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Abstract of Dissertation
The Eye of the Storm:
Middle Managers’ Experiences as Change Agents and Change Recipients

Organizational change is inevitable in today’s ever-changing and highly
competitive business environments. Yet, the process of organizational change is rife with
complexities and paradoxes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2017). Middle managers must be
masters of paradox. In most contemporary organizations, middle managers do not have
one homogenous role but rather they play a spectrum of roles. Studies show that middle
managers can become entangled and stuck between competing demands as the roles they
play are oftentimes contradictory. During organizational change, middle managers are as
much of a change agent as they are a change recipient.

The purpose of this qualitative, descriptive, single site case study is to examine
the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and change
recipient within a company acquired by a larger organization. With this study, the
researcher aims to understand how middle managers experience and describe their roles
during times of change, with a specific emphasis on paradox. The findings of this study
have the potential to offer vital and timely practical and theoretical contributions. It is
fundamentally important for Human Resource Development practitioners and
organizational leaders across all industries to understand the role middle managers play
during organizational change and inform how middle managers can be supported through
the acquisition process as they navigate their various roles. Theoretically, the findings of

this study can extend and answer gquestions about the micro-foundations of paradox, a

vii



body of research, management scholars have placed less emphasis and interest in

examining, leaving it still heavily under-researched (Schad et al., 2016).

Keywords: Middle manager, change agent, change recipient, paradox,

organizational change
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CHAPTER 1:

INTRODUCTION

Overview

In today’s ever-changing environment and fiercely competitive landscape
organizational change is inevitable. Yet, the process of organizational change is rife
with complexities and many paradoxes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2017). To be successful
and grow or fail and decline is a constant dilemma faced by all organizations. Today,
the words of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) ring just as true, if not more
so, than they did two decades ago, within organizations there are inevitable dilemmas,
therefore, managers must be “masters of paradox,” turning their horns of dilemmas
into victories. Success or failure; these two contradictory yet interrelated aspects of
organizational life are the incessant challenge and impetus for most organizational
change.

Change is persistent in normal course of action, yet paradoxical. Change comes
in “many shapes and sizes, sometimes change is incremental and hardly noticed, whilst
at other times change is large and dramatic” (Burnes, 2004, p. 886). In either case,
organizational change is always the result of both planned and unplanned efforts; these
dualistic forces are not only contradictory to one another, but they define how each is
experienced. Planned change is a deliberate, conscious decision to improve an
organization in some manner or perhaps to change the system in a deeper, more
fundamental way (Porras & Robertson, 1992). One of the many paradoxes of planned
change is that “actual change itself does not occur according to steps; it is messy and

unanticipated consequences occur” (Burke, 2011, p. 12). Whereas unplanned change



highlights the non-linear nature of change as being “emergent consisting of ongoing
accommodations, adaptations, and alterations that produce fundamental change without
a priori intentions to do so” (Weick, 2000, p. 237).

Acquisitions and mergers are two common and the most frequently adopted
examples of planned organizational change; both of which, are used for ensuring
organizational continuity, survival, and growth (Lawler & Worley, 2006). An
acquisition is the buying or takeover of an organization by another (Finkelstein, 2013;
Lawler & Worley, 2006; Schraeder & Self, 2003; Waight, 2004). While a merger is the
consolidation or integration of two organizations into a single organization (Schraeder
& Self, 2003; Waight, 2004). Some scholars argue that “there are no such things as
mergers, there are only acquisitions that are mislabeled” (Lawler & Worley, 2006, p.
110). For the purpose of this study, the terms acquisitions and mergers are used
interchangeably with acquisition as the major term, mainly because the result is the
same — i.e. one organization takes control of another (Lawler & Worley, 2006; Waight,
2004).

Acquisitions are synonymous with change (Nikandrou et al., 2000). They
fundamentally change the organization being acquired and usually, prompt pervasive
change at every level within the acquired organization. Undoubtedly, acquisitions are
large scale, transformative and pervasive business strategies; affecting the entire
organization, its processes, structures, cultures, employment prospects and
organizational life of one or both organizations involved (Buono & Nurick, 1992).

Acquisitions are directed and prescribed by top management (Buono & Nurick,

1992). However, the organizational change prompted by the decision to acquire is often



operationalized and executed by middle managers, aligning their units and direct reports
to executive mandates (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). As such, an acquisition may be
viewed as a single change event that can be easily executed and implemented by those
not at the negotiating table. However, acquisitions are anything but easy — they are
disruptive, destabilizing (Buono & Nurick, 1992) and often described as bringing about
periods of uncertainty and unpredictability (Waight, 2004).

Acquisitions are among the most traumatic types of organizational change and
have a negative impact on employee behavior resulting in counter-productive practices
such as absenteeism, low morale, and job dissatisfaction (Nikandrou et al., 2000).
Management’s ability to handle these issues, while simultaneously affecting change is an
important determinant of success or failure of acquisitions (Kansal & Chandani, 2014;
Nikandrou et al., 2000). During these times, middle managers are responsible for
managing their subordinates’ emotions, anxieties, defensiveness as well as their own
caused by the organizational change (LUscher & Lewis, 2008). Like their subordinates,
middle managers experience an array of positive and negative emotions as the result of
perceived beneficial and harmful impacts to their personal interest (Huy, 2001).
However, unlike their subordinates, middle managers are “literally squeezed between the
demands of M&A-related decisions and strategies they do not either make or influence
and the expectations, aspirations, and fears of increasingly independent subordinates”
(Buono & Nurick, 1992, p. 20).

Balogun and Johnson (2004) argued that middle managers are as much change
agents as they are change recipients. Change agents are those, “who are required to act on

the decisions made at the top of organization,” an exemplar is the middle manager



(Bryant & Stensaker, 2011, p. 357). In direct contrast, are change recipients. Balogun and
Johnson (2004) define change recipients as those “who are being told to change but who
have had no influence on the decision” (p. 543). As a change agent, middle managers are
expected to engage in activities such as motivating others to implement change by
interpreting and selling change ideas to their subordinates (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011;
Rouleau, 2005). While, on the contrary, as a change recipient, middle managers are faced
with the challenge of grasping change initiatives designed without their involvement in
the strategy or the decision-making processes (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). As described
by Valentino and Brunelle (2004), in this situation, middle managers have reported
challenges with feelings of inconsistency and indifference due to knowing “you’re sort of
speaking out of both sides of your mouth” (p. 398). These responsibilities are paradoxical
in nature. As defined by Ford and Backoff’s (1988), to be paradoxical, some ‘thing’ is
constructed by individuals even when oppositional tendencies are recognizable or
interwoven such as “perspectives, feelings, messages, demands, identities, interest or
practices” (as cited in Lewis, 2000, p. 761).
Being a change agent and change recipient are not the only roles of middle

managers. Recent literature suggests that during change, middle managers also play

the role of entrepreneurs, communicators, therapists, and tightrope artists (Huy, 2002),

strategic influencers, sensemakers, sensegivers (Balogun & Rouleau, 2011),

motivator, sellers of change ideas and performers of general management as well as

change activities (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011). Labianca et al. (2000) argued middle

managers also serve as role models to their subordinates. They found that employees

watch their supervisors intently, skeptical of management’s commitment to change.



Hope (2010) suggests that middle managers act as the connectors and mediators

between the organization’s strategic and operational levels; and at times, tensions

exist. The multiplicity in roles pose daunting challenges for middle managers and as

tensions arise between the roles, they cannot be disentangled, as they are

interdependent as well as embedded within a web of mutual interactions

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2017). Seemingly, this is a unique challenge that middle

managers face; how to successfully navigate their many roles simultaneously during

times of change.

If acquisitions are to achieve their intended goals and realize their full potential,

middle manager involvement is essential. As best stated by George and Jones (2001),
“organizations only change and act through their members, and even the most collective
activities that take place in organizations are the result of some amalgamation of the
activities of individual organizational members” (p. 420). Clearly, for successful
organizational change to occur, members of the organization at all levels must embrace
the change (Piderit, 2000). Therefore, one must ponder several questions: How do middle
managers experience being positioned as both a recipient of change and agent of change
within an organization after being acquired by a larger organization? How do middle
managers navigate their roles, experience paradoxes, and make meaning during times of
change? These questions illustrate the importance of understanding the experiences of
middle managers and their roles during planned change because within the literature both
are often deemphasized in comparison to that of top leadership (Hope, 2010). These
questions also suggest that there is much ground to be covered in the change literature

within the context of acquired organizations.



Statement of the Problem

A review of the literature revealed that paradoxes awash our organizational lives
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Paradoxes exist representing “contradictory yet
interrelated elements-elements that seem logical in isolation but absurd and irrational
when appearing simultaneously” (Lewis, 2000, p. 760; Schad et al., 2016). Especially,
during times of change, paradoxes are prevalent. The problem is that the paradoxes
often remain latent until the contextual conditions of change or processes of an
intervention fosters social construction increasing an actors’ awareness of paradoxes
(Smith & Lewis, 2011). This reality has been found to be particularly prominent among
middle managers (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017; Lischer et al., 2006; Lischer & Lewis,
2008).

Middle managers are critical to organizations and during times of change,
middle managers are essential. They play important roles and make contributions to
strategy and organizational change (Wooldridge et al., 2008). Middle managers are
increasingly expected to be an implementer of change, securing successful change
results for “ever more frequent top-driven changes” (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011, p. 356).
However, middle managers do not have one homogenous role. By virtue of their
structural position, the reality of most middle managers is that they occupy a
complicated position, in which they are expected to simultaneously play a spectrum of
roles, finding themselves as both “victims and carriers of change” and “stuck in
between various stakeholder groups, which can produce relentless and conflicting
demands” (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017, p. 3). The inherent complexity of the middle

manager’s role is omnipresent with conflict and challenge. Oftentimes, the roles middle



managers play are contradictory and entangled with competing demands. As found by
Luscher and Lewis (2008), the conflicting demands of change, can cause middle
managers to become almost paralyzed and stuck.

In addition to the practitioner-based problems articulated above, there are
several gaps in the tapestry of the organizational change and management literatures.
First, despite the continued interest in acquisitions since the 1990s by organizational
change scholars, the theoretical posture of what accounts for the success and failure of
acquisitions is still considered to be incomplete due to the fragmented nature of the
research (Larsson & Finkelstein, 1999). Secondly, the research indicates that successful
organizational change, especially in the context of acquisitions, is dependent upon
human factors, yet is frequently ignored (Marks & Mirvis, 2001; Weber & Tarba, 2010;
Yalabik, 2013). Furthermore, there is limited empirical research examining employee
experiences of acquisitions (Hope, 2010; Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009).
Within the paradox literature specifically, there are valuable macro level insights, but
little is known about individual micro foundational experiences of paradoxes (Schad et
al., 2016). Lastly, regarding middle managers, there is a dearth and fragmentation of
middle management literature in general (Wooldridge et al., 2008). For example, there
is limited literature examining the roles middle managers play during change

implementation and what helps or hinders them in fulfilling their roles (Balogun, 2003).

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive single site case study (Yin, 2018) is to
examine the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and

change recipient within an organization that has been acquired by a larger organization.

7



According to Yin (2018), a case study is an “empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 15). Similarly,
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explains a case study as an “in-depth description and analysis
of a bounded system” (p. 37). Merriam (1998) emphasized that the single most defining
characteristic of case study research is the delimiting object of study, the case. Merriam
(1998) explicated a case as “a thing, a single entity, a unit around which there are
boundaries” (p. 27). Whereas, Yin (2018) defines a case and its inquiry using a two-part
definition. According to Yin (2018), the first part of the definition defines the scope of
the case as an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth
and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and
context are not clearly evident” (p. 15). The second part of Yin’s (2018) definition
identifies the technical characteristics of case study inquiry as a means to “cope with the
technically distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest
than data points, and as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data
needing to converge in a triangulation fashion, an as another result benefits from the prior
development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (p. 15).
Through this study, the researcher sought to offer insights into how middle
managers experience and describe their roles during times of change, with a specific
emphasis on paradox. This emphasis was important because paradoxes are an inevitable
part of human and organizational life (Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Lewis, 2000; Tetlock et
al., 1996); and the existing frameworks for understanding organizational phenomenon

are limited and dominated by either/or thinking (Jarzabkowski et al., 2017).



Research Question

To address this topic, this study was guided by one research question: How do
middle managers experience being positioned as both a change agent and change
recipient within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization

during the year following the acquisition?

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study was constructed based on a synthesis of
the researcher’s professional experiences, disciplinary orientation, and theoretical
frameworks. Miles and Huberman (1994) define a conceptual framework as a visual or
written product, one that “explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main
things to be studied — the key factors, concepts, or variables — and the presumed
relationship among them” (p. 18). The conceptual framework is most important because
it’s a conception of “what is out there that you plan to study, and of what is going on with
these things and why — a tentative theory of the phenomena that you are investigating”
(Maxwell, 2013, p. 39). The conceptual framework for this study was constructed of five
complex and interrelated concepts: 1) planned change, 2) unplanned change, 3) paradox,
4) acquisitions, and 5) middle managers.

The conceptual framework for this study is illustrated in Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1
Conceptual Framework



Planned Change
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Change
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The first three concepts, planned change, unplanned change and paradox emerged
from existing theory. This study used existing theory to spotlight “prefabricated parts” of
research and illuminate what the researcher saw, as well as how she made sense of the
phenomenon of interest (Maxwell, 2013, p. 41). As posited by Maxwell (2013) for a
research study, to be genuinely qualitative, it “must take account of the theories and
perspectives of those studied...every research design needs some theory of the
phenomenon...to be a source of ideas about what’s going on, and to attempt to see
alternative ways for framing the issues” (p. 53). The final two concepts, acquisitions and
middle managers framed the context of and illuminated the unit of analysis of this study.
Figure 1.1 presents an integrated and interacting whole, with each concept having

implications for all other concepts.

10



Chin and Benne’s (1985) planning of change theory was the first theoretical
perspective for this study. Chin and Benne (1985) conceptualized change using a
traditional perspective of change as “those changes which are planned changes--in which
attempts to bring about change are conscious, deliberate, and intended at least on the part
of one or more agents related to the change attempt” (p. 22). This perspective was
appropriate for the contextual factors of this study, as acquisitions are planned, and
deliberate organizational change efforts initiated using a “top-down” approach by those at
the top of the organizations. An acquisition is defined as when one organization buys or
takes over the operations of another (Schraeder & Self, 2003). This “top down” directed
process of acquisition is the context of the study and provides details enabling a rich,
descriptive, and meaningful analysis of the interpretation of this study’s findings.

The third concept, paradox was undergirded by, connected to, and embedded
within the second theoretical perspective of this study, Lewis’s (2000) paradox theory.
This theory offers a more contemporary understanding and explanation of organizational
change. This theoretical base posits that individuals, groups and organizations are
inherently paradoxical and during times of change managers are confronted with four
daunting paradoxical challenges of belonging, learning, organizing, and performing
(Luscher & Lewis, 2008). This catalog of paradoxical challenges mainly builds upon the
previous work of Lewis’s (2000) paradox theory, which named the first three categories,
and Luscher and Lewis (2008) inductive action research added the latter category of
performing. This theoretical perspective surfaces the final concept of this study, which

was the unit of analysis, the middle manager.
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Middle managers occupy a central position in organizations and are “responsible
for implementing senior management strategies, and exercise control over junior staff”
(Harding et al., 2014, p. 1214). For the purposes of this study, a middle manager was
defined as an individual positioned as an intermediate manager of a hierarchical
organization that is a subordinate to a higher manager and responsible for at least one
lower level of junior staff. Despite organizational variances, middle managers have
several common features inherent to their roles and positionality in organizations such as
“they rarely have the authority to formulate policy; rather they are usually accountable
for implementing it; they are usually an important communication link between those
who achieve policy, i.e. the workers and their immediate supervisors, and those who
formulate it” (Broussine & Guerrier, 1983, p. 5). However, the roles middle managers
play occur simultaneously, despite being contradictory and competing such as being a
change agent and change recipient.

The identified theories for this study serve as valuable tools that lend to the
coherence and depth. Together and oppositionally posed, these theories offer a rich and
holistic understanding of the phenomenon of interest. Additionally, these two theoretical
perspectives also provide orienting viewpoints for understanding the contextual factors as
well as how the unit of analysis, middle managers experience being positioned as both a
recipient of change and agent of change within an organization after being acquired by a

larger organization.

Significance of the Study

Based on the findings of this study, the researcher offers four practical and three

theoretical contributions. Practically, it is fundamentally important for human resource

12



development (HRD) practitioners and organizational leaders across all industries to
understand the roles middle managers play during organizational change prompted by
acquisitions. In addition, this study provides a greater understanding of, and offers
practical recommendations informing how HRD practitioners and organizational leaders
initiating change can best support middle managers during acquisitions as they navigate
their various roles. This study also has the potential to make recommendations on how to
leverage middle managers to bridge the dysfunction between macro and micro change
readiness. Lastly, this study offers practical guidance on how to effectively improve
individual change readiness before and during the acquisition process.

Theoretically, this study has the potential to make many contributions to the
organizational change, paradox, and management scholarship. This study advances the
understanding of the role middle managers play during organizational change prompted
by acquisitions and how to best support middle managers during acquisitions as they
navigate their various roles and the paradoxes of change. Secondly, this study extends
and informs questions about the micro foundations of paradox. Thirdly, the researcher
believed this study to be significant because it has the potential to help resolve the
theoretical paradoxes attendant with acquisitions and add to the limited qualitative
empirical research that exists exploring the ways managers experience paradoxes innate

to experiencing an acquisition.

Summary of Methodology

The purpose of this qualitative, descriptive, single site case study (Yin, 2018) was
to examine the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and

change recipient within an organization that has been acquired by a larger organization.
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Through this study, the researcher also sought to understand how middle managers
navigate their roles and make meaning during times of change. To achieve this aim, this
research was guided by one research question: How do middle managers experience
being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit
organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following
the acquisition?

This study was designed, and every aspect of this study was influenced by the
researcher’s ontological orientation of subjectivity and the epistemological orientation of
constructivism. This study was framed using a subjectivist ontological approach, as the
research process focused on people being people and gaining an understanding of the
experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and change recipient
within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the
year following the acquisition. The theories selected for this study were also influenced
by the researcher’s epistemological orientation and therefore, created a mutually
interdependent relationship between the researcher’s epistemological orientation and the
theoretical framework of this study.

Complementing the researcher’s subjectivist ontological approach, this study was
designed using a constructivist epistemological orientation. The researcher’s
epistemological orientation of constructionism permeated every step of this research
process, from selection of the phenomenon of interest to the final product of the study. As
a constructivist, the researcher brought her own construction of reality to this study,
which interacted with the participants’ constructions and interpretations of their world as

well as the meaning they attributed to their experiences. This orientation is undergirded
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by the understanding that “the world is inevitably our construction, rather than a purely
objective perception of reality and no such construction can claim absolute truth”
(Maxwell, 2013, p. 43). As Merriam (1998) notes, “Research is, after all, producing
knowledge about the world” (p. 3).

This study used a qualitative research methodology, as the research question is
about gaining an understanding of the experiences of middle managers within an
organization after being acquired by a larger organization. As stated by Merriam and
Tisdell (2016) the “overall purpose of qualitative research is to achieve an understanding
of how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process (rather than the
outcome or product), meaning-making, and describe how people interpret what they
experience” (p. 15). This study used a case study methodology and Yin (2018) as a guide
for the methodological research design. Yin (2018) describes a case study as an
“empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are

not clearly evident” (p. 15).

Research Site

In seeking a site for this research, criteria was developed to identify a potential
organization that would fit the parameters of this study. However, amidst identifying
potential organizations, the researcher learned by formal organizational announcement on
August 22, 2019, that the organization where she was newly employed was divesting one
of its three business units and was scheduled to be acquired by a larger organization.
Prior to the formal organizational announcement, the researcher had no knowledge of the

upcoming acquisition, which was scheduled to occur in the last quarter of calendar year

15



2019. The researcher, in turn, selected her place of employment as the research site and
subsequent case of this inquiry because it met the selection criteria established at the

onset of the study.

Site Selection

There were two criteria for site selection. First, the organizational change
prompted by an acquisition met the definition of planned change and aligned to the
theoretical propositions of the traditional approach to change. Secondly, the case was a
present-day complex social phenomenon in its present-day context, and as such, aligned
to the propositions of this study as well as data collection methods. This case in
particular, was advantageous because it enabled the researcher to study a social
phenomenon taking a prospective view of a real-world present-day emergent situation.
Additionally, due to the researcher’s position with the organization, she had access to
pertinent organizational information as the acquisition unfolded.

The site chosen for this study was a U.S. for profit learning organization based in
Dallas, Texas, which is hereforth called “NewEd.” NewEd acquired one third of a U.S.
nonprofit behavioral and social sciences research, evaluation and educational assessment
organization based in Washington, D.C., which is hereforth called “OIdEd.” The one-
third of the OIdEd that was acquired was comprised of one single business unit. The two-
thirds of OIdEd that was not acquired remained as a separate organization and operated
under the same name OIdEd apart from NewEd. This acquisition directly impacted
approximately 600 employees and approximately another 1,400 employees were

indirectly impacted.
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Unit of Analysis

The unit of analysis is a fundamental element and key task in the development of
a qualitative study (Trochim, 2006). The unit of analysis is determined by the
researcher’s choices of the “what, where, when, and whom?” that is to be analyzed in the
study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 96) and by the bounding of the case (Yin, 2018). This
study was conducted within one organization and the unit of analysis was at the micro

level analysis, the individual, middle manager.

Participant Selection and Sampling

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the number of participants required for
this type of study is sometimes ambiguous. The sample size for this study began with a
minimum of 10 participants with information-rich cases that had the most direct
experience with being a change recipient and a change agent. The minimum sample size
was based upon the “expected reasonable coverage of the phenomenon given the purpose
of the study” (Patton, 2015, p. 314). This study concluded with a total of 14 participants
that met the purposeful criteria. Saturation of the phenomenon became salient after the
first interview with the seventh participant. However, the researcher continued to
interview the other participants who met the purposeful criteria and were already

scheduled to be interviewed.

Purposeful Criterion-Based Sampling

Participants were selected using purposeful criterion-based sampling. The
decision to use purposeful criterion-based sampling was two-fold. First, purposeful

criterion-based sampling was appropriate for identifying multiple individuals who have
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experienced the same phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2014). As proposed by Miles
and Huberman (1994) four factors should be taken into consideration to identify
individuals who experienced the same phenomenon, the setting, the actors, the event, and
the process. Secondly, the researcher’s desire to “discover, understand, and gain insight”
from a sample from which the most could be learned, information rich-cases (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). Five criteria was established to guide the identification of
information-rich cases for this study: (1) hold a middle managerial position (an
intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a higher
manager and responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff) with both the
acquired and acquiring organization; (2) have at least 1 year of experience with the
acquired organization; (3) be employed with the acquiring organization for 1 year post-
acquisition; (4) be layered within the hierarchical organization at least three layers from
business division’s president; and (5) have a span of control of at least five subordinates.
These criteria also illuminated the complexity, pluralistic and inherent paradoxical nature

of the middle manager position.

Data Collection

This qualitative, descriptive, single site case study (Yin, 2018) consisted of two
data collection methods: documentation and semi-structured interviews. Both methods
are common sources of data in qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Documents are a natural part of the research setting and are unobtrusive (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018). Documents are invaluable for providing “preparatory and
orienting information” about the case (Yin, 2018, p. 115). Documents also provide

specificity of details about the research setting. Whereas semi-structured interviews
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afford the researcher the opportunity to have a “conversation with a purpose” with those
involved in the phenomenon (Dexter, 1970, p. 136). Interviews are also the most
effective method for understanding the way interviewees perceive the phenomenon under
study (Qu & Dumay, 2011). For case study research, specifically, Yin (2014) posited that
multiple sources of data are appropriate and strengthens the trustworthiness of the study.
For this study, the data was collected in two phases. The first and an on-going
phase of data collection was documentation. According to Yin (2018), today’s world is a
record-keeping society and therefore, documentary information is likely to be relevant, to
some degree, in almost all case studies. The second phase of data collection was
individual semi-structured qualitative research interviews. The purpose of the semi-
structured interviews was to obtain an in-depth, rich, detailed description and to
understand the experience of those interviewed. These methods were chosen for their
utility in producing a descriptive, information-rich study and illustrate the inherent
significance of meaning throughout the data gathering and interpreting processes
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2009). The order the data was collected was extremely
important because it permitted the researcher to corroborate and augment the data
collected from other sources, which in turn enhanced the trustworthiness of the study

(Yin, 2018).

Data Analysis

Yin (2018) emphasizes that there are “few fixed formulas or cookbook recipes to
use as guides” to analyze case study data. According to Yin (2009) data analysis consists
of “examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or otherwise recombining evidence, to

draw empirically based conclusions” (p. 126). For this study, data analysis occurred
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simultaneously with data collection and therefore, was a “recursive and dynamic” process
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 195). This study warranted this approach because
qualitative research is emergent, in which the researcher has the flexibility to take
synchronized actions, adjust plans of action, validate concepts and themes against
emergent data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data analysis began at the onset of data
collection; and briefly paused after each phase of data collection enabling the researcher

to do a preliminary analysis as well as modify the next phase, as necessary.

The data analysis strategy for this study was guided by three sources, Miles et al.
(2014), Yin (2018), and Saldafia (2016); and comprised of three steps. The first step of
the data analysis strategy was generating codes and coding. This study was divided into
two major phases: first-cycle coding and second-cycle coding (Saldafia, 2016). The first
phase was first cycle coding, which refers to the process of assigning initial codes to
chunks of data (Miles et al., 2014). During this phase, the researcher employed the first
cycle coding methods of Descriptive and In Vivo coding. The codes generated in the first
cycle of coding were organized and assembled using code mapping and code
landscaping.

The second step in the data analysis strategy was analytical memoing. According
to Saldafia (2016), an analytic memo is a written narrative containing the researcher’s
reflections on their “coding processes and code choice; how the process of inquiry is
taking shape; and emergent patterns, categories and subcategories, themes, and concepts
in the data” and is an intermediate step between coding and the first draft of a completed
analysis (Saldafia, 2016, p. 44). Analytic memoing took place after each interview and

during as well as after each cycle of coding. The goal of the analytic memos was to
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capture anything significant about the coding or analysis of the data as it came to mind
and expound on it to include “future directions, unanswered questions, frustrations with
analysis, insightful connection and anything about the researched and the researcher”
(Saldafia, 2016, p. 45). During this step, the researcher reflected on and repeatedly
reviewed the data for leads from the initial coding. Additionally, the researcher
elaborated on the processes, assumptions, and actions that can be presumed under each
code (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Each analytical memo was guided by a protocol, that
was developed using Saldana’s (2013) 11 proposed topical questions and Birks et al.’s
(2008) MEMO prompts (Appendix H).

The third and final phase of data analysis was second-cycle coding, which is an
“advanced way of reorganizing and reanalyzing data coded through first cycle methods”
(Saldafia, 2016, p. 234). The primary goal of the second cycle of coding was to develop a
“sense of categorical, thematic, conceptual and/or theoretical organization” using the
codes generated during the first cycle of coding (Saldafia, 2016, p. 234). In this study, the
researcher used the second cycle of coding to pattern code the data, which helped the
researcher to categorize and crystallize the data analysis strategy further. The researcher’s
goal for going through this process, was to develop patterns and categories in the data
that lead to thematic and conceptual summarizing of the data (Saldafa, 2016). When the
second cycle of coding concluded, the generated codes were reviewed for accuracy and
consistency. Additionally, the researcher used Computer Assisted Qualitative Data
Analysis Software (CAQDAS) to produce a one-page visual display of the final list of
refined codes. The refined list of codes was then analyzed and ultimately, clustered into

salient themes and concepts inductively built as they related to the proposed primary
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research question. In its entirety, the analytical strategy designed for this study was to

enable the researcher to produce findings that were trustworthy, insightful, and impactful.

Delimitations and Limitations of Research Design Decisions

This study was designed with three delimitations. First, this study was delimited
to a single site case study (Yin, 2018) exploring the experiences of middle managers
positioned as both a change agent and a change recipient within an organization that has
been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition. While
this research design was the most advantageous for this study, it was not without
implications. As a single site case study, the context of this empirical inquiry was unique,
and the total number of participants was relatively small. Consequently, the findings
generated from this single site case study are uniquely applicable to this empirical setting,
and therefore, extending the findings of this study to other contexts may be a challenge
(Orlikowski, 2009). However, to aid anyone interested in assessing the transferability of
this study to their context and reach a conclusion about whether transferability, is
possible, chapter 4 provides a rich, thick, and highly descriptive description of the
empirical setting, as well as a detailed presentation of the participants and themes
contextualized within the context of this empirical inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Furthermore, the researcher acknowledged that it was impossible for her to know the
contexts and circumstances others may wish to transfer the findings of this study onto,
and therefore, prioritized the construction of a rich, thick, and highly descriptive
description throughout this research endeavor.

The second delimitation was the use of interviews with human subjects. The

semi-structured interviews were used as the primary data source to answer the research
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question that guided this study: How do middle managers experience being positioned as
both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been
acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition? Like all
research methods, semi-structured interviews have shortcomings. For instance, all
information gathered from participants is either consciously or unconsciously selected
from all that the participant knows (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, the quality of
information obtained from the participants of this study maybe limited due to
“informant’s health, mood at the time of interview, ulterior motives” as well as their
openness, accuracy, and remembrance of their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.
135). To minimize the implications of this decision, the researcher conducted two 90-
minute interviews as soon as feasibly possible with each participant. The passage of time
has the potential to “reduce the impact of possible idiosyncrasies of the interview”
(Seidman, 2013, p. 25). The average length of time between the first and second semi-
structured interviews was 62 days.

The final delimitation for this study was the researcher as the primary instrument
for collecting and analyzing data. As such, this study was dependent upon the
researcher’s ability to understand and accurately interpret the participants’ descriptions of
their experiences. To negate any potential influence of one’s subjectivities, the researcher
acknowledged her subjectivities at the onset of the research study in relation to middle
managers positioned as change agents, change recipients, and organizational change. To
minimize the implications of this decision, the researcher detailed her subjectivities and

measures of trustworthiness in chapter 3.
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This study was not without limitations. One limitation that emerged as an
unanticipated constraint on the transferability of this study’s findings was the
homogeneous characteristics among this study’s participants. The participants of this
study were selected using purposeful criterion-based sampling and criteria detailed in
chapter 3. While this approach enabled the researcher to identify individuals who
experienced the same phenomenon and were information-rich cases, the identified
participants shared two homogenous characteristics, post-acquisition employment and
tenure with NewEd. As detailed in the Participant Profile Questionnaire (Appendix C),
post-acquisition employment was one of the five established criteria to be included in this
study. In retrospect, this criterion could have implications for the transferability of this
study’s findings. Specifically, the findings of this study could be suggestive of how other
middle managers may experience being change agents and change recipients after being
acquired by a larger organization but limited to research settings where those included in
the study have the experience of post-acquisition employment. The researcher
acknowledges that including individuals who had either voluntarily or involuntarily
terminated employment with NewEd after the acquisition in this study may not have
produced the same findings or have enabled the attainment of saturation after the first
interview with the seventh participant.

Finally, the participants of this study were relatively homogeneous in their tenure
with NewEd. For the purposes of this study, tenure was defined as the approximate total
years of employment with NewEd (cumulative total of years with OldEd and NewEd).
The tenure among the participants of this study is detailed in chapter 4, Table 4.1. Tenure

among the participants ranged from 4 to 17 years, with an average of 9 years. In
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hindsight, the unanticipated emergence of this homogeneous characteristic coupled with
the small sample size could also limit the generalizability and transferability of this
study’s findings. However, to support readers and other researchers in their ability to
infer whether the findings of this research would produce similar results in their context,

this detail about the sample was important to provide.

Summary

This chapter contains a broad overview of the background for this study, the
research question, a statement of significance, the conceptual framework and key
definitions, a summary of the methodology, delimitations, and limitations of research
design decisions. This chapter is followed by chapter 2, which presents relevant literature
in support of the conceptual framework presented in this chapter. Chapter 3 details the
methodology and research design used for the study. Chapter 4 presents the themes that
emerged through the data analysis process with rich detail to support the subsequent
findings and provides a descriptive account of the study’s participants as well as the
context of this study. Chapter 5 provides discussion of the main findings of this study, the
identified contributions to the literature, and suggested recommendations for practice as

well as future research.

Definition of Key Terms

Acquisitions: An acquisition refers to when one organization buys or takes over the
operations of another (Schraeder & Self, 2003).
Case study: A case study is an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary

phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the
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boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2018,
p. 15).

Change agent: Change agents are required to act on the decisions made at the top of
organization (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011, p. 357).

Change recipient: Change recipients are those “who are being told to change but who
have had no influence on the decision” (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, p. 543).
Conceptual framework: A conceptual framework is a visual or written product, one that
“explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied —

the key factors, concepts, or variables — and the presumed relationship among
them” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 18).

Middle manager: An intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a
subordinate to a higher manager and responsible for at least one lower level of
junior staff.

Planned change: Planned change as a deliberate, conscious decision to improve the
organization in some manner or perhaps to change the system in a deeper, more
fundamental way (Porras & Robertson, 1992).

Paradox: Some ‘thing’ constructed by individuals even when oppositional tendencies are
recognizable or interwoven such as “perspectives, feelings, messages, demands,
identities, interest or practices” (Ford & Backoff, 1988; Lewis, 2000, p. 761).

Scholars illustrate a paradox using the symbol ::, i.e. old :: new
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter reviews the literature that is specific to this study and its guiding
research question: How do middle managers experience being positioned as both a
change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been
acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition? This chapter
begins with a brief description of the literature review search strategies. It then examines
the existing research relevant to the complex and interrelated concepts that construct the
conceptual framework for this study: organizational change (both planned and

unplanned), paradox, middle managers and acquisition.

Methods of the Literature Review

Literature for this review was selected from a variety of sources and mostly
includes seminal and contemporary scholarly, peer-reviewed journal articles. Much of the
literature for this review was obtained from online library searches using Google Scholar,
George Washington University Library articles, and George Washington University and
Consortium catalog search engines and databases. The online searches included databases
from the Education Database, ERIC (EBSCO), Social Sciences Citation Index, CINAHL
Plus with Full Text, SocINDEX with Full Text, and Dissertations and Theses Global
using the ProQuest online database. While most of the literature included in this review
was selected from online databases and search engines, the researcher did identify

additional research made available through doctoral coursework and the review of the
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bibliographies of the sources obtained during the described searches, as well as
conference proceedings from the 2019 Academy of Management Annual Meeting.

The researcher conducted multiple library searches to identify sources beginning
in January 2019 and ending in May 2020. Specifically, the researcher used single and
combined searches with the following key words :1) planned change, 2) unplanned
change, 3) paradox, 4) acquisitions, and 5) middle managers. Only literature in English

was included in this review, and time limits were not used in these searches.

Organizational Change
History of the Organizational Change Literature

Organizational change is inevitable. In today’s dynamic world, organizations are
changing all the time (Burke, 2011). Organizational change is as old as organizations
themselves and has a long history, dating back to biblical times (Burke, 2007). According
to Burke (2007), the first recorded organizational change occurred in the Old Testament
(Exodus18:13-27). However, the study of organizational change, “what systemically
seems to facilitate and enhance effective change (effective meaning the accomplishment
of planned change) and what leads to failed attempts at organization change” began only
during the late 1800s and early 1900s (Burke, 2007, p. 28). Since then, the exploration
and understanding of organizational change and its theories has been an enduring point of
interest of scholars (Van de Ven & Poole, 1988). Over the last century, the organizational
change research has grown vast, describing, and explaining change from many diverse
perspectives and levels of analysis, giving prescriptions for managing change, and

describing its nature, triggers, and inherent paradoxes.

28



The work of Katz and Kahn (1966, 1978) is foundational to understanding
organizations and, therefore, organizational change. Katz and Kahn (1966, 1978) drew
from Von Bertalanffy’s (1950) general system theory, which defined a system as a
complex of interacting elements that are open to, and interact with, their environment.
Von Bertalanffy (1950) further argued that for systems to be best understood, they must
be embraced and studied at all levels—from the single cell to the study of the society—
which becomes more complex with each successive level. Katz and Kahn (1966, 1978)
borrowed from Von Bertalanffy, positing that any human organization is best understood
as an open and adaptive system.

Katz and Kahn (1966, 1978) described organizations as having 11 distinct
characteristics: a social system with levels (micro, meso, and macro) and interactive
groups of people working together under a defined structure for the purpose of achieving
goals through channeled activities and cycles of events. These activities and cycles of
events are patterns of individual behaviors, requiring integration and coordination.
Organizations are, therefore, built upon the energetic inputs (employees, materials,
capital), throughputs, and outputs of their members, which in turn create energic outputs
(feedback, information) that renew the system. Organizational renewal is critical to
survival because it counteracts negative entropy and develops a steady and dynamic state
of homeostasis. As negative entropy is counteracted, organizations differentiate
themselves via growth and organizational equifinality. Equifinality enables the
organization to use different approaches towards its desired state.

Katz and Kahn (1966, 1978) posit organizations as open and adaptive systems

that are always in a continuous state of planned and unplanned change. As such,
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organizations are dependent upon the continuous interaction and material exchanges with
their environment. These interactions and exchanges foster a mutual reciprocation of
influence and adaptation between the organization and its environment. However, the
environment in which the organization is situated is unpredictable. Therefore, for an
organization to survive, it must develop capabilities, feedback, and intelligence functions,
and to thrive it must become self-reflective, innovative, and spontaneous. Even when an
organization reaches a steady and dynamic state of homeostasis, “a steady state is not
motionless”; rather, “there is a continuous flow of energy” towards organizational

objectives via planned and unplanned change (Katz & Kahn, 1966, p. 26).

Planned Change

Planned change is considered the traditional approach to change (Chin & Benne,
1985; Graetz & Smith, 2010; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Planned change has dominated the
organizational change discourse for decades (Nasim & Sushil, 2011). It has also been
conceptualized and defined in numerous ways. Kurt Lewin (1947) defined planned
change as “unfreezing the present, moving to the new level and freezing group life on the
new level” (p. 330). Chin and Benne (1985) defined planned change as “changes which
are planned, in which attempts to bring about change are conscious, deliberate, and
intended, at least on the part of one or more agents related to the change attempt” (p. 22).
Porras and Silvers (1991) defined planned change as an intentional response “triggered
by a relevant environmental shift that, once sensed by the organization, leads to an
intentionally generated response” (p. 52). Graetz and Smith (2010) defined planned

change as predictable and reducible to steps that can be managed. The commonality in all
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definitions of planned change is the discussion that planned change is an effort to bring
about change that is conscious, deliberate, and intended.

For many scholars, Lewin is regarded as the founding father of planned change,
and all subsequent theories of change can be reduced to his change theory (Cummings et
al., 2015; Graetz & Smith, 2010; Schein, 1988). Nasim and Sushil (2011) stated that
Lewin’s three-step model of change fundamentally changed the course of social science
in its most critical period, using behavioral science knowledge and action research to lay
the foundation for planned organizational change. From Lewin’s perspective, the most
important dimension of change is found in personal and individual experience and
focused on the experiences individuals have within a system (Graetz & Smith, 2010;
Lewin, 1947).

Lewin (1947) conceptualized change as a planned three-step process: unfreeze-
change-refreeze. The first step is to unfreeze the system. According to Lewin (1947), this
step involves a tailored approach to preparing for the change, establishing a sense of
urgency, and educating managers of the changes to come. During this step, there is an
underlying assumption that the equilibrium of the system will be disrupted in order to be
amendable for change (Burke, 2011). The second step of Lewin’s model is to change the
system. This step involves the moving and changing of the system. During this step, the
system moves in a new direction with new technologies and way of operating (Burke,
2011). However, this step in dependent upon successfully unfreezing the system before
any meaningful changes can take place (Lewin, 1958). The final step of Lewin’s model is

to refreeze the system, making it “relatively secure against change” (Lewin, 1947,
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p. 344). This step entails reinforcing the changed state of the system by undergirding the
change with a process and infrastructure to maintain the changed system.

Building upon the work of Lewin (1947), Chin and Benne (1985) conceptualized
change as “planned changes—in which attempts to bring about change are conscious,
deliberate, and intended at least on the part of one or more agents related to the change
attempt” (p. 22). Like Katz and Kahn, Chin and Benne (1985) also described
organizations as human systems and introduced the concepts of rationality and the
planning of change. Organizational change, from this perspective, is motivated when
individuals identify some level of dissatisfaction with the status quo of the system. In
turn, “planned change is the conscious utilization and application of knowledge as an
instrument or tool for modifying patterns and institutions of practice” (p. 22).

Chin and Benne’s (1969) general strategies for effecting change in human
systems model synthesized the then prominent contemporary social, behavioral, basic,
and applied science literature to produce a model inclusive of strategies and procedures
for effectively driving change within human systems. Chin and Benne’s (1969) change
model is underpinned by the belief that when a change or modification is introduced into
an organization, the focus of the change agent must be on the human aspects evoked in
the people by the introduction of the change modification. Therefore, to effect change,
the use of behavioral knowledge must be applied to all aspects of change. Chin and
Benne’s (1969) change model comprised three distinct strategies for effecting change:
empirical rationale, normative re-educative, and power coercive. Each of these strategies
emphasized that change is conscious and deliberate, at least by those directing the change

process itself, as opposed to reactive.
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The first strategy of Chin and Benne’s (1969) planned change theory is empirical-
rational. The underpinnings of this strategy are the assumption that all people are rational
and, therefore, guided by reason. As such, people will use their “rational calculus of self-
interest” to determine the needed changes in their behavior (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 24).
From this perspective, when change is proposed it is done so by someone or a group who
knows what is most beneficial and in alignment with the self-interest of the individual,
group, or organization impacted by the change. It is, therefore, implicit that the change
agents will embrace the proposed change; if it can be rationally explained to the change
recipients, they too will gain from the proposed change and will adopt it. The implication
of this strategy is that when change agents initiate a change, they will rationally explain
and justify the change by specifically linking it to the interests of the group and showing
how all group members, individuals, and the organization will benefit from the change.

Empirical knowledge and reason are paramount tools of empirical-rational change
strategy (Chin & Benne, 1969). According to Chin and Benne (1969), knowledge is
highly valued; as such, information and research are key elements to a progressive and
self-renewing organization. Therefore, change becomes an innate expectation of
organizational life. Information and research enable decision making and, in turn,
promote knowledge-based action. From this perspective, knowledge is optimally applied,
and if the information is presented in an effective manner, then the group members,
individuals, and the organization will support the change because it is rational and
supports their self-interest.

The second strategy of change is normative-re-educative; this strategy assumes

that both rationality and intelligence are ever present in man (Chin & Benne, 1969). This
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perspective asserts that, despite being individuals, humans’ actions are guided by their
active interaction with their environment, and it is through this interaction that
intelligence emerges (Chin & Benne, 1969). Therefore, intelligence is social and
“socially funded . . . by a normative culture” (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 31). The
underpinning of this strategy is the assumption that all people are inherently active and
engaged in ongoing action to meet their needs of satisfaction and impulse. Therefore,
people actively engage with their environment and move towards goals that befit their
personal and interpersonal needs. The strategy posits that for change to occur, those
involved in the change must become conscious and willing to transform their normative
orientation to old patterns and develop commitments to new patterns (Chin & Benne,
1969). Transformations in normative orientation include one’s “attitude, values, skills,
and significant relationships, not just changes in knowledge, information, or intellectual
rationale for action and practice” (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 23).

According to Chin and Benne (1969), an implication for the second change
strategy is individuals’ ability to unconsciously or consciously be aware of their need for
change and, when necessary, to take action, to include re-educating themselves in order
to meet their needs. Fundamentally, an individual “must participate in his own re-
education if he is to be re-educated at all” (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 31). The normative-
re-educative strategy also argues that change agents must directly intervene to effect
change.

Furthermore, Chin and Benne (1969) stated that the intervention of change agents
should consist of five tactics. The first tactic is a dialogic relationship between the change

agent and the organization, in which the conceptualization of the need for change can be
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surfaced collaboratively. The second tactic is having an a priori stance in which the
change agent has adequate technical information. Third, the efforts of the change agents
are mutually desired and of a collaboratively nature in support of defining and solving the
client’s issues. The fourth tactic is surfacing nonconscious elements of the problem to the
consciousness to be reconstructed, and the fifth tactic is using relevant behavioral science
resources to confront and deal with the problem effectively.

The third and final of strategy of change is power-coercive, and this strategy
highlights power as an essential element of all human interaction (Chin & Benne, 1969).
From this point of view, knowledge is a major ingredient of power. According to Chin
and Benne (1969), individuals of knowledge and legitimate sources of power or influence
can get those of lesser power to become compliant to the change that has been deemed
good for others. When a person or group is entrenched in power in a social system, the
person or group uses power to effect change. For example, those in power and change
agents can use organizational rewards or punishment with subordinates and change
recipients for meeting or not meeting performance expectations or can influence or deter
subordinates from making decisions that would positively or negatively affect the
changing organization.

The traditional approach to change is based on several key assumptions.
According to Burke (2011), planned change requires leadership; especially when
organizational change is transformational in nature, leadership must come from the top of
the organization. Graetz and Smith (2010) argued that the traditional approach has the
underlying assumption that organizational change follows a linear and rational model that

is controllable by a strong leader or guiding coalition. Buchanan (2003) suggested that
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the inherent assumption in the traditional approach is that organizational actors will
respond enthusiastically to their leader’s call, and the rational model represents a
singular, partial story of senior management. Tsoukas and Chia (2002) posited that the
traditional approach privileges stability, routine, and order.

Although the traditional approach to change has been the dominant approach to
organizational change, it is not without criticism (Graetz & Smith, 2010; Nasim & Sushil,
2011). Graetz and Smith (2010) asserted that planned change is critically flawed in many
ways. They identified three obvious issues with planned change: the idea that
organizations can be easily changed and controlled, that human behavior is always
rationale and predictable, and that any single unidimensional philosophy of change can
be “overlaid upon a complex and ambiguous organizational scenario” (Graetz & Smith,
2010, p. 140). Graetz and Smith (2010) further posited that the traditional approach does

not embrace change as natural or dependent upon continuity.

Unplanned Change

Over time, the study of change has evolved significantly, and an important
contrast has emerged in the organizational change and developmental literature: a
distinction between change that is planned, also referred to as “episodic, discontinuous,
and intermittent,” and change that is unplanned, also discussed as “continuous, evolving,
and incremental” (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 362). This contrast has become pervasive
and central to the understanding of change.

Weick and Quinn (1999) published a conceptual paper arguing that the
differences between how planned and unplanned change is conceptualized should not be

the focal point of interest for organizational change and development scholars. Instead,
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they argued that scholars need to be more attentive to the dynamic and full nature of
change as a natural aspect of organizational life. Weick and Quinn (1999) posited that
within the literature, episodic change is characterized as change that is intentionally
planned and “occurs in distinct periods during which shifts are precipitated by external
events such as a technology change or internal events such as a change in key personnel”
(p. 365). Episodic change occurs in the context of failure, when an organization has failed
to adapt its structures to its changing environment, necessitating a change agent and
following linear change processes (Weick & Quinn, 1999).

According to Weick and Quinn (1999), episodic change follows a Lewinian
(1947) like framework, occurring through three linear episodic processes involving
inertia, triggers, and replacements. The first process, inertia, entails the organization
experiencing an inability to adapt and change to its environment in some way (Weick &
Quinn, 1999). The second process is the triggering of change as a consequence of
organizational inertia, which involves the creation of tensions and triggers from sources
that include “the environment, performance, characteristics of top managers, structure,
and strategy” (Huber et al., 1993, as cited in Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 369). The final
process is replacement, which refers to when “one entity sequentially takes the place of
or substitutes for a second”; “the first identity does not become the second but is
substituted for it” (Ford & Ford, 1994, p. 773, as cited in Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 370).

Unlike episodic change, continuous change is presumed to be emergent as well as
“ongoing, evolving, and cumulative” (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 362). As such,
continuous change has a distinctive quality of occurrence via “small continuous

adjustments, created simultaneously across units,” resulting in cumulating and substantial
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change (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 375). This perspective highlights the interdependencies
of the small changes serving as essential “pockets of innovation” for the current and
future state of the organization (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 375). From this stance, change
is seen as a natural, ever-present phenomenon in which change agents make sense of the
emergent changes already under way (Weick & Quinn, 1999).

Continuous change, therefore, emerges via three ongoing cyclical processes of
improvisation, translation, and learning. The process of improvisation entails “self-
organizing groups of actors inducing continuing modification of work practices and ways
of relating” and occurs between events (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 376). The process of
translating consists of producing, editing, spreading, and converting ideas into purposeful
action. The final process of learning is defined by activities and efforts that change the
actions and knowledge of the organization’s repertoire.

Despite the stated differences in the conceptualization of planned and unplanned
change, Weick and Quinn (1999) asserