory depends on the researcher's view; it does not and cannot 

stand outside of it. I agree with Charmaz (2014) and went into my research fully 

aware that the questions I asked, the way I understood people’s responses, and the 

resulting codes, themes, and theoretical observations I made about Blue Trail, Netflix, 

and Kudos were my interpretations and not truth with a capital “T.”    

 

Second, Charmaz (2006, p. 16) writes that in their original statement of the method, 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) invited their readers to use grounded theory strategies 

flexibly in their own way. I followed this direction and used my own experience, 

observation, interviews, AI summits, and archival documents to weave together a 

response to my question of what holds loosely coupled systems together and allows 

them to remain flexible and perform at a high level.  
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Third, Charmaz (2014, p. 117) writes that students often believe that they must rely 

on earlier concepts, like Weber's concept of routinization or Strauss's concept of 

negotiations, and invoke them before they begin coding to make their qualitative 

research legitimate but that such approaches preclude ideas from emerging from the 

data. The openness of initial coding should spark thinking and allow new ideas to 

emerge. Early grounded theory rules prescribed conducting initial coding without 

having any preconceived concepts in mind at all (Glaser, 1978). I followed Charmaz’ 

(2014) approach of trying to maintain a balance between knowing existing concepts 

about loosely coupled systems and keeping my coding open ended. I tried to remain 

open to surprises while keeping in mind Dey’s (1999) maxim: “There is a difference 

between an open mind and an empty head” (p. 251).  

Open coding 
The interviews and the discovery phase of the AI were recorded. All interviews were 

transcribed into a Word document by a specialized company. I then created an Excel 

database, which I populated with the answers to each question. I did the coding using 

the open coding method of Strauss and Corbin (1998). This initial phase gave a total 

of approximately 200 codes, which were the starting point of the next step: 

identifying categories and sub-categories. 

 

Table 2 shows an example of open coding for the first question in my protocol (What 

are we doing that holds us together?) 
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Table 2. Example of Open Coding 

Answer Open codes 
From Buenos Aires: 

First of all, we have great 

communication. We can discuss pretty 

much everything with pretty much 

everybody. People are very avail to 

discuss and as a team, we encourage 

that, I think that it brings us together. I 

think that also having ... I'm sorry if it's 

too, I don't know the word, you would 

know what I mean. We have great 

bosses, which makes us comfortable and 

that makes us want to stay in the 

company. Kiss ass, what's the word? I 

think that we also have encouraging 

projects that act as an encouragement 

for us to be in the team. I think that our 

willing to enhance or work all the time, 

also gives us the reasons to come here to 

work every day. I think that's it. 

Great communication – open 

communication – great management – 

leading edge projects - willing to 

improve at work 
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From the USA: 

I think that you place value on 

employees, and they are not just treated 

as a number but as an important piece, 

not as much as a family but close 

enough as you can get for a company. 

Management places values on 

employees – we are not treated as 

numbers – we are not a family, but as 

close as it can get for a company 

 
The second phase consisted of grouping open codes by categories. It took several 

tries, but I eventually grouped the 200 open codes into seven categories as shown in 

Table 3. In a few cases, I assigned an open code to more than one category. 

Table 3. Categories and Frequency 

Categories # of times the 
code appears 

in the raw data 

# of different 
open codes by 

categories 
Alignment of Values 102 45 

Autonomy & Responsibility 84 29 

Team Spirit 68 27 

Culture of Empowerment 64 36 

Promotion & Development 48 14 

High Performance 14 7 

 

Table 4 shows a few examples of grouping open codes into categories. 
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Table 4. First-level Grouping of Categories 

 

Categories Open codes 

Alignment of Values • Make sure when hiring that 

candidates are a fit for our 

culture 

• Inter-office communication 

Autonomy & Responsibility • Ability to make my own 

decisions 

• Get more freedom, as I grow 

Team Spirit • Teamwork 

• Get together after hours 

Culture of Empowerment • The company makes me feel 

important 

• Bring out the best of each 

person 

Categories	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Open	  codes 

Promotion & Development • Ability to grow professionally  

• Continuous learning 

Management by Context • Work environment more 

important than procedures 

• Commitment not depending on 
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rules 

 

The next step consisted of examining the open codes for each category and grouping 

them into sub-categories. During this process, I removed two categories: First, “high 

performance” because it had a marginal number of open codes compared with the 

other categories. I reassigned its open codes to the remaining categories. And, second, 

“team spirit,” which I merged into “alignment of values.” 

 

I ended up with the following sub-categories, listed in Table 5: 
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Table 5. Final Categories 

Categories Sub-categories 

Alignment of Values • Communication (P2P, bottom-up, 

top-down) 

• Value all cultures equally 

• Role of management 

• Hire on values 

• Customer focus 

• Co-existence 

• Socializing 

Autonomy & responsibility • Ability to make decisions 

• Freedom to express opinions 

• Increase freedom as a reward 

• Freedom to organize my work 

Culture of Empowerment • Allow employees to grow in 

directions they choose 

• Access to top management 

• Management support 

• Opening new horizons 

Promotion & Development • Acknowledgments, rewards 

• Career path 



 

 

67 
• Quality of projects 

• Continuous training 

• Teamwork 

Management by Context • Guidelines more than rules 

• Metrics 

• Clearly defined objectives 

• Transparency 

Axial coding 
Axial coding is Strauss and Corbin's (1998) strategy for bringing data back together 

again in a coherent whole. Charmaz (2014, p. 147) posits that “Axial coding relates 

categories to subcategories, specifies the properties and dimensions of a category, and 

reassembles the data that were fractured during initial coding to give coherence to the 

emerging analysis.” Creswell (2013) recommends at this stage of the data analysis to 

select one coding category and to position it as the central feature of the theory to 

understand how the other categories relate to this central phenomenon. 

 

I selected the category “empowerment” to be the centerpiece of the theory for two 

reasons: It is one of the categories with the most open codes, and the other categories 

largely derive from this one. 

 

The following model emerged at the end of the axial coding (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. The Model That Emerged from Axial Coding 
 

I decided to use diagramming to represent the theory that emerged from this phase. 

According to Charmaz (2014, p 218), “The advantage of diagrams is that they 

provide a visual representation of categories and their relationships.” She further 

mentions that many theorists consider visual images of their emerging theories an 

intrinsic part of grounded theory methods. 

Selective coding 
The final stage of this data analysis phase was selective coding. Babchuk (1997) 

describes selective coding as “the process by which categories are related to the core 

category ultimately becoming the basis for the grounded theory” (p. 3). Through 
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selective coding, the categories are integrated and developed into the theory. Creating 

relationships among the categories is an important step to developing a theory.  

 

After putting categories into sequence, a researcher can begin to cover the wide array 

of consequences of various conditions, giving the story specificity. This mapping 

forms the basis of the theory (Brown, Stevenson, Troiano, & Schneider, 2002).  

The results of the selective coding form the basis of the theory that is presented in the 

following chapter, Results. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
Working on the research question has taken me much further than I originally 

thought. It gave me the opportunity to: 

• Engage with most of the employees, during the interviews and the AI summits, to 

listen to their ideas, suggestions, and critiques, 

• Compare their input with my own perceptions and ideas, through memoing and 

introspection, 

• Question my management style and methods and, finally, 

• By following the research process, observe a theory emerge before me, a theory 

that can be helpful to my companies and many other professional services 

companies. 

 

This theory is my answer to the research question: “What is the best way to design 

and build a loosely coupled, for-profit start-up company so that it performs at a high 

level, grows rapidly and sustainably, and remains agile, high performing, and people 

centric as it grows?” The theory has five main components: 

1. Culture of empowerment, 

2. Promotion and development, 

3. Management by context, 

4. Autonomy and responsibilities, and 

5. Alignment of values. 
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In this chapter, I present an overview of each of the components of the theory, using 

the data from the data collection phase. In chapter 5, I connect the major findings of 

this chapter to the literature, drawing from research to support my claims. Finally, in 

chapter 6, I show how the theory works in practice at Blue Trail. 

Culture of Empowerment 
For the respondents, a culture of empowerment covers four main aspects that are 

described in detail below: 

• The possibility to grow in the direction they choose, with the continuous support 

of the management, 

• The respect for the core values, 

• The ability to experiment, knowing that error is part of the learning process and 

that there is no blame for failing when trying hard, and 

• The access to both professional and personal opportunities that would have been 

unlikely to happen in a more traditional setting. 

The opportunity to grow  
Participants shared that it is part of our culture to help employees grow in the 

direction they choose. Of the 39 employees in this study, about 80% want to follow a 

relatively traditional career path for the industry: (1) becoming experts in one domain, 

whether it be a language or architecture; (2) moving to a field adjacent to 

development, for instance writing specifications or specializing in quality assurance; 

or (3) moving toward a project management role. Another 10% have in mind an 

evolution that is still related to software development, for instance moving from 
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providing services to developing products. The final 10% are contemplating a career 

in sales, marketing, or communication. Only a few are contemplating a dramatic turn 

to their career by changing industry. If we leave out this last group, our employees 

expect management to facilitate their move toward the direction they have chosen. As 

one respondent said,  

Empowerment means allowing your employees to grow in directions 
that they want to as long as it fits in a company and that's something 
that happened with me. When I wanted to learn development [she was 
a graphic designer by background], you allowed me to do that and then 
you also allowed me to come back and return and grow more as a 
designer. The company was supporting me as I was trying to do that 
and going into workshops and all these different kinds of events. I 
think that is very important. 

 

But whatever directions employees have chosen or are contemplating, most of the 

respondents mentioned how important it was for them to feel empowered and to 

receive support from their management. The open categories below show this sense 

of empowerment: 

• The company makes me feel important. 

• It is about bringing the best out of each person. 

• I am challenged all the time. 

• I have the ability to grow as a person. 

• There's this feeling around the company that you can express your thoughts and 

they will be taken into account, and I think pretty much everyone at the office 

values that. All of us think we can contribute to the company, and that's 
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something that I think makes us feel like we are part of the company; we are not 

just employees. 

• I understand that you are going to be helped, you are going to be encouraged, you 

are going to get tools and you are going to be mentored into becoming someone 

better and to acquire more knowledge and skill sets. That's what I understand 

from empowerment. 

• It is to give each of us the possibility of doing what we most like and having the 

freedom to do it without you being here all the time. 

 

Our employees are proud of their culture. I noticed that the respondents have a 

relatively negative opinion of the candidates who declare during their first interview 

that our culture is not a fit for them. Below are some quotes that illustrate this point: 

• Some people do not want to give their best, just do the job.  

• These people are insecure. 

• They are not proactive.  

• We are screening out people who are not willing to grow and take more 

responsibilities. 

• The dominant culture in our country is too far from this company’s culture, so 

they do not believe what we are telling them [a comment that was mentioned 

several times by respondents from both Mexico and Argentina, but not by 

anyone in Uruguay]. 
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Respect for the core values 
When asked to name the corporate values of our company, none of the respondents 

were able to do so. Ten said they do not remember any of them, 17 gave an 

incomplete list, and 12 said, “I do not remember, but I suppose that our values are….” 

I can think of two reasons for this. The first reason is that, during each single 

company meeting, I elaborate on the meaning of our culture, and generally only 

briefly remind them of our values. It seems therefore natural that our employees to 

focus more on culture than values. In addition, and because we are so diverse 

culturally, we decided to have a set of values per country in order to respect the 

cultural differences between Argentina, Mexico, and Uruguay. The values were 

chosen during the first appreciative inquiry (AI) meeting in each country. The fact 

that the values are slightly different from country to country makes it a little harder to 

communicate around them globally. 

 

The second reason is that our values are quite wordy and not necessarily easy to 

remember, even if 29 out of 39 respondents were able to either list a few of them, 

generally two or three, or guess them, based on our company’s culture. When I 

interviewed Tom Short, the president of Kudos, he mentioned a similar problem. The 

use of an acronym helped solve the problem by helping their employees remember 

them: 

We originally had seven core values, and they were quite wordy; that 
was a bit complicated. People could not repeat the core values or even 
give their definition verbatim, although they did understand the overall 
idea. We have since revised our values and basically put it to an 
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acronym and the acronym that we've gone with is THINK, which is 
Team at the forefront, being helpful, being innovative, N for 
engagement and K for client. If you were to ask our employees now, I 
know that they will be able to say our values, as they revolve around 
our THINK metaphor. 

 

There is also something more personal here. I believe that communicating about our 

culture has a greater impact on our employees than does communicating about our 

values. A culture of empowerment is unusual, catches the attention, and is easy to 

explain in one sentence. Values on the other hand are somewhat vague or illusive. 

Too many companies do not value their own values. Enron’s core values were 

integrity, communication, respect, and excellence. So much for a company that 

epitomized the exact opposite values.    

 

Table 6 shows the core values chosen by each country. The right column displays the 

core values given by the respondents to the question, “What are our core values?” 

Commitment is the only value common to the three countries, and it was named six 

times as one of our values. 
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Table 6. Core Values per Country 

Argentina Mexico Uruguay Most commonly 
mentioned 

Trust (confianza) Commitment 
(compromise) 

Respect (respeto) Passion (8 times) 

Integrity 
(integridad) 

Responsibility 
(responsabilidad) 

Fellowship 
(compañerismo) 

Respect (8 times) 

Honesty 
(honestidad) 

Humility 
(humilidad) 

Tolerance 
(tolerancia) 

Fellowship (7 
times) 

Fellowship 
(compañerismo) 

Proactivity 
(proactividad) 

Honesty 
(honestidad) 

Commitment (6 
times) 

Commitment 
(compromise) 

Creativity 
(creatividad) 

Commitment 
(compromise) 

Creativity (6 times) 

Enthusiasm 
(entusiasmo) 

Respect (respeto) Positive thinking 
(positivismo) 

Integrity (5 times) 

 Passion (pasión) Unity (unidad) Responsibility (5 
times) 

The ability to experiment 
I always encourage our employees to stand up for their opinions, make their own 

decisions, and then act upon them. There is no blame for failing, only for not trying 

and not experimenting. During most employees’ meetings, I quote Rear Admiral 

Grace Hopper, “If it is a good idea, go ahead and do it. It is much easier to ask for 

forgiveness than for permission.” It is not unusual for me to publicly acknowledge 

when I made a decision that in retrospect does not appear to have been the best 

possible for our company. People who are afraid of failure do not take risks; they do 

not get outside their comfort zone. In other words, they do not grow. The answers 

from the respondents support these assumptions about being willing to take risks:  
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• Sharing my ideas and know I won’t be judged. 

• We are not going to be punished for taking a decision, or for taking a bad 

decision. 

• It is totally okay to make mistakes. A mistake is not fatal or something crazily bad 

but that is how we learn. 

• I felt the support of the company when my project failed. It makes me feel part of 

a team. 

Access to professional and personal opportunities 
Companies have a greater reach than most individuals, and therefore it is part of our 

mission to be an enabler; that is to provide our employees with opportunities they 

might not be able to afford otherwise. For instance, we implemented an employee 

exchange program that enables employees who express the desire to go work for a 

month in another country, with their expenses fully covered by the company. Another 

example is that we push our offshore employees to travel to the U.S. to attend the 

major developer conferences. We also offer a stock option in the U.S. holding to all 

employees, something highly unusual outside the U.S. Below are some examples of 

quotes that illustrate this point: 

• Blue Trail gave me the opportunity to travel internationally. 

• I always wanted to travel to San Francisco and attend the Apple Developer 

Conference, but I thought it would ever happen. The company gave me this 

opportunity and I am very grateful. 
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• We try to come up with the best solutions to our clients’ problems. I think that it 

is a constant motivation that I always see challenges ahead. It is not like we reach 

a point where we stop progressing and always do the same thing. It is interesting 

because we have new challenges all the time. I have learned a ton of things. I've 

been working with people in the Silicon Valley, and it is exciting, as we are 

working with these people peer-to-peer. For me, it is also exciting to know that I 

am working with people that know a lot. 

• For me empowering means giving the power to do, not whatever I want, but gives 

me the freedom to make my own choices. I mean I want to attend this workshop, 

to do my tasks in a given order, or work from home, or maybe travel and work 

from another country. That's power because I can choose. If I can choose, I have 

power. 

• Allow employees to grow in the direction they choose.  

 

In summary, a culture of empowerment emanates from leadership. The main mission 

of the leaders is to create the conditions for each single employee to feel compelled 

every single day to become more of who they really are. Everything else is a 

consequence of this definition of empowerment. As one employee said, “A company 

is successful, not because of a good manager, but because this manager empowers the 

team. At the end of the day, the team is the entity that does the job." 
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Promotion and Development 
Employers in the services industry should always remember that employees are their 

most important asset and should therefore be treated accordingly. Some candidates 

would not join Blue Trail only because they believe a small company offers limited 

room for career advancement. When I mention our flat structure during the hiring 

process (nobody being more than two levels away from executive level), some 

candidates see it as an additional turn-off: how can they be promoted in a flat 

organization, where typically the reporting chain is comprised of line employees, 

project managers, and executives? The answer lies in the combination of 

empowerment, salaries and benefits, and autonomy.  

 

First, I do not want our employees to wait for their management to offer promotions; I 

want them to create their own career path, which might result in the creation of a 

business entity or department they will eventually run. As an example, an employee 

suggested that we should develop a software product to address a market need; we 

agreed, allocated a budget and team, and have this employee manage the project. As 

the product is now off the ground, we have created a special group, managed by this 

particular employee—a group that we will eventually spin off if the product gets 

enough market traction. 

 

The second part of our answer is autonomy. Every single employee is fully 

responsible for his or her job assignment, and I really mean it. As shown by the study, 
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our employees cherish their autonomy more than anything, and they consider it a 

major enabler to successfully deliver projects that work. The candidates who are after 

more nice-sounding titles are not going to join our company anyway. 

 

And finally, the third part of the answer is the financial package; we are a small 

company, but we pay well and the salaries we offer are on the high end of what the 

market offers. But unlike companies such as Google or Netflix, we are not paying too 

high a salary, as we believe it creates a dependency of the employee upon the 

company; we are just below in terms of packages. And we pay what we promise to 

pay, which is unfortunately not always the case in Latin America.  

 

Five sub-categories to “promotion and development” emerged from the responses: 

• Choosing clients and suppliers,  

• Work organization by project, 

• Continuous training program, 

• Career path, and 

• Acknowledgments and rewards. 

Choosing clients and suppliers  
More clients generally means more revenue, but not all clients are good for a 

company. Small businesses are tempted to jump on any business opportunity, but they 

should absolutely not if the opportunity does not match their core target market. We 

learned this lesson the hard way. Choosing clients has positive effects: 
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• It helps the management gain respect from the employees. 

• It contributes to making employees feel empowered. 

• It makes our company more attractive to potential candidates, as we have the 

reputation to work only on leading-edge projects. 

• It helps preserve our culture and commitment to be a place of empowerment for 

all the stakeholders involved, which of course involves clients. 

 

The following open codes illustrate these affirmations: 

• I felt very proud when I saw that an application I developed was used on the video 

of the major worldwide announcement by this industry leader. 

• I worked on a project that was voted best mobile application in California. 

• We work on interesting projects. 

• It is great knowing that a small company like ours can be of service to a huge 

company. 

• We terminated a client who was not respecting us, and you took our side in front 

of the client. 

Work organization by project 
We encourage all of our employees—including our administrative personnel, a 

population who generally organizes their work by task—to organize their work by 

projects. While it is a given for most software development projects, we also push our 

administrative personnel to organize their work as a series of projects. I suggest that 

companies that are organized differently might want to revisit their organizations in 
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order to operate, as much as possible, on a project basis. Being organized in projects 

favors teamwork, peer-to-peer communication, bonding, and acceptance of 

continuous change. 

 

Many respondents mentioned how much they value this kind of organization: 

• We solve problems together. 

• We have similar professional activities. 

• It favors peer communication. 

• It is not about the work of a person; it is about the work of a team. 

• This project was very difficult, but the team bonding was intense and we 

delivered. 

• I was working late at night, and a co-worker stayed with me, just to show support. 

• I like the team spirit when working on a project. 

Continuous training program 
We live in a fast-changing world, and while the software industry is a very fast-paced 

one, most industries nowadays are rapidly evolving. Management should 

systematically enroll all of their employees in a continuous training program.  

In reality, management has two choices: they either keep training their employees 

during their tenure, or they let them become obsolete and replace them as new 

technologies and techniques emerge. The decision might be ethical, but I suggest that 

even from a purely economic point of view, it costs much less to train the existing 

workforce, which increases employee morale and engagement. As a reminder, the 



 

 

83 
cost of replacing an employee is generally considered to represent one and a half 

times the annual salary. This can include direct costs such as salaries, recruitment 

fees, use of contract employees, and the price to advertise for the opening, as well as 

indirect costs such as loss of productivity and the time you spend interviewing. Also, 

keep in mind that the cost of acquisition is at the current market rate, which is often 

higher than the salary of the employee who left. Some studies suggest that three times 

the departing employee's salary is more realistic (Ream, 2001). 

 

References to continuous training and knowledge sharing appeared 45 times during 

the interviews. Examples include the following: 

• I think what holds us together in this particular office is the exchange of technical 

knowledge that we have among us, and how we actually turn up learning new 

things from our colleagues. 

• I think there is a lot of knowledge sharing here: people share technical knowledge, 

experiences in another positions, or what happens in another companies. I think 

this "let's Exchange knowledge" attitude plays an important role in holding us 

together. 

• Trainings and know-how transfer through organized meetings help us become 

better; as a result, we will be a stronger group because of the higher amount of 

knowledge shared by all. We can then perform better, collaborate and achieve 

better results in the future. 
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• Even if we are working on different projects, we can learn new technologies on 

the side; it could be robotic or drones for instance. Just spending two hours a 

week working on a project common to all of us. Maybe it would be doing a 

presentation. One of us on a technology subject, but it could be something that 

holds us together. 

• When employees from other countries visit us, they share with us about their 

organization, their challenges and successes. It makes us global. I am always 

curious to learn the way people work in other countries, because our culture is 

really different. 

 

Continuously acquiring new knowledge is fundamental for software developers to 

follow the pace of change. We implemented several programs to encourage our 

employees to continuously improve their skills by reinforcing their current knowledge 

and acquiring new skills.  

Career path 
A flat organization can lead employees to believe they have few opportunities to get 

promoted. A respondent said, “In a flat organization, you are not fighting to go up in 

the organization because there is no such a place to go.”	  In addition, a growing 

number of employees are shifting from a traditional career path, where they would 

join an organization and climb the ladder over the years, to an employee-centric 

organization, where they change companies more often to advance their careers.  
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Leaders should get the facts straight: If a company is truly a place of empowerment, 

then employees should be free to choose how they want to grow within their 

organization, and then they will receive full support of the management to support 

their growth in the direction they have chosen. This opens up a wealth of possibilities, 

likely more than in a traditional organization. Furthermore, nobody will ever be better 

at doing a job than the person who dreamed it. 

 

Examples of quotes from the data collection include the following: 

• Here the important thing is not only the company’s growth, but also the growth 

and well-being of its employees. 

• The company supported my desire to change my focus from user experience 

definition to software development; and when I decided to return to user 

experience, they were here to support my choice. 

• I wanted to stop developing for back-end servers and learn to develop for the 

iPhone/iPad platforms. The company pulled me from a strategic project and 

supported my efforts to learn this new environment. 

Acknowledgments and rewards 
Rewarding employees for their performance is generally a duty of the management. A 

direct consequence of a culture empowerment is to let employees reward their peers 

directly. This increases the overall level of engagement and brings to the attention of 

the management good deeds that could have gone unnoticed otherwise. As a 

respondent stated, “People need to know that their job is valued.” Below are some 
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examples of peer-to-peer acknowledgments coming from the acknowledgement and 

rewards system we use internally. Acknowledgments give employees points, and 

points can be converted into a series of benefits, including cash, stock options, 

dinners, movie tickets. 

• Thank you for helping me find an obscure setting in node.js. 

• Thank you for Explaining @Injection in the Play Framework with Java.  

• Good job for finding a good solution to a problem, and also thanks for helping 

me solve some errors I had with WordPress. 

• The message's length-limit renders it hard to describe with enough precision, 

but I will focus on a few things: I've been learning from you from the first day 

we started working together. Whenever I need to write code, I usually look to 

your code first. You're a truly Jedi of both multi-language development and 

code review. For being a great person, and helping even on unofficial 

overtime, for working with me during nights with almost no-sleep or no 

sleeping at all. For being a great friend that works with me, that, among other 

things, covered me with real effort during hard personal times. For years of 

common effort to deliver great stuff. You rock. My big-kudos for this month 

goes to you. Keep the great work! 

Management by Context 
Control is a mandatory thing, but how much control is needed to perform at a high 

level depends on the industry. Banking, defense, or healthcare requires tight control at 

each level. Some other industries, and that includes information technology, are 
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predicated on creativity. In the latter case, too much control is de-motivating for the 

employees, and still does not fully shield the company against errors and abuses. 

Netflix’s HR policies state that 

The best managers figure out how to get great outcomes by setting the 
appropriate context, rather than by trying to control their people. When 
managers are tempted to control their people, they should ask 
themselves what context they could set instead. 
 
 

In our industry, a way to avoid control is to establish and use metrics aimed at 

measuring the performance of a group or individual. Metrics are an excellent 

substitute for control. Many software products exist to measure the performance of a 

person or a project. Furthermore, we are dealing with non-linearity, what Snowden 

(2003) calls complex environments. When dealing with this kind of environment, 

what does matter is not control; it is the approach chosen to tackle the problem and 

the autonomy granted to the team members to figure out the best solutions. As stated 

in the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2001), “The best architectures, requirements, and 

designs emerge from self-organizing teams.” In the case of software development, too 

much control is counter-productive at best, and creates unnecessary overhead; 

instead, proper metrics are great tools to measure progress. As one respondent said, “I 

choose how I work, provided I meet the client’s expectations, and it is good to know 

we have an objective measure of our performance.” 

 

Three sub-categories emerged from the responses: 

• Guidelines, not rules, 
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• Objectives clearly defined and regularly reinforced, and 

• Feedback. 

Guidelines, not rules 
Twenty-nine respondents answered negatively to the question, “Do you think your 

life in the company would be easier with stronger corporate management policies?” 

Five said it would not change much, and only four indicated their desire to have more 

operating rules than what we currently have. So, when asked directly, respondents 

would clearly go for the minimum possible set of rules, but I also noted during the 

data collection phase a desire for guidelines and directions. Appreciative inquiry 

summits are seen as a privileged place by the employees to discuss how issues need 

to be addressed; three respondents mentioned, “we have appreciative inquiry 

meetings to define these things.”  

 

Respondents clearly stated that, in most cases, rules are unlikely to be the most 

efficient way to address a problem. Examples of statements include the following:  

• The work environment is more important than the procedures. 

• More rules apparently strengthen the system, but in reality they do not. 

• I better have you visit often than have more rules. 

• The values are the rules. 

• My commitment does not depend on rules. 

• More rules would be counter-productive. 

• There will never be enough rules. 
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• I prefer to ask if I do not know what to do. 

• I would not work in place with many rules. 

 

To summarize, the respondents are in favor of general guidelines, combined with the 

possibility of using their best judgment when a given situation arises. This is 

consistent with their desire for autonomy, which will be discussed later in this 

chapter, and the ability to experiment, knowing that error is part of the learning 

process, a concept that was discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Clear objectives reinforced regularly 
I did not expect this point to emerge during the study, but it was raised several times 

during the data collection phase, and hence its presence here. Management often 

assumes that, once stated, the corporate goals are there and remain clear to all 

employees all the time, but several respondents stated that this was not the case. 

According to them, corporate objectives need to be regularly reinforced with the 

employees. On this point, one respondent said,   

Sometimes, we do not share, not the overall objective, but the 
operating mode. We just assume everyone else knows what needs to 
be done, and some team members are eventually frustrated as things 
do not go as they wrongly thought they should have gone. 

 

A second respondent said,  

We know our clients have expectations, we know it, but sometimes we 
do not share their expectations with the entire team; so the rest of the 
team does not really know what needs to be done to make the 
customer happy. 
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Feedback 
Continuous improvement requires looking backward into past projects and 

determining what went well or wrong. Analyzing both successes and failures is 

critical to keep increasing the quality of our services. Post-mortem analysis should be 

used systematically, even on successful projects. Unfortunately, most work 

environments do not motivate their employees to be candid about a situation, 

especially when things do not go well, which yields to slower progress being made in 

the future. 

 

A higher level of transparency is possible in a culture where error and failure do not 

systematically yield to punishment, but rather to questioning and improvement. As a 

respondent stated,  

After we delivered this project to this very difficult client, we shared 
openly on what did not go well. There was no finger pointing or 
frustration, just our team trying to understand how to avoid similar 
problems in the future. 

 

That said, we need to remember that software development is a non-linear process, so 

feedback needs to be approached carefully. What I mean by non-linearity is that 

similar causes might not necessarily produce similar effects. We need feedback to 

understand why a project ended successfully or derailed, and definitely not to create a 

set of rules that will apply “as is” to future projects. The purpose of the feedback is to 

help us better predict in the future the possible interactions between causes and 

effects.  
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In summary, there is an apparent contradiction between controlling employees and 

providing them with a high level of autonomy. In addition, creating a control group 

would require intermediary levels or cross-functional groups, which we want to 

avoid, being organized as a loosely coupled system. Our solution lies in setting up the 

right context for each project, with the proper measurement tools (metrics).   

Autonomy and Responsibility 
Respondents agreed that outstanding employees should be rewarded not only with a 

promotion or salary increase, but also with more autonomy. Experienced employees 

need to be free to organize their own work, provided they meet their projects’ 

objectives and metrics and their own organization does not conflict with the 

company’s culture and organization. Examples abound in the literature about how 

corporations that granted a high level of autonomy to their employees became wildly 

successful. That said, a consensus emerged from my respondents that autonomy is a 

progressive process. A high level of autonomy should not be granted at once when an 

employee joins a company; an increasing level of autonomy is granted, as employees 

demonstrate their dedication to the success of their company. 

 

The examples below, taken from my interview transcripts and from the Netflix 

presentation (Hastings, 2009), explain why autonomy plays a central role in the 

theory presented here:  
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• If I were a CEO, I would give my people a lot of freedom, but only after they 

have proven their abilities. 

• I will get more freedom as I progress in the company.  

• Freedom needs to be progressive; too much freedom is hard to handle. 

• You always tell us “government is best that governs least.”. 	  

• Responsible people thrive on freedom and are worthy of freedom (Hastings, 

2009). 

• Our model is to increase employee freedom as we grow, rather than limit it,  

to continue to attract and nourish innovative people, so we have better chance of 

sustained success (Hastings, 2009). 

Direct access to decision-making level 
Respondents said that a culture of empowerment requires that every single voice be 

heard. Each single employee should have direct and permanent access to a decision-

making level; when this is no longer the case, management should question the 

existing organization and adjust in a way that would enable all employees to regain 

direct access to a decision-making level.  

 

In summary, we want our employees to make decisions, and we understand that 

making decisions implies making mistakes sometimes. Our employees know that 

when this happens, their management will stand by them. And in my experience, 

mistakes made by autonomous and responsible employees are a breeze to handle 

when compared with the ones made by disenfranchised employees.  
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Alignment of Values 
We are touching here on the main challenge of loosely coupled systems: how to 

ensure the coherence of the ensemble. In this study, I approached the question from a 

different viewpoint. The answer I thought I would get no longer pertains to loosely 

coupled systems considered intrinsically, but to loosely coupled systems being the 

“underlying infrastructure” of a business eco-system centered on the empowerment of 

its stakeholders. In other words, the organization as a loosely coupled system is 

instrumental; what holds the various systems together is the model I propose, 

centered on empowerment and completed by the other four components.  

 

The second fundamental point here is the role of the leaders. My data suggest that it is 

important to reduce the power effectively granted to CEOs, or more precisely 

balancing their powers by granting more power to more people in the organization. 

Six sub-categories emerged from the responses: 

• Leadership role, 

• Communication channels, 

• Hiring policies, 

• Customer focus, and 

• Social activities. 

Leadership role 
The central role of management was mentioned numerous times by the respondents, 

and the role they would foresee for their leaders was central in the elaboration of this 
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theory. In a culture of empowerment, power is more evenly distributed among 

employees. A direct consequence is that CEOs have less power, as they play a less 

dominant role in control, decision-making, and day-to-day management—all 

functions that have been either inhibited or delegated to line employees.  

 

I do not see this de-facto limitation of power as a restriction, but rather as a great 

opportunity: companies have a greater ability to execute, with less risk of errors, as 

decisions are taken by the best-suited person, and not necessarily a manager. 

 

Another key role of the management is to promote creation over competition. As 

CEOs, we should want our employees to be in a creation mode all the time: first and 

foremost, by creating their own destiny, but also in our case, by creating the best 

applications for clients, and by figuring out the best solutions possible to any given 

situation at work.  

 

According to the respondents, a culture of competition should be banned: 

• From within the company, employees need to stop competing with their peers, 

and compete only with themselves, to always become more of who they really 

are; this is core to the definition of empowerment, as discussed in the next 

chapter. 

• When it comes to competing with other vendors, I concur with Moore (1996), 

who stated that, in a business ecosystem, competition needs to be looked at in a 
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very different way. It is no longer about competing; it is about co-evolving, and 

this makes a massive difference.  

 

In our case for instance, what would be the point in becoming the next Accenture or 

Infosys? Each company should create its own success story, and it should be unique. 

Communication channels 
Respondents to the study reported how important peer-to-peer communication was 

for them, and how important it was to be able to discuss everything freely. One 

respondent mentioned, “We can discuss pretty much everything with pretty much 

everybody. People are very available to discuss and as a team, we encourage that. I 

think that it brings us together.” 

 

Now, if not enough communication is counterproductive, too much communication is 

no better: “We need to find the right balance, and I wonder if oversharing all kinds of 

information would not make everyone tired and everyone think “more information, 

more excuses.” 

 

Respondents mentioned the following forms of communication: 

• Company meetings with all employees, 

• Appreciative inquiry summits, 

• Weekly meetings, 

• Knowledge sharing, 
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• Inter-office communication, and  

• Peer communication. 

 

Communication is not an easy matter, especially in a culturally diverse environment. 

Successful communication requires the involvement of all employees, and from the 

leaders; it requires preparing, working overtime, and summarizing and sharing with 

the right people. It is hard to imagine a company organized as a loosely coupled 

system being successful without an efficient communication grid in place. 

Hiring and termination policies 
I touched on how to retain people in the promotion and development section. This 

section focuses on hiring.  

 

All software companies, including the most prominent ones, experience highly 

publicized difficulties in finding talents. There are some well-known reasons: 

First, the shortage of talents described earlier in this study makes it hard to just find 

talented people who possess the desired technical background and amount of 

experience. For those few candidates who have the required background, the culture 

fit is an additional hurdle. And, finally, a majority of companies apply a third filter, 

diversity, to the very few candidates who passed the first two tests, and that is a major 

obstacle, as Caucasian males make an estimated 80% of the software developers’ 

population. Blue Trail is no exception to this; recruiting seasoned developers is very 

challenging. Like many software companies, we have developed our own internship 
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program, but this is only part of the solution, as we also need to constantly bring in 

more seasoned developers. 

 

At Blue Trail, culture fit is the number one criterion for hiring employees. And by 

culture fit, we definitely mean more than what Aarts (2015) calls “the beer test, as in 

would I have a beer with this guy.” This is something we definitely are looking to 

improve, measuring the affinity of a candidate to our culture during the interview 

process. Our experience has shown that every time we hired candidates only for their 

technical credentials, knowing that there was only a mild cultural match, it backfired 

on us; either the person left or we had to terminate employment. In 2015, our 

mismatch ratio was 19%, which came at a significant cost for us. We are working on 

improving this process, but it remains a major area of improvement. Each candidate is 

interviewed by at least three or four of our employees, depending on the position, and 

we do not proceed with the hiring unless all of the interviewers are positive about 

bringing the candidate on board. 

 

The respondents to the questionnaire mentioned how important the culture fit was for 

them: 

• Not everybody is going to like our culture.  

• During the interview process, we need to screen out people who do not want to 

grow and take more responsibilities. 

• We need to make sure when hiring people that they are a fit for our culture. 
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• If an employee does not respect our values, I would give a warning, and then 

terminate employment if no improvement. 

Customer focus 
In a loosely coupled system, employees are part of the sensitive sensing mechanism 

mentioned by Weick (1976). Most of them are in direct or indirect contact with the 

company’s customers and, furthermore, are entrusted with more decision power 

because of the culture of empowerment. It is therefore critical to remind them 

regularly that they are representing the entire company when interacting with the 

outside world. Employees who project an outstanding image of their company need to 

be rewarded accordingly. 

 

Some of the comments that pertain to this section include the following: 

• We all have the same goals, to help solve clients’ problems. 

• It is about customer satisfaction.  

• Attention to our clients’ needs is fundamental. 

Social activities 
Most software projects go through stressful phases, and when this happens, the 

additional effort of a team, or even sometimes of other employees, is required to 

overcome the temporary obstacles or challenges. Preparing for such stress is 

important. Employees cannot act as a SWAT team unless they know and trust each 

other. Socializing is a natural and efficient way to create and reinforce a solid bond 

among employees. That said, there are prerequisites to developing successful social 
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activities. If the work environment is too formal, organizing regular happy hours 

might not help create a bond among team members.  

 

First, companies need to create the conditions at work for employees to engage in the 

first level of social life while in the office. A proper office setting, lunches taken 

together, get-together times in the office, and similar activities are prerequisites that 

will enable the successful organization to have more social activities outside the 

office. 

 

At Blue Trail, we are fortunate that our employees have a relatively similar profile: 

by age, marital status, education, language, and of course their adherence to a culture 

of empowerment. There is therefore a more natural tendency to bond together. The 

responses provide abundant evidence:  

• We like the breakfasts and lunches taken in the office,  

• Get-together times, and 

• Birthday parties. 

 

The office setting was also seen as an important facilitator to bonding: 

• I like the facilities in the office: for instance, the gym, the breakfasts, and the 

activities that we have together, like when we cook together. 

• For instance, when we organize barbecues in the office or go out to dinner 

together; it really strengthens the relationship between people. The appreciative 
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inquiry summits too really hold a good value to all of us, because all of us get to 

express how we feel, and decide how to perform better. Also, the time spent in the 

kitchen when we have the company lunches, we talk a lot. 

Geographic dispersion 
Companies like Blue Trail face an additional challenge: their geographic dispersion. 

Making sure all those from different countries are treated fairly is critical. 

Respondents mentioned how important it was for them that management would pay 

particular attention to incorporating cultural differences and not try to impose one 

point of view. 
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Chapter 5: Linking the Findings to Research 
The findings described in chapter 4 provide a basis for returning to more general 

considerations and examining the findings in view of state-of-the art research. In this 

chapter, I presented what research says about the following: 

1. Culture of empowerment, 

2. Promotion and development, 

3. Management by context, 

4. Autonomy and responsibility, and 

5. Alignment of values. 

Culture of Empowerment 
Kanter (1977, 1993) was one of the earliest proponents of empowerment at work. She 

defined power as “the ability to get things done, to mobilize resources, to get and use 

whatever it is that a person needs for the goals he or she is attempting to meet” (p. 

166). Power is “on” when employees have access to lines of information, support, 

resources, and opportunities to learn and grow (p. 305). When any of these resources, 

which Kanter called lines of power, is unavailable, then power is “off,” and work is 

not effective. These lines of power are sources of structural empowerment within the 

organization (Greco, Laschinger, & Wong, 2006; Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, & 

Wilk, 2001). 
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Lines of power emanate from formal and informal systems within the organization; 

formal power is derived from specific job characteristics that include flexibility, 

adaptability, creativity associated with discretionary decision-making, visibility, and 

centrality to organizational purpose and goals. Informal power is derived from social 

connections, and the development of communication and information channels with 

sponsors, peers, subordinates, and cross-functional groups (Kanter, 1993; Laschinger 

et al., 2001, 2004). 

 

According to Kanter (1993), access to the following structures is needed to create 

structural empowerment: 

• Access to opportunity refers to the possibility for growth and movement within 

the organization as well as the opportunity to increase knowledge and skills, 

• Access to resources refers to one’s ability to acquire the financial means, 

materials, time, and supplies required to do the work, 

• Access to information refers to having the formal and informal knowledge that is 

necessary to be effective in the workplace (technical knowledge and expertise 

required to accomplish the job and an understanding of organizational policies 

and decisions), and 

• Access to support involves receiving feedback and guidance from subordinates, 

peers, and managers. 
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Kanter conceptualized empowerment as a structural construct (1993). There is a 

parallel body of work that has conceptualized empowerment as a psychological 

experience of individuals (Spreitzer et al., 1997)—the rationale being the premise that 

empowerment can only be said to have occurred if the individual believes that he or 

she has been empowered (Dainty, Bryman, & Price, 2002).  

 

Summarizing the work of Conger and Kanungo (1988), Spreitzer (1995), and Thomas 

and Velthouse (1990), Tuuli and Rowlinson (2009) refined the definition of 

psychological empowerment as a constellation of experienced cognitions manifested 

as sense of meaning, competence, impact, and self-determination: 

• Meaning is the congruence between one’s values and the values associated with a 

task, work, unit, or organization (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). 

• Competence is the conviction that work activities can be carried out successfully, 

and is similar to the notion of self-efficiency (Bandura, 1977). 

• Impact reflects one’s capability to influence strategic, administrative, and 

operational decisions with the organization (Spreitzer et al., 1997). 

• Self-determination is the belief that one is free to choose how to perform work 

activities. 

 

An abundant body of literature demonstrates that structural empowerment predicts the 

following: 
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• Job satisfaction (Lautizi, Laschinger, & Ravazzolo, 2009; Wong & Laschinger, 

2013), 

• Autonomy (Laschinger, Sabiston, & Kutscher, 1997), 

• Respect (Laschinger & Finegan, 2005), 

• Intent to stay on the job (Nedd, 2006), 

• Organizational commitment (Smith, Andrusyszyn, & Laschinger, 2010), 

• Leadership practices (Davies, Wong, & Laschinger, 2011; Wong & Laschinger, 

2013), and 

• Job stress and burnout reduction (Laschinger, Wong, & Grau, 2013). 

 

Performance does not appear as a direct benefit of structural or psychological 

empowerment, as one might intuitively expect. Liu and Fang (2006) demonstrated 

that the relationship between empowerment and performance was only indirect; 

Wong and Laschinger (2013) found similar results. From this perspective, motivation, 

ability, and opportunity emerge as plausible mechanisms through which 

empowerment may engender performance (Blumberg & Pringle, 1982, p. 565). 

 

In summary, 

• Empowerment has a direct and positive impact on job satisfaction and employee 

engagement. 

• Empowerment requires three effective layouts of communication in the company: 

top-down, bottom-up, and peer-to-peer (access to support). 
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• Empowerment requires clear promotion and development plans (access to 

opportunity). 

• Empowerment is a necessary but not sufficient condition to reach an outstanding 

performance level. I suggest, as described in chapter 4, that autonomy, contextual 

management, and alignment are also required to reach optimal performance at 

work. 

Promotion and Development 
In this section, I elaborate on peer-to-peer rewards and career path. 

 

Founded in 1955, WorldatWork (www.worldatwork.org) is a non-profit human 

resources association for professionals and organizations focused on compensation, 

benefits, work-life effectiveness, and total rewards—strategies to attract, motivate, 

and retain an engaged and productive workforce. WorldatWork has more than 65,000 

members and subscribers worldwide; 95% of Fortune 500 companies employ a 

WorldatWork member. The association publishes regular reports on trends in 

employee recognition. 

 

The 2013 survey shows that 88% of U.S. organizations have some form of employee 

recognition programs. Programs like retirement and length of service recognition 

have been in use for a long time, but according to the survey, a growing number of 

companies continue to leverage newer programs that have a more direct impact on 

business results. These programs include above-and-beyond performance, peer-to-
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peer recognition, and other programs to motivate specific behaviors. The main three 

programs for the period 2008 to 2013 have remained the same, in this order: 

• Length of service (84%, prevalence with an average 19% of employees 

recognized during the past 12 months), 

• Above-and-beyond performance (75%, 20%), and 

• Peer-to-peer recognition (42%, 19%). 

 
For the first time, in 2013 programs to motivate specific behavior jumped to the 

fourth-most prevalent recognition program, with a 7% increase over 2011 to a 41% 

significant difference since 2008. These programs form the fastest growing category. 

 

The five major combined goals of these programs are to recognize years of service 

(77%), create a positive work environment (74%), create a culture of recognition (73%), 

motivate high performance (72%), and encourage desired behaviors (66%), as shown in 

Figure 7 below: 

 
Source: From the 2013 report from WorldatWork, a report underwritten by the ITA 
Group, June 2013, p. 13. 

Figure 7: Percentage of Companies Using Recognition Programs (2013) 
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Forty-two percent of U.S. organizations claimed to have implemented some form of 

peer-to-peer recognition program. According to DeAnne Aguirre, a principal at PwC 

USA, cited in the study, the rise in peer-to-peer recognition programs is due to the 

rising pressures on managers and HR to oversee more employees and larger teams. 

I crosschecked these findings with the findings from the Society for Human Resource 

Management (SHRM®), the world’s largest association devoted to human resource 

management. Twice a year the association commissions a survey to elicit trends 

among HR leaders and practitioners about what challenges they are facing and what 

strategies help them conquer those challenges. The 2012 survey uncovered the 

following five findings:  

1. The top three challenges faced by HR organizations today are succession 

planning, employee engagement, and culture management. 

2. Companies with strategic recognition programs report less frustrated—and 

more enabled—employees. 

3. Strategic recognition programs tied to corporate values are more effective than 

programs without ties to corporate values.  

4. Empowering employees to both give and receive formal recognition yields 

better results. 

5. Organizations that spend more than 1% of payroll on employee recognition 

experience better results. 

Findings 2, 3, and 4 are of direct relevance to this study. Tying strategic recognition 

programs to strategic values has a positive effect: 



 

 

108 
• Of companies with strategic recognition programs, 72% reported that employees 

were rewarded according to their job performance, compared with only 55% of 

employees at companies with non-strategic recognition programs.  

• There is also a strong tie between companies that have recognition programs tied 

to values and a sense of having accurate performance appraisals. Sixty-two 

percent of survey respondents at companies with strategic recognition programs 

reported that performance reviews in their organization were an accurate appraisal 

of performance versus only 50% for companies without strategic recognition. 

• And critically, 37% of companies with strategic recognition report high 

percentages (71% or better) of workers with high engagement levels versus only 

25% of companies without strategic recognition.  

 

The study also found that the highest engagement scores do not yield true business 

results if employees are not also put in a position to succeed. This is known as 

“employee enablement,” what I call in this study employee empowerment, and it 

means having people in the right roles and providing them with both the resources 

and support to get things done. Unless engaged employees are also enabled, they run 

the risk of becoming frustrated or disengaged. 

 

The 2014 “Employee Recognition Survey” by the American Psychological 

Association provides results that are globally aligned with the ones of the previous 

two studies mentioned in this section. A finding of this survey is of direct relevance to 
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our own context: Younger employees are the ones who most value peer-to-peer (P2P) 

recognition, as shown in Figure 8: 

 
Source: From the 2014 Employee Recognition Survey by The American 
Psychological Association, p. 27. 

Figure 8. How Much Employees Value P2P Recognition by Age 

Career path 
During the 1980s, a vast majority of large corporations were reinventing their 

corporate structure, a process that most of the time included reducing dramatically the 

number of management layers. One of the first industry leaders to advocate for the 

fact that adapting to today’s global economy would require deep organizational 

changes was General Electric’s CEO Jack Welch, while presenting his vision for the 

future in GE’s 1990 annual report. According to Welch, the time had come for GE in 

particular and corporations in general to remove the internal walls between business 

units, hierarchy levels, and geographies, and form stronger alliances with some of the 

key external constituents of their value chain, mostly clients and suppliers. Welch 

coined the term boundaryless organization to describe this effect. Hirschborn and 

Gilmore (1992) quote Welch’s description of the new organizational model for GE, in 

the GE annual report (1990): “Our dream for the 1990s is a boundaryless company, a 
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company where we knock down the walls that separate us from each other on the 

inside and from our key constituencies on the outside” (p. 104). 

 

In fact, the work on boundaryless organization started in 1988, when Jack Welch 

asked Dave Ulrich, a GE employee, to pull together a team of consultants and 

academics to define how GE should do business in the future. Ron Ashkenas and 

Todd Jick, from Harvard University, and Steve Kerr, from the University of Southern 

California, completed the core team. Ashkenas, Ulrich, Jick, and Kerr summarized 

their work in The Boundaryless Organization: Breaking the Chains of Organizational 

Structure, a book published in 1995. This effort was geared toward General Electric’s 

goals and more generally toward helping giant corporations regain some agility 

(Ashkenas et al., 1995).  

 

In The Boundaryless Organization, Ashkenas et al. (1995) indicate four kinds of 

boundaries that need to be crossed by organizations: 

• The vertical boundaries, to regain agility across hierarchy. Hierarchies need not 

be dissolved, but decision-making has to be rearranged to make sure a decision is 

taken at the level where the best knowledge of a problem lies. 

• The horizontal boundaries that have been built between business units, lines of 

products, and functions. The goal is to let processes permeate horizontal 

boundaries, as they carry new ideas that are beneficial for the ensemble. 
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• The external boundaries are the barriers between the company and its own eco-

system, mostly formed by clients, suppliers, and various communities. Extending 

the concept of supply chain to clients and suppliers has been one of the major 

achievements of the boundaryless organization so far, although recent examples 

have shown that there is more than just extending the concept; common values 

have to be passed and shared. 

• The geographic boundaries, which exist mostly when companies operate in 

different countries with different cultures. The concept of a boundaryless career 

has been focusing mostly on this part of a boundaryless organization. 

 

The flattening of organizational structures (of vertical boundaries) has dramatically 

reduced the possibilities for employees to enter a company confident enough that they 

could patiently climb the corporate ladder to reach a position of privilege and power. 

As James (1995) said, the rungs on the ladder have simply been removed.  

 

The decline of the traditional organizational career has created new ways for 

employees to think of their own careers. Kanten, Kanten, and Yesiltas (2015) 

referenced several perspectives on career management that have emerged and become 

popular in the literature: the boundaryless career and the protean career being the 

main ones, the dual ladder career path, the flexible career, the dual career, career 

competencies, the formal mentoring programs, career assessment centers, and so on.  
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Citing Seymen (2004) and Forrier, Sels, and Verbruggen (2005), Kanten et al. (2015) 

summarize the shift between the traditional career paradigm and the new career 

paradigm: 
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Table 7. Comparison Between New and Traditional Career Approaches 

 
 Traditional Career New Career 
Working Range One or two organizations Numerous organizations 
Employment Relationship 
 

Commitment-oriented job 
Security 

Performance and 
flexibility- 
oriented employment 

Commitment Dependent Employer Independent Employer 
Skills Organization-specific Can be transferred 

between organizations 
Success Evaluation of 
an Individual 

Wage promotion, status Psychological means of 
the job  

Education Formal Programs On-the-job training 
Responsibility of Career 
Management 

Organizational Individual 

Basic Attitudes Committed to the 
Organization 

Job satisfaction and 
professional 
commitment 

Important 
Characteristics 

Age-oriented Learning-oriented 

Source: From Kanten et al. (2015), summary of pp. 319-320. 
 

In the next two subsections I focus on the two most popular new career perspectives: 

the protean career and the boundaryless one. 

 

Briscoe, Hall, and DeMuth (2006) developed and validated the Protean and 

Boundaryless Career Attitudes Scales. According to them, 

• The protean career as espoused by Hall (1976) and Hall (2002) focuses on 

achieving subjective career success through self-directed vocational behavior. 

• The boundaryless career (Arthur, 1994) focuses on crossing both objective and 

subjective dimensions of a career at multiple levels of analysis, including 

organizational position, mobility, flexibility, the work environment, and the 
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opportunity structure, while at the same time de-emphasizing reliance on 

organizational promotions and career paths. 

The protean career 
The protean career centers on Hall’s (1976, 1996, 2002) conception of psychological 

success resulting from individual career management, as opposed to career 

development by the organization. In the early presentation by Hall (1996), protean 

careers were characterized by a greater mobility, a more whole-life perspective, and a 

developmental progression. Briscoe and Hall (2002) argue that there has been no 

demonstration so far that these dimensions would positively relate to the protean 

career, and they suggested instead to characterize a protean career as involving both a 

values-driven attitude and a self-directed attitude toward career management.  

Individuals who hold protean career attitudes are intent upon using their own values 

(versus organizational values for example) to guide their career (“values-driven”) and 

they take an independent role in managing their vocational behavior (“self-directed”).  

Conversely, Briscoe et al. (2006) argue that an individual who does not hold protean 

attitudes would be more likely to “borrow” external standards, as opposed to 

internally developed ones, and be more likely to seek external direction and 

assistance in behavioral career management as opposed to being more proactive and 

independent.  

The boundaryless career 
A person with a boundaryless career mindset “navigates the changing work landscape 

by enacting a career characterized by different levels of physical and psychological 
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movement” (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006, p. 22). Related to the notion of psychological 

boundarylessness, Briscoe et al. (2006) suggest that career actors will vary in the 

attitude that they hold toward initiating and pursuing work-related relationships 

across organizational boundaries. This does not necessarily imply physical or 

employment mobility. Thus a person with a decidedly high “boundaryless” attitude 

toward working relationships across organizational boundaries is comfortable, even 

enthusiastic about creating and sustaining active relationships beyond organizational 

boundaries. For Briscoe et al. (2006), a boundaryless career attitude is primarily 

psychological. For other researchers like Arthur and Rousseau (1996), a boundaryless 

career involves a physical change of companies. Someone high in such an attitude of 

organizational mobility would be comfortable with, or even prefer, a career that 

played out across several employers. 

Conclusion 
Gioia (2005) describes the shift from traditional to boundaryless attitudes as a “good 

news—bad news” situation. According to her, 

While it is inspiring to see young people with a desire to create 
something, to try new business ventures while they are young, there is 
also a downside. These entrepreneurs, full of intellectual curiosity and 
energy, are often ideal employees for existing companies. However, if 
they are in business for themselves, these unique human resources are 
usually not available to work for other employers. (p. 12) 

 

This is the new challenge presented to corporations like ours, with an extremely flat 

structure: how to create employee loyalty, as more employees embrace a 

boundaryless or protean career. The answer I propose in this theory lies in the 
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combination of empowerment and a loosely coupled system. In fact, I believe that a 

majority of employees will opt for staying with a company that creates the conditions 

of their empowerment; there is less stress and more potential opportunities in 

evolving within a business ecosystem than there is in playing it alone, especially in an 

industry like ours where little can be achieved without serious teamwork effort. 

Management by Context 
I drew from the knowledge management theory to demonstrate why context matters 

more than control, at least for software companies, and used the Cynefin framework 

(Snowden & Boone, 2007) to illustrate my point. I chose this framework because its 

author (Snowden) has a dual background in research and IT. The Cynefin framework, 

as represented in Figure 9 below, is a sense-making methodology that provides a 

typology of contexts to describe problems, situations, and systems. These typologies 

are useful as a guide to provide heuristics around which contextually appropriate 

explanations and/or solutions for specific situations may be constructed (Goh). 
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Source: From Snowden and Boone (2007). Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2007/11/a-
leaders-framework-for-decision-making/ar/1 

Figure 9. The Cynefin Framework 
 

Snowden & Boone (2007) conceptualize four possible situations: 

• Simple (best practice). In the simple domain, the relationship between cause and 

effect is clearly understood. The facts of the situation are assessed, categorized, 

and then a response based on established (best) practice is executed. 

• Complicated (good practice). In the complicated domain, the relationship between 

cause and effect is not necessarily well understood and requires the help of expert 

analysis. Several options are investigated, expert advice taken into consideration, 

and then a response based on the analysis is determined. 

• Complex (emergent practice). In the complex domain, the relationship between 

cause and effect cannot be immediately understood, and often only retrospection 

reveals the interrelationships between cause and effect. Several ideas are tested to 
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see if they help the situation; if they do, they are amplified; if not they are 

dampened and other ideas are tested. 

• Chaotic (novel practice). In the chaotic domain, there is no relationship between 

cause and effect; a good example of a chaotic situation would be a fire, where 

one’s first reaction would be to run for safety. Ad hoc, urgent decisions to 

stabilize the situation are the first priority, after which the next step can be 

determined. 

 

Snowden and Boone (2007) posit that the following types of management styles are 

best adapted to each position: 

• In simple contexts, leaders sense, categorize, and respond. 

• In complicated contexts, leaders sense, analyze, and respond. 

• In complex situations, instead of attempting to impose a course of action, leaders 

must patiently allow the path forward to reveal itself. They need to probe first, 

then sense, and then respond. 

• In the chaotic domain, a leader’s immediate job is not to discover patterns but to 

regain control of the situation. A leader must first act to establish order, then sense 

where stability is present and from where it is absent, and then respond by 

working to transform the situation from chaos to complexity, where the 

identification of emerging patterns can both help prevent future crises and discern 

new opportunities. Communication of the most direct top-down or broadcast kind 

is imperative; there is simply no time to ask for input. 
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Software development belongs to the complex category, as similar causes are unlikely 

to produce the same effects over time; in fact, as stated by Snowden (2013) in a 

keynote address: 

Because it worked that way in the past does not mean it will work this 
way in the future, and people constantly do it. […] The more you 
prevent past failure, the more you increase the probability of future 
failure. […] What is at play here is lesson’s learning as opposed to 
lessons learned. (37:20 – 38:00) 

 

While most software projects remain in the complex category, it is not unusual that 

they get out of control; that is, they shift from a complex state to a chaotic one. At this 

stage, there is no more relationship between causes and effects. The Gartner Group 

(2012) estimated the failure rate in the industry to be between 20% and 28%, 

depending of the project size. When projects fail into a chaotic state, leadership style 

needs to be reverted from management by context to management by control 

(Hastings, 2009; Snowden & Boone, 2007). 

 

Since complex situations are non-linear ones by definition, let alone chaotic ones, a 

traditional control process based on linearity (management approval, committees, 

planning, and process valued more than results, etc.) is at best ineffective. What 

matters in a complex environment is to understand the strategy, the acceptable 

metrics, assumptions, objectives, clearly defined roles, in-depth knowledge of the 

stakes, and transparency around decision-making.  
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In the world of IT, the agile development methodology has gained constant traction 

since it emergence in the 1990s to become mainstream today; in addition, Cynefin is 

emerging as one of the main approaches to understanding complexity within the agile 

community and provides a means to integrate and understand the proper boundary 

conditions between methods and tools (Snowden, 2015). During the 2015 Agile 

Conference in India, Snowden (2015) called agile a complex-to-complicated device 

(32:38 – 32:45). 

History of the Agile movement 
A small group of people got together at a ski resort in 2001 to discuss what could be 

done to reduce the high rate of failure in the IT industry. The outcome of this 

gathering was the publication of the Agile Manifesto, a manifesto that is rooted in the 

rapid application development (RAD) method, and therefore influenced by the work 

of the DSDM (dynamic systems development method) consortium, James Martin 

(1991), and Kerr and Hunter (1993) to name the most influential contributors to the 

RAD development approach. 

 

The following are the twelve principles upon which the Agile Manifesto is based:  

1. Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous 

delivery of valuable software. 

2. Welcome changing requirements, even late in development. Agile processes 

harness change for the customer's competitive advantage. 
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3. Deliver working software frequently, from a couple of weeks to a couple of 

months, with a preference to the shorter timescale. 

4. Business people and developers must work together daily throughout the 

project. 

5. Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the environment and 

support they need, and trust them to get the job done.  

6. The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and 

within a development team is face-to-face conversation.  

7. Working software is the primary measure of progress. 

8. Agile processes promote sustainable development. The sponsors, developers, 

and users should be able to maintain a constant pace indefinitely. 

9. Continuous attention to technical excellence and good design enhances agility. 

10. Simplicity—the art of maximizing the amount of work not done—is essential. 

11. The best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from self-organizing 

teams.  

12. At regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more effective, then 

fine-tunes and adjusts its behavior accordingly.  

 

Under an agile business management model, techniques, practices, principles, and 

values are expressed across five domains (Leybourn, 2013): 

1. Integrated customer engagement. To embed customers within any delivery 

process to share accountability for product/service delivery; 
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2. Facilitation-based management. Adopting agile management models, like 

the role of scrum master, to facilitate the day-to-day operation of teams; 

3. Agile work practices. Adopting specific iterative and incremental work 

practices such as scrum, kanban, test-driven development or feature-driven 

development across all business functions (from sales and human resources to 

finance and marketing); 

4. An enabling organizational structure. With a focus on staff engagement, 

personal autonomy, and outcome-based governance; and 

5. An education model. One that blends agile practices and philosophies to 

create micro-schools that emphasize collaborative culture creation and self-

directed learning. 

Conclusion 
Succeeding in developing software largely depends on the following: 

• Approaching projects as complex systems, 

• Setting up the proper context in the beginning of the project, 

• Granting a high level of autonomy to the development team and to each team 

member in the team, and 

• Understanding that projects can fall into a chaotic mode; when it happens, the 

management style should change to reverse to complex mode. 

 

Back to the theory proposed in this study, both research and state-of-the-art in 

software development suggest that management by context is a good option to 



 

 

123 
successfully develop sophisticated applications. A culture of empowerment, 

combined with loose coupling, favors autonomy, self-organization, and reactivity, 

and therefore favors management by context. 

Autonomy and Responsibility 
Autonomy and empowerment are positively related. Laschinger et al. (1997) 

demonstrated that empowerment predicts autonomy. Kanter (1993) mentions that she 

uses the word power in organizations as synonymous with autonomy and freedom of 

action (p. 197). Researchers who approach performance in the workplace from a 

leadership standpoint demonstrate that some types of leadership can lead to more 

autonomy. For instance, authentic leadership theory (Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, 

Luthans, & May, 2004) posits that authentic leaders model and support self-

determination; self-determination being one’s autonomy or discretion to perform 

one’s work in the way that one chooses, including making decisions about work 

methods, procedures, pace, and effort (Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005; Thomas 

& Velthouse, 1990).  

 

I found it difficult to comprehend autonomy only as a by-product of empowerment 

for instance. The combination of empowerment and loose coupling enables 

companies to progressively grant an extremely high level of autonomy to employees, 

and it is why I separated autonomy from empowerment in this study. In fact, 

autonomy is a factor that can yield a high positive deviance in performance and job 

satisfaction (Hamel, 2011), as shown in the following examples. 
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Hamel (2011) uses Morning Star as a case in point to show that organizations can 

grant the highest level of autonomy possible and still remain highly aligned and 

functional. Headquartered in Woodlands, California, Morning Star is the world’s 

largest tomato processor, handling between 25% to 30% of the tomatoes processed 

each year in the U.S.; the company, with 400 employees, had a revenue over $700M 

in 2015. This is an extreme case of freedom at work because at the company,  

• No one has a designated manager. 

• Employees negotiate responsibilities with their peers. 

• Everyone can spend the company’s money. 

• Each individual is responsible for acquiring the tools needed to do his or her 

work. 

• There are no titles or promotions. 

• Compensation decisions are peer-based. 

 

Carney and Getz (2011) use a few companies as exemplars to describe the high 

impact employee autonomy has on a company’s overall performance; the companies 

studied included FAVI in northern France, USAA, Vertex, Harley-Davidson, and Sun 

Hydraulics in the U.S. to name a few. Carney and Getz (2011) posit that prior to 

granting freedom to employees, the first step is to transform the company from a 

“how” one, in which managers instruct their employees on how to do their jobs, into a 

“why” one, where employees know why they are doing what they are doing. This is 
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consistent with a loose coupling approach, which recommends that decisions be made 

at the point of contact between the company and its environment.  

 

When the “why” environment is in place, leaders need not try to motivate people but 

instead build an environment that allows employees to grow; employees will motivate 

themselves when they clearly understand the company’s vision and adhere to it. In 

affirming this, Carney and Getz follow Deci and Ryan’s extensive empirical work 

(2000), which led them to a conclusion similar to McGregor’s (1967): Human 

motivation does not need to be controlled; people are self-motivated to act in search 

of mastery and well-being when provided a nourishing environment. 

 

The companies studied by Carney and Getz (2011) are not isolated cases of 

companies that promote autonomy as a means to increase performance. Netflix is a 

well-known one too (Hastings, 2009). The Virgin conglomerate is another highly 

publicized example: Branson (2013), the serial entrepreneur and owner of the Virgin 

brand, promotes the same approach: 

I've never had to play by anyone else's rules, and I wouldn't want to. 
This attitude has shaped my approach to management since Virgin's 
early days, when I decided to grant our employees many of the same 
freedoms I enjoy. Today the Virgin Group is made up of dozens of 
companies headed by CEOs and managers who have the freedom to 
run their businesses as they see fit. This philosophy goes against the 
usual rules of business and may seem unmanageable, but it has turned 
out to be one of the keys to our success. […] Our employees are free to 
take positive risks knowing that they will not solely be judged on a 
company's profit margin, but also on factors that all of us at Virgin 
value, like raising awareness of the brand, creating happy and loyal 
customers or making a positive impact on the larger community. By 
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giving employees the same freedoms that senior managers and I give 
ourselves, our team can successfully take on projects other brands 
can't, such as Virgin Galactic and Virgin Oceanic—tourism companies 
set to expand travel to space and the ocean depths. […] This policy 
also helps our employees to succeed because they can pursue their 
passions. (p. 27) 

 

These findings are consistent with the model elaborated in this study. The companies 

mentioned in the examples are organized as loosely coupled systems, with 

empowerment and autonomy at the core of the company’s functioning.   

Alignment of Values 

Communication channels 
Communication is a central concept for organization and management theory 

(Thompkins, 1987) and much of the nascent research on this topic has emerged from 

scholars of organizational communication (Goldhaber, 1993; Jablin & Putnam, 2001; 

Jablin, Putman, Roberts, & Porter, 1987) and organizational psychology (Drenth, 

Thierry, & de Wolff, 1998; Lowenberg & Conrad, 1998; Schein, 1988). 

 

I focus here on internal communication, as it is the part of communication that 

emerged in the grounded theory presented in this study. Hargie and Tourish (2009, p. 

419) argue that internal communication is increasingly recognized as a crucial 

variable in determining organizational success, and as a vital issue requiring further 

research. Barnfield (2003) states that internal communication has been recognized as 

a strategic focus for business communication, second only to leadership concerns. 
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Pretty much everything can be called internal communication, from a chat between 

employees at the coffee machine to a formal corporate communication by the CEO; 

hence the need for classification. 

 

Welch and Jackson (2007) break internal communication down into four dimensions 

by stakeholder groups:  

• Internal line management communication, 

• Internal team-peer communication, 

• Internal project-peer communication, and 

• Internal corporate communication. 

 

Most of the literature pertains to internal corporate communication (ICC). I could not 

find much relevant literature on peer communication, so I assume this area needs 

more research. Understanding peer communication better would be very beneficial 

for companies and would help prevent creating silos of information. In our company, 

we consider team-peer communication the preferable way to learn from our mistakes 

and propagate through the company the knowledge we acquire on any given project.  

At this stage, our approach is entirely empirical and would benefit from additional 

research work in the area of peer communication. 

Internal corporate communication 
Internal corporate communication is a term that has been used in public relations and 

corporate communication for years (Kazoleas &Wright, 2001; Van Riel & Fombrun, 
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2007; Wilcox, Cameron, Ault, & Agee, 2003). Welch and Jackson (2007) propose a 

framework to describe the communication between strategic managers and internal 

stakeholders. Figure 10 shows the four main goals of internal corporate 

communication (ICC). According to this framework, they are as follows: 

• Creating a greater commitment of the employees to the organization, 

• Promoting awareness of the organization’s changing environment (external 

changes), 

• Helping understand the organization’s evolving aims (internal changes), and 

• Promoting a sense of belonging to the organization.  
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Source: Adapted from Welch and Jackson (2007). Cited in Welch (2012), p. 247. 

Figure 10. Internal Corporate Communication (Welch (2012) 
 
 

Researchers have approached ICC both from leadership and employee perspectives. 

Leadership perspective 
Grunig (2009) contends that CEOs as top leaders of the organization help define and 

embody the organizational image and personify the organization to internal and 

external stakeholders. Garbett (1988) notes that the CEO’s personality shapes the 

character and culture of the entire organization. 

 

Men (2015) uses the term chief engagement officer to highlight the pressing need for 

CEOs to come out of their offices, communicate with and engage their internal and 

external communities, and build personal relationships. Such rising concern with the 
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communication function of CEOs appears in parallel with the development of social 

media as a new medium, particularly with the penetration of digital platforms in the 

internal communication programs of organizations. According to Men (2015), CEOs 

can play the role of chief engagement officer internally and be directly involved with 

the communication efforts. Men (2015) posits that CEOs often serve as the catalyst in 

forming the communication philosophy and style of the organization, establish 

management credibility to employees, engage in two-way communication, and use 

their personal influence and connections to foster trust (Men, 2011; Pincus, Rayfield, 

& Cozzens, 1991). In other words, CEO communication is an indispensable part of 

organizational leadership communication.  

Employee perspective 
Employee engagement is expressed via positive physical, cognitive, and emotional 

work role performance (Kahn, 1990). It enables organizations to innovate and 

compete and has communication implications (Welch, 2011). Sluss, Klimchak, and 

Holmes (2008, p. 457) point out that although a myriad of potential exchange 

relationships exists within and between organizations, all employees have two 

predominant relationships at work: one with the immediate supervisor and one with 

the organization as a whole. 

 

Employees tend to evaluate communication channels based on their expectations for 

those channels (Cameron & McCollum, 2003). Beneficial internal communication 

relies on appropriate messages reaching employees in formats useful and acceptable 
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to them; perceived inadequacies in the communication process could inadvertently 

damage internal relationships (Welch & Jackson, 2007). According to Pincus et al. 

(1991), employees desire a more open and closer relationship with top managers, 

particularly the CEO. The perceptions of employees toward top management are 

“closely linked to their overall perceptions of the organization as a place to work and 

the general state of the morale” (Pincus et al., 1991, p.9). 

 

According to Robertson (2005), an effective communication climate is based on the 

following: topics job, personal, operational, and strategic issues. Many of these are 

reflected in an audit of communication in a healthcare organization, where the 

following top six topics were cited for “information needed” (Hargie & Tourish, 

2009). The following scale was used: 1 = very little; 2 = little; 3 = some; 4 = great;  

5 = very great. 

 
• How problems that I report in my job are dealt with (3.8), 

• How my job contributes to the organization (3.6), 

• How decisions that affect my job are reached (3.6), 

• Things that go wrong in my organization (3.5), 

• Staff development opportunities (3.5), and 

• My performance in my job (3.5). 
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Ruck and Welch (2012) reviewed twelve recent (2004–2010) academic and 

consultancy studies of internal communication and derived a conceptual model 

(Figure 11) of the questions that employees expect line management and ICC to 

address in order to create satisfactory internal communication. 

 
 

 
Source: From Ruck and Welch, 2012), p. 300. 

Figure 11. Line Management and Satisfactory Internal Communication  
 

As highlighted by some responses to our study, poorly managed communication can 

also be a source of frustration and disengagement for employees. Christensen, 

Cornelissen, and Morsing (2007) argue that ICC may be subject to routine cynical 
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interpretation in symbolic resistance to organizational power; hence, the importance 

of well-controlled communication. 

 

Medium theory 
The medium used for internal communication plays an important role in the 

employees’ response. The medium theory was formulated over 60 years ago 

(Lasswell, 1948; Innis, 1951; McLuhan, 1960), and has evolved to incorporate the 

newer types of media (Qvortrup, 2006; Hallahan, 2010). Recent research work 

suggests that the medium is the message inside organizations (White, Vanc, & 

Stafford, 2010), since internal communication plays a symbolic role as well as a 

practical one.  

Conclusion 
In summary, there is no doubt that well-managed internal communication positively 

influences employee engagement. Successful internal communication requires CEOs 

to favor direct contacts with their employee base, always checking the quality and 

frequency of the communication, as poorly managed internal communication creates 

employee frustration. 

Hiring strategy: Building the right workforce 
For companies like ours, which are highly international, the word culture is 

polysemous, as it covers at least two different realities: the dominant culture in each 

country and the company culture. In addition, but I did not consider it in this study, 

the word culture itself includes the different levels of culture that can be observed in 

an organization (Schein, 2010): subcultures, that is, the occupational groups within 
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the organization, and microcultures, defined as the cultures of small coherent units 

within organizations, including for instance tasks forces or in our case project teams. 

Country dominant culture 
The work of Hofstede (1980, 1991) has become the reference to understand and 

measure differences in cultures between countries. Hofstede (1991) defined four 

dimensions to identify and measure systematic differences in national cultures:  

• The power distance (PDI) dimension, which measures the extent to which the less 

powerful members of organizations and institutions accept and expect that power 

is distributed unequally. For Stone-Romero, Stone, and Salas (2003), this 

represents inequality (more versus less), but defined from below, not from above. 

It suggests that a society’s level of inequality is endorsed by the followers as 

much as by the leaders. 

• The individualism (IDV) dimension, which has individualism on one side versus 

its opposite, collectivism, on the other; it is the degree to which individuals are 

integrated into groups. On the individualist side we find societies in which the ties 

between individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after him/herself and 

his/her immediate family. On the collectivist side, we find societies in which 

people from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, often 

extended families (with uncles, aunts, and grandparents), which continue 

protecting them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty. 

• The uncertainty-avoidance (UAI) dimension, which deals with a society’s 

tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity; it ultimately refers to man’s search for 
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Truth. It indicates to what extent a culture programs its members to feel either 

uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations. Unstructured situations 

are novel, unknown, surprising, and different from usual. Uncertainty-avoiding 

cultures try to minimize the possibility of such situations by strict laws and rules, 

safety and security measures, and on the philosophical and religious level, by a 

belief in absolute Truth: “There can only be one Truth and we have it.” 

• The masculinity (MAS) dimension versus its opposite, femininity, refers to the 

distribution of roles between the genders, which is another fundamental issue for 

any society to which a range of solutions is found. The IBM studies revealed that 

(a) women’s values differ less among societies than men’s values; (b) men’s 

values from one country to another contain a dimension from very assertive and 

competitive and maximally different from women’s values on the one side, to 

modest and caring, similar to women’s values, on the other. The assertive pole has 

been called “masculine” and the modest, caring pole “feminine.” 

 

In 2010, Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov (p. 281) added two additional dimensions 

to the original four-dimension model: 

• Long-term orientation (LTO) is the fifth dimension, which was added after the 

original four in order to try to distinguish the difference in thinking between the 

East and West. From the original IBM studies, this difference was something that 

could not be deduced. Therefore, Hofstede created a Chinese value survey, which 

was distributed across 23 countries. From these results, and with an understanding 
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of the influence of the teaching of Confucius on the East, long-term versus short-

term orientation became the fifth cultural dimension. 

• Indulgence versus restraint (IND) is the final dimension and is essentially a 

measure of happiness: whether or not simple joys are fulfilled. Indulgence is 

defined as “a society that allows relatively free gratification of basic and natural 

human desires related to enjoying life and having fun.” Its counterpart is defined 

as “a society that controls gratification of needs and regulates it by means of strict 

social norms.” Indulgent societies believe themselves to be in control of their own 

lives and emotions; restrained societies believe other factors dictate their lives and 

emotions.  

 

As these indicators apply to my study, I list in Table 8 the values of the six indicators 

for the following countries: the USA, Argentina, Mexico, and Uruguay. 

Table 8. Hofstede Dimensions Applied to Blue Trail Countries  

Country PDI IDV UAI MAS LTO IND 
Mexico 81 30 82 69 24 97 

USA 40 91 46 62 29 68 
Argentina 49 46 86 56 20 62 
Uruguay 61 36 100 38 26 53 

 

These indicators help boundaryless organizations mitigate their risk when assembling 

the proper teams for a given situation, for example, a new international project. Table 

8 shows for instance that Argentina and the USA have a relatively similar PDI 

indicator (49 and 40, respectively), which means that people born and raised in 
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Argentina or the USA are more likely to have a similar understanding of the role of 

management, than do people raised in Mexico (PDI=81). It is also no surprise to see 

that Mexico has by far the lowest IDV indicator (individualism) among the four 

countries listed since the notion of group (family, community, village, etc.) is deeply 

rooted in the Mexican culture, much more than in the USA one for instance.  

Company culture 
Dineen and Soltis (2011) claim that regardless of the type of organization, an 

employer’s success is closely tied to the type of individuals it employs. However, and 

according to Breaugh (2013), no general theory of employment recruitment has been 

offered, despite the sizable amount of research that has been conducted. Because of 

the lack of a general theory of recruitment, the research literature offers a fragmented 

treatment of topics. For example, separate studies all hypothesize an effect on the 

accuracy of recruits’ job expectations, including Breaugh (2008), Earnest, Allen, and 

Landis (2011), and Zottoli and Wanous (2000), whose theories suggest using current 

employees to recruit (a recruitment model), providing a realistic job preview (a 

recruitment message), and recruiting individuals who have held jobs similar to those 

being filled (recruitment targeting).  

 

Researchers generally frame the problem of personnel selection as a multi criteria 

decision making (MCDM) process, in which the candidates’ performance is measured 

across various metrics (Behera & Sarkar, 2013; Kusumawardani & Agintiara, 2015; 

Taylan, Alidrisi, & Kabli, 2014). 
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According to Kusumawardani and Agintiara (2015), it is the combining of these 

scores in which researchers attempt to produce a decision that is close to the actual 

results. One of the more popular MCDM methods for personnel selection is the fuzzy 

analytical hierarchy process (AHP). In this method, a set of criteria is produced and 

methodically weighted according to their importance. Candidates are measured based 

on these criteria and receive a final score that reflects this importance weighting. 

Another method that is also popular is the fuzzy technique for order preference by 

similarity to ideal solution (TOPSIS). In this method, characteristics of the candidates 

are compared to that of an ideal. This mimics a common thought process in humans, 

in which people evaluate things not based on some criteria but on comparison with an 

ideal instance of the same type. 

 

These models are highly complex and thus not of great service to most companies, 

especially smaller ones. On a more positive note, there are many articles that focus on 

possible hiring strategies. To summarize, when hiring people, companies will mostly 

consider two main criteria: 

• Candidate’s soft skills, principally the character of the candidate and his/her fit to 

the corporate culture, and 

• Candidate’s hard skills for the position; that is, how much the education and work 

experience match the job description. 
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According to Aarts (2015), many thriving companies, including Whole Foods, 

Pinterest, and Zappos, are using culture fit interviews as main decision factors.  

Furthermore, hiring for culture fit is engrained in Silicon Valley’s subculture. Mitch 

Kapor, the founder of Lotus 1-2-3, calls the local sub-culture a mirror-tocracy. 

Aarts (2015) recommends very carefully using culture fit for hiring, as it can yield to 

conformity, which can harden into cultural orthodoxy.  

 

Phillips, Liljenquist, and Neale (2009) elaborate on the risk of cultural orthodoxy. 

They posit that better decisions come from teams that include a socially distinct 

newcomer; they noticed this effect after conducting a traditional group problem-

solving experiment. The twist was that a newcomer was added to each group about 

five minutes into their deliberations. And when the newcomer was a social outsider, 

teams were more likely to solve the problem successfully. According to a comment 

on the study by Phillips (2009), newcomers in the experiment did not necessarily ask 

tougher questions, possess novel information, or maintain a conflicting point of view; 

it was their mere presence in the group that changed the dynamic among the existing 

group members, who shared a common identity.  

 

The same study also revealed something interesting about group effectiveness. The 

subjects in the experiment were members of different fraternities and sororities. In 

general, when the newcomer was from the same sorority or fraternity as the other 

team members, the group reported that it worked well together but was less likely to 
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correctly solve the problem. In contrast, when the newcomer was a member of a rival 

sorority or fraternity, the opposite was true: these groups felt they worked together 

less effectively, yet they significantly outperformed socially homogenous groups.  

 

In summary, a decision that leaders need to make when hiring talents is to either favor 

a homogeneous workforce or a heterogeneous one. As shown here, a homogeneous 

workforce is obtained by placing the main focus on the candidate’s fit to the corporate 

culture, while a heterogeneous one is achieved by focusing mostly on the candidate’s 

skills. In any case, employers need to avoid the risks of becoming a monoculture, or 

the equally dangerous risk of not being able to enforce the corporate culture. 

Social activities 
In this section, I examine the effects that social activities have on team cohesion. The 

purpose is to explain why it is so important to develop social interactions and 

activities in the workplace. 

 

Cohesive groups generally outperform non-cohesive groups and have greater job and 

personal satisfaction (McGrath, 1984). Furthermore, group cohesion has positive 

effects on an individual’s contribution to a group (Carron, Colman, Wheeler, & 

Stevens, 2002). Cohesion has been considered the most important determinant of 

success in small groups (Carron & Brawley, 2000), and many authors have attempted 

to define and operationalize this concept, including Cota, Evans, Dion, Kilik, & 

Longman, (1995) for instance. Cohesion was originally defined as a unitary construct 
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(Mullen & Copper, 1994; Zaccaro, 1991), inherited to a large degree from the 

contribution of Festinger (1950), who regarded cohesion as the total field of forces 

that act on members to remain in the group. In fact, Forsyth (1999) sees cohesion as 

analogous to the “glue” that holds the group together. 

 

A multidimensional view of cohesion is generally accepted today. This point of view 

argues that task commitment should be added to interpersonal attraction (Zaccaro, 

1991). Carless and De Paola (2000) suggest a three-factor model: task cohesion, 

social cohesion, and individual attraction to the group. These findings, along with 

those of a growing body of literature (e.g., Mullen & Cooper, 1994), support the view 

that cohesion is a multidimensional construct.  

 

Sanchez and Yurrebaso (2009) conceptualize cohesion as the degree of commitment 

to the task, the extent to which members interact socially, and the extent to which 

individual team members see the group as an attractive social group. They 

demonstrated that a culture of work teams contributes to strengthening the cohesion 

in these teams. In other words, the more the group members share values, beliefs, and 

cultural norms, the more they will feel attracted to the group and thus the greater the 

level of group cohesion. It has also been suggested that the interaction among group 

members leads to higher levels of cohesiveness (Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998). 

Sanchez and Yurrebaso (2009) argue that it is not the interaction itself, but rather the 
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content, meanings, and topics of interaction that are grounded in shared beliefs that 

constitute what we call actual group culture.  

 

In summary, the more the norms or behaviors are shared, the greater the group 

cohesion; and the bigger the culture gaps, the lower the group cohesion. 

 

To reinforce my point on the impact of social exclusion to cohesion and group 

performance, I also looked at the negative impact of social exclusion to team 

performance. Social exclusion is being or perceived being excluded or devaluated by 

desired relationship partners (MacDonald & Leary, 2005). Subjects who experience 

social exclusion prefer not to reconnect with those who reject them, tend to flee the 

situation where social exclusion occurs, and engage in self-defeating behavior (SDB) 

or behavior that undermines goal attainment and self-interests (Baumeister, Twenge, 

& Nuss, 2002; Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007; Twenge, Catanese, & 

Baumeister, 2003). 

 

Renn, Allen, and Huning (2013) maintain that social exclusion at work contributes to 

employee SDB and turnover, two extremely costly work behaviors for organizations 

(Becker & Cropanzano, 2011; Thau et al., 2007). In their study (2013) they developed 

and tested a new theoretical framework of how employee perceptions of social 

exclusion at work relates to SDB and turnover. Their findings indicate that employees 

may exit a workplace where they experience social exclusion in one of two ways. 



 

 

143 
Some employees who perceive being socially excluded at work may quit suddenly 

(i.e., impulsive quitting), perhaps in order to escape the work environment where the 

ostracism occurred. Impulsive quitting by socially excluded employees could be 

associated with the hurt of being socially excluded, low expectations of relational 

repair, high social anxiety, or some combination of these constructs (Richman & 

Leary, 2009).  

 

As conclusion for this section, I would like to quote Renn, Allen, and Huning (2013) 

(p. 231): 

Humans have a basic need to form non-aversive social attachments 
(Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1968; McClelland, 1985). 
When the need to belong is satisfied, individuals experience 
psychological and physical well-being (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). 
In contrast, when the need to belong is thwarted, people experience a 
state of deprivation that can adversely affect emotion, behavior, 
adjustment, and even health (Coyne et al., 2011; Richman and Leary, 
2009). People satisfy the need to belong by forming a variety of social 
bonds, including multiple social attachments at work that are bound 
with a sense of self and personal identity (Hogg and Terry, 2000; 
Ragins and Dutton, 2007). 

Conclusion 
Team performance is a critical success factor for most companies. As shown in this 

section, group cohesion is a must, as cohesive groups outperform non-cohesive ones.  

In addition, the more behaviors are shared, the greater the group cohesion. Social 

activities are a privileged means to create shared behaviors, team spirit, and group 

effort. The social bounds created during these activities contribute to a higher sense of 

self and identity. This explains why social activities are a central element of the 
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theory presented in this study because they are a significant contributor to enabling 

companies to perform at a high level. 
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Chapter 6: Implications for Practice 
This section presents some examples of actions we are taking to promote and 

maintain the corporate culture of empowerment, a culture aimed at enabling our 

company to operate as a loosely coupled organization performing at a high level, 

growing rapidly and sustainably, and remaining agile and people centric—the answer 

to the research question with which this study began. 

Promotion and Development 

Clients and suppliers 
Small businesses have a tendency to accept any new client, as it yields more revenue. 

They usually also go for the lowest offer from suppliers in order to conserve cash, 

often a tight resource. Contrary to this popular view, we think of our company as an 

ecosystem, and therefore we know that onboarding the wrong client or the wrong 

supplier will eventually disrupt the harmony of the entire system. Every single time 

we signed a client or supplier whose culture did not match ours, it backfired on us. In 

some cases, it took only a month to realize our mistake, in some others more than a 

year, but nonetheless it systematically happened.  

 

We terminated several clients in 2015 only because their attitude conflicted with our 

values, and none of the clients we terminated represented a marginal part of our 

revenue. Terminating a difficult client reinforces the commitment of the employees to 

their company and helps maintain a strong corporate culture. During the AI summits, 
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five participants mentioned that they felt very proud of belonging to a company that 

could make such a decision.  

Continuous training 
Information technology is a fast-paced industry. A way to adapt to its rapid changes is 

to replace employees whose knowledge has become obsolete or, as is the solution we 

have chosen, to enroll all of our employees in a continuous training plan, tailored to 

their role in the company. It has been my observation that continuous training costs 

way less to a company than replacing employees, subcontracting, or acquiring talent 

through mergers and acquisitions.  

 

Below is a list of actions we have taken to provide our employees with continuous 

training: 

• We have a corporate account with an online training site (Lynda.com), accessible 

to each of our employees without restrictions. 

• We send an employee to the major developer conferences by IT companies such 

as Apple and Google. 

• We organize internal technical trainings and tech-talks. 

• We have created an internal mentoring program, whereby our most senior 

employees are personally responsible for the rapid progression of the less senior 

developers. 
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• We ask employees to share their technical knowledge with their peers. We use 

internal sharing platforms for this: a Slack account with specialized channels and 

a WordPress blog. 

Internal training and mentoring program 
The shortage of talents is a major concern for our industry. To make the matter worse, 

an average 30% of the candidates we interview and who possess the technical 

experience we are looking for, clearly state that they do not like our culture, which of 

course ends the hiring process. When asked about this high percentage of candidates 

who do not like our company culture, respondents volunteered the following 

explanations: 

• The vast difference between our corporate culture and the dominant culture in 

their country, especially Argentina and Mexico, was mentioned 18 times. 

• Lack of engagement and fear of responsibilities were mentioned by 20 

respondents. 

 

Our solution has been to set up our own internship program in partnership with local 

universities. We hire undergraduate and graduate students and train them for a six-

month period on the latest technologies. There is a test at the end of the paid 

internship program, and the interns who pass it are presented with a job offer. Classes 

are taught by our senior developers, and a senior developer is asked to mentor each 

trainee whom we hire at the end of the internship program.  
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Career path 
Quite too often, managers promote their employees based on internal jobs openings 

or needs, but seldom do they really take the wishes of their employees into account. It 

is counter-productive, as employees perform best in the environment they like best. 

It is our policy to help our employees move toward their own goals. When employees 

indicate a desire to reorient their career, we enroll them in a training program and pull 

them from their projects if needed.  

 

A recent example involved the creation of a company, Blue Trail Studio, to focus on 

user experience (UX). The head of this company was an employee of our company in 

the U.S. who expressed the desire to be fully in charge of her business. This person 

was a great asset of BTS, and I am delighted to see her run her own business while 

remaining fully integrated in our own ecosystem. And needless to say, we are 

committed to using Blue Trail Studio for our own UX needs. 

Acknowledgments and rewards 
In most cases, acknowledging and rewarding an employee is a privilege of the 

management. Some employees are very good at promoting their own work, while 

some others are not, and therefore quite too often, the people who get the rewards are 

not necessarily the ones who most deserve it. 

 

We have enabled in our company a peer-to-peer acknowledgment system, a solution 

that allows our employees to acknowledge any of their peers. We use a software 
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product called KudosNow that facilitates this process. An example is show in Figure 

12 below (last names have been removed): 

 

Figure 12. Peer-to-peer Acknowledgment 

Management by Context 

More guidelines, fewer rules 
Twenty-eight respondents declared that rules do not help but instead add stress. They 

said that when in doubt, they prefer to ask someone. Too many rules would conflict 

with a culture of empowerment where our employees are asked to make their own 



 

 

150 
assessment of a situation and to determine whether they should ask management or 

just decide directly. Instead of rules, we implemented two mechanisms to get 

decisions made in our company: 

1. All employees, independently of their position in the company, have direct 

access to their CEO or to a decision maker. When this is not possible, 

management needs to question the existing organization. In our case, we are 

committed to split when a group reaches a size that no longer enables the 

“direct access” rule. Although this rule adds to the complexity at the 

consolidation level, most for accounting and finances, it enables the 

entrepreneurship spirit to persist, and it offers more promotion opportunities 

to our best employees. 

2. We have adapted the format of the appreciative inquiry (AI) summit to our 

company size and organization. Employees know that these meetings are the 

place to discuss our operating procedures with the entire group. 

Transparency 
I spent the first 10 years of my career in the corporate world and therefore I had a 

tendency to limit access to information for confidentiality purposes and to retain a 

power advantage. I changed to a more open approach, as promoted by Thompson, 

Benedetto, and Walter (2013). We now share most of the information with our 

employees, including financial performance. 
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This is achieved through weekly meetings organized with all employees from each 

location. Meetings start with a corporate update at which I discuss the good and not 

so good news about the company, and then each employee updates the group on 

his/her project progress. Financial data (PnL per country and consolidated) are shared 

with the employees.  

 

We also do a post-mortem analysis on each project, independently of how successful 

we were. It is a time and place for all people who were involved in a project to share 

openly with the management. 

Autonomy and Responsibility 

Increased freedom 
Netflix (2009) is a major promoter of freedom over process. Their HR policy 

presentation states that, “with the right people, instead of a culture of process 

adherence, we have a culture of creativity and self-discipline, freedom and 

responsibility” (p. 58), and “since going public in 2002, which is traditionally the end 

of freedom, we have substantially increased talent density and employee freedom” (p. 

76).	  We are on a very similar path and believe that there is not much empowerment 

where there is little freedom and responsibility.  

 

One of our rules that reflect this approach is the unlimited paid vacation. After 

employees have demonstrated their commitment to the success of our company, we 

reward them with unlimited paid vacation. We also allow them to take personal days 
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during the regular workday without seeking permission. Our reasoning is that if an 

employee does not count the hours spent at work (many working much more than 

eight hours a day without asking for any payment for their overtime), then neither 

should the company count the hours that the employee takes during regular business 

hours for personal reasons. 

Work organization 
We let our employees decide how they organize their work, provided it does not 

conflict with our overall culture and operating mode. 

We offer the following: 

• Flexible hours, 

• Homework once a week for personal convenience, 

• No directions from management on how to work, unless the project falls in 

chaotic mode, as discussed earlier in this study, and 

• Office setting to enable working from a desk, or from a comfier place like a sofa. 

Alignment of Values 

Leadership role 
The CEO’s charter includes the following principles and responsibilities:  

• Being responsible for the company’s vision and culture, 

• Maintaining regular communication with each single employee, 

• Eschewing a dedicated office space; instead, working from the same open space 

as the rest of the team (two CEOs do this routinely), 
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• Following Thoreau’s maxim that the government is best that governs least,	  

making as few operating decisions as possible, always delegating to line 

employees when possible. And, in fact, it is possible most of the time if we 

exclude legal obligations, and  

• Hammering repeatedly a few core messages at every single employee meeting: 

! Positive deviance, 
! Winner-takes-all, 
! Meaning of empowerment, and 
! Quest for more autonomy and responsibilities.  

Communication channels 
This is one of the biggest challenges in applying the theory, together with the hiring 

process. Highly distributed organizations require several layers of communication: 

peer-to-peer, top down, and bottom up. The difficulty is to make sure information is 

conveyed through the proper channel. Below a description of the actions we have 

taken to channel communication: 

• We have created specialized channels on both Skype and Slack. 

• We have created our own internal social networking platform, called BU|MP, that 

could be compared to an internal Facebook, which lets employees share their 

social experiences. 

• We have weekly meetings between top management and each office. 

• We have open Skype/Slack lines for employees to access management. 

• We hold AI meetings. 

• We have a dedicated WEB site, geared toward our employees. 

• We have started to disclose our financial results to our employees every month. 
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Hiring process 
Preserving or losing our culture depends on our ability to hire people who truly like 

our culture. A weakness of our model lies in the difficulty to ensure, during the hiring 

process, that a candidate is a good match for our culture. Our experience has shown 

that every time we hired candidates only for their technical credentials, knowing that 

there was only a mild cultural match, it backfired on us; either the person left or we 

had to terminate employment. In 2015, our mismatch ratio was 19%, which came at a 

significant cost for us. We are working on improving this process, but it remains a 

major area of improvement. Each candidate is interviewed by at least three of our 

employees, and we do not proceed with the hiring, unless all of the interviewers are 

positive about bringing the candidate on board. 

 

Although we are still a relatively small company, we have hired a human resource 

specialist who leads the recruitment process. Recruiting the right people rapidly is 

critical to our business, so we want to have our own team in-house. We also believe 

that an internal recruiter might understand our culture better and therefore be in a 

better position to evaluate the fit between a potential candidate and our corporate 

culture. 

Employees’ acknowledgment 
Little centralized power means in fact that power has been spread over employees, 

and therefore it is critically important that our employees understand they represent 

our company when making decisions. Netflix says that when making decisions, 

employees should always respect a five-word rule: Act in Netflix’s best interest. We 



 

 

155 
apply the exact same rule: The interest of the group should always prevail; plus, we 

add the following:  

• All employees have access to a stock option plan in the California corporation, 

which is unusual for U.S. companies with subsidiaries in Latin America. 

• Senior management publicly acknowledges employees who did exceptionally 

well with a client, which is done through our Kudos platform. Figure 13 shows an 

example (last names have been removed): 

 

Figure 13. Employee Acknowledgement 
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Social activities 
Many things can be done to encourage social activities, and the profile of the 

workforce will help choose the best activities to stimulate employee engagement. 

Listed below are examples of what we are doing: 

• Office setting aimed at encouraging social interaction: game room, kitchen, area 

that can be used for parties and other activities, 

• Free lunches once a week, 

• Birthday parties, 

• Free non-alcoholic beverages, 

• Internal social network (BU|MP), 

• Company-paid get-together times, 

• Monthly budget assigned to employees for social activities, 

• Office exchange program between countries, and 

• Private booth at the soccer stadium (Mexico), reserved for our employees. 

Geographical dispersion 
The distance between our offices and the differences in culture between the various 

countries is an additional hurdle for us, and one that not all companies face. Below is 

a series of measures we have taken to alleviate these differences: 

• Offshore employees eligible for the U.S. stock-options program, 

• Interoffice knowledge transfer, 

• Participation in the same communication channels,  

• Assigning people from different countries to the same project, and  
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• Interoffice exchange programs. 
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Chapter 7: Implications for Future Research  
As discussed in chapter 5, most of the components of the theory developed in this 

study are backed by solid research work. However, additional research would help the 

following components, and suggestions for future research are presented for each of 

the five main components of the theory. 

Culture of Empowerment 
There is an abundant and detailed literature available on the culture of empowerment. 

The work of Kanter clearly defines empowerment. Further research establishes 

positive relations between empowerment and job satisfaction, autonomy, respect, 

intent to stay on the job, organizational commitment, leadership, and job stress 

reduction. However, and as discussed in chapter 5, performance appears only as an 

indirect benefit of structural or psychological empowerment; researchers (Blumberg 

& Pringle, 1982) argued that motivation, ability, and opportunity were plausible 

mechanisms through which empowerment could engender performance. It is an 

important point for this study, as high performance is part of the research question: 

“What is the best way to design and build a loosely-coupled for-profit start-up 

company so that it performs at a high level, grows rapidly and sustainably, and 

remains agile and people centric as it grows?” 

 

I suggested here that empowerment was a condition, necessary but not sufficient, to 

reach an outstanding level of performance. As described in chapter 4, to reach 
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optimal performance an organization also needs to have a loosely coupled system, 

promotion and development, management by context, autonomy and responsibility, 

and alignment of values. Further research would help validate if all of these 

components are required, or if a subset of them would suffice in order for an 

organization to perform at a high level. 

Promotion and Development 

Peer rewards 
While I could find abundant information from HR professional associations 

(WordatWork and the American Psychological Association are referred in this study), 

I could not find much research on peer rewards. Peer reward is a critical element of 

this theory, and I found surprising that more than 40% of U.S. companies claim to 

have a peer recognition program in place. In fact, when I interviewed Tom Short, the 

founder and president of Kudos, a software-based peer-to-peer reward platform, he 

stated that his company was one of the few ones pioneering the field and that they 

were a little “early in the game.” Additional research is needed to clarify the concept 

of peer rewarding and what the concept encompasses for the 40% of U.S. companies 

that claim to have such a program in place. 

Career path 
A growing number of employees take control of their career management and would 

rather change company than wait for their management to offer them a chance to 

progress. Solid literature on protean and boundaryless careers exists to describe these 

new career paths. But further research is needed to understand whether protean and 
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boundaryless careers reflect a social shift in employees’ mentalities—employees who 

are less inclined to rely on employer(s) to help them grow professionally—or if this 

shift has emerged as a result of corporations offering fewer opportunities to their 

employees. 

  

This distinction is important as it raises an important question for employers. If the 

shorter tenure in a company is a societal change, there is little to do, and companies 

might want to adjust their hiring policies to reflect this new reality and invest less in 

continuous training, communication, and social activities. On the other hand, if 

companies are the ones that originated this trend, they should work hard to provide 

enough room for employees to follow their career paths, without having to leave the 

company. In the second case, hiring policies, continuous training, communication, 

and social activities become critical elements of success and can help reduce attrition 

rates and increase employee tenure length. 

 

This is a fundamental challenge for corporations like ours, with an extremely flat 

structure: how to create employee loyalty, as more employees embrace a 

boundaryless or protean career. The answer I propose in this theory lies in the 

combination of empowerment and a loosely coupled system. In fact, I believe that a 

majority of employees will opt for staying with a company that creates the conditions 

of their empowerment; there is less stress and more potential opportunities when 
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evolving within a business ecosystem than there is playing it alone, especially in an 

industry like ours where little can be achieved without serious teamwork effort.  

Additional research would help clarify these issues. 

Management by Context    
There is not much literature available on management by context, and Snowden 

appears to be one of the few theorists of this field. An additional reason to rely on 

Snowden’s work in this study is his background in computer sciences, and the fact 

that he linked his work on system typologies to the agile methodology, the dominant 

methodology in modern software development. Additional research for companies 

operating in fields where the agile methodology might not naturally apply would help 

us understand the true reach of management by context.  

 

Additional research could also help us understand if self-organizing teams are indeed 

the best organization mode for solving complex problems, as suggested in the Agile 

Manifesto or if more traditional models could produce similar or better results when 

working on complex problems.  

 

Another interesting filed of research would be to study projects that have fallen in a 

chaotic mode. Better understanding what causes a system to move from a complex 

mode to a chaotic mode would save companies billions of dollars every year. 
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Autonomy and Responsibility 
I found little literature demonstrating the impact that autonomy has on high 

performance. I mentioned in this study the work of Hamel (2011). However, most 

researchers built their theories starting from a positive working environment, without 

elaborating on how to create such an environment. For instance, in his book “positive 

leadership” (2012), Cameron insists on a positive climate, meaning a work 

environment in which positive emotions predominate over negative ones (p. 25); he 

explains how a positive climate positively impacts performance, but he does not 

indicate how to create such a climate. It is interesting to note that the word autonomy 

does not appear in the index of his book. 

 

Carney and Getz (2011) argue that leaders need not try to motivate people, but 

instead should build an environment that allows employees to grow. Employees will 

then motivate themselves when they clearly understand the company’s vision and 

adhere to it. Like Cameron, however, Carney and Getz do not explain how to create 

an “environment that allows people to grow.” 

 

Deci and Ryan (2000) and McGregor (1967) argue that human motivation does not 

need to be controlled; people are self-motivated to act in search of mastery and well-

being when provided a “nourishing” environment. But here again, the emphasis is on 

the result (a nourishing environment), not on the conditions that enable it. 
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I suggested in this study that empowerment and autonomy are critical contributors to 

a positive climate. It would be interesting to verify from the three examples just 

mentioned in this section, if indeed in the cases used to elaborate the theories, 

autonomy and empowerment did play a central role. In the positive case, it would 

help generalize the theory advocated here to more types of companies. 

Alignment of Values 

Communication channels 
Most of the literature pertains to internal corporate communication (ICC). I could not 

find much relevant research on peer communication, so I assume this area needs more 

work. Better understanding peer communication would be very beneficial for 

companies and would help prevent creating and maintaining silos of information.  

 

Hiring strategy: Building the right workforce 

Company culture 
Most of the articles I found on hiring strategies were either geared to a general public 

audience or were very recent and authored by only a few authors, the most notable 

one being Phillips (2009). Her work on the risk of cultural orthodoxy and group 

effectiveness should have a significant impact on recruitment strategies. If her 

conclusion that more homogeneous groups are indeed outperforming less 

homogenous ones is correct, it has important implications for companies like ours, 

where most of the work is organized in projects. 
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In summary, when hiring talents, leaders need to either favor a homogeneous 

workforce or a more heterogeneous one. As shown here, a homogeneous workforce is 

obtained by placing the main focus on the candidate’s fit to the corporate culture, 

while a heterogeneous one is achieved by focusing mostly on the candidate’s skills. In 

any case, employers need to avoid the risks of becoming a monoculture, and the 

equally dangerous risk of not being able to enforce their corporate culture. 

It would be interested to have a better understanding of the ideal ratio to mix-and-

match between cultures in a development team, for apparently it could have a very 

significant impact on the team’s performance. 

Social activities 
As discussed in the chapter 5, social activities positively influence group cohesion, 

and group cohesion positively affects performance and employees’ personal 

satisfaction. But it would be critical to understand if there is a link between a 

company’s leaders and leaders who emerge during social activities; in other words, 

are social activities a way to farm leaders, or at least to observe potential leaders 

emerge? It would also be extremely important to measure the impact of leaders’ 

performance, depending on their level of engagement in social activities. 

 

And finally, there is another area that would also benefit from further research. This 

study assumed that change is continuous and it is indeed the case in our own 

organization and in a majority of software development companies. I anticipate that 
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change management would play a larger role in companies operating in industries that 

move at a slower pace than does information technology. 

Conclusion 
I have no doubt that the theory presented here helps create high performing and 

resilient organizations; BTS is living evidence. I do not see how a traditional business 

model could have possibly brought the following: 

• The level of agility offered by our organization as a loosely coupled system, 

• The strong culture of empowerment, 

• The very low attrition rate, a consequence of our company culture, and 

• The level of customer satisfaction, a result of our organization in teams that 

embrace continuous change. 

—and all that being entirely self-funded and with limited operating capital. 

 

And finally, if I had to summarize this entire study with only one sentence, I would 

quote a phrase from the French pilot and writer Antoine de Saint-Exupery (1948), a 

quote used by Hastings (2009) as well as many others: 

If you want to build a ship, do not drum up the people to gather wood, 
divide the work, and give orders; instead, teach them to yearn for the 
vast and endless sea. 

 

To this, I would add the entire sentence from Saint-Exupéry’s book Citadelle (p. 

203): 
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If you want to build a ship, do not drum up the people to gather wood, 
divide the work, and give orders; instead, teach them to yearn for the 
vast and endless sea, in light of which conflict cannot even exist, only 
a community of people united by love. 

This is my core and sole objective: I want my employees to learn to respect 

themselves and all others, to always want to reach higher, and to be the creators and 

masters of their own destinies. If we reach this objective, even partially, we will have 

created an amazing business ecosystem that is highly functional and successful, and 

where there would be no need to become process-centric or competitive to continue 

growing. 
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Appendix A: Agenda of the AI summit 
 
Goals of the meeting 
 
There are many different ways of managing companies, but none of them can claim 
to be the “best” one. Management styles depend heavily on the industry, the 
surrounding culture, the personality of the CEO, and many more factors.  
 
Our management philosophy is derived from the systems theory, which I will present 
in greater detail this weekend. 
 
Everything that happens in our company is somewhat a consequence of this approach; 
it is therefore critical that: 
 
- The approach together with its strengths and weaknesses are clear to each of us, 

and 
- All of us work together to maximize the strengths of the model, while alleviating 

its weaknesses. This is the purpose of this 3rd Appreciative Inquiry (AI) summit.  
 
 
Work methodology 
 
This meeting is the third of a series of regular meetings that will enable us to shape 
the future of our company. As these meetings are critical for our success, we need to 
make sure that each participant prepares well and feels deeply involved in the 
process. Needless to say, each of you needs to attend the entire meeting. 
 
The method we will follow is derived from the Appreciate Inquiry (AI) approach.  At 
a glance, traditional change management methods focus on analyzing problems to 
then build processes to prevent these problems to happen again; in addition, they put 
the responsibility for change in the hands of just a few managers. AI is a radical shift, 
as:  
 
- The focus is on successes, not failures or problems 
- Goals and processes are shaped by everyone, not just senior management 
- The main objective is to achieve positive deviance, not to fix issues. 
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Detailed agenda 

 
DAY 1 

 
4:00 - 5:00 

 
5:00 – 5:45 

 
5:45 – 6:00 

Company Update 
 
Introduction by Rosalba & Rémi 
 
Pause 
 

6:00 – 8:00 Discovery – AI Interviews 
What: appreciate the best of what is 
 
How: Each of us have a look at the homework attached at the 
end of the agenda, and make sure to prepare something in 
writing. Since our 4 interns just joined, they do not have to do 
this preparation. 
 

8:00 End of day 1. 
 
 

  
  

DAY 2 
 

9:00 – 9:45 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9:45 – 10:45 
 
 

10:45 – 12:00 

Dream about what could be  
What: When the best of what is has been identified, the mind 
naturally begins to search beyond this and begins to envision 
new possibilities. We need to paint a compelling picture of 
what the company should become as it conforms to our 
deepest hopes and highest aspirations.  
 
Part 1: A free discussion between us; however, we need to 
make sure that each and every one can express his/her opinion 
and vision without being contradicted or interrupted; questions 
are welcome though. The objective is to identify the major 
areas of focus. 
 
Part 2: We will split into 3 to 4 groups and each group will 
focus on the top 3/4 buckets identified in the previous phase. 
 
Part 3: Each team will present their findings and suggestions; 
questions/answers will follow each presentation 
 



 

 

169 
12:00 – 12:30 Design the future through dialogue.  

What: The goal of this phase is to design the values, structures, 
strategies, patterns of relationships, and ways of doing things 
that will bring our dreams to life.  
 
How: Decide what should be done this year, what should be 
scheduled as mid-term actions, and what seems out-of-reach 
on the short term. 
 

12:30 End of the meeting  
  

 
Homework 

Each of us will prepare 2 things: 

1- Share with the team a moment where you felt very proud to be part of BTS. 

Hopefully, there is at least one. 

2- Please pick any 2 questions from the list below and answer them in writing.  

 

List of possible questions: 

• What are we doing that holds us together as a team? 

• What are we doing that tears us apart? 

• What are we not doing that would hold us together? 

• If you would notice a problem at work, what would you do?  

• During the first interview of the recruitment process, we share with our candidates 

the fact that we are very social company, concerned with empowering its 

stakeholders, particularly its employees. At this stage of the interview, a 

significant number of candidates (approximately 1 out of 4) declare 

unambiguously having no interest in joining such a company. Do you have any 

idea why they would take such a stance? 

• During each employee meeting, I reinforce the importance of empowering people. 

Can you define employee empowerment? What does it encompass? What doesn’t 

cover? 
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• Companies like Netflix and Google have implemented some extreme HR policies. 

If you were the CEO of one of these companies, would you implement similar 

policies? Would you trust your employees to stick to the rules? What would you 

do in case you observe an employee transgressing the rules? 

• Do you think the life in the company would be easier with stronger and more 

detailed corporate management policies? Please elaborate.
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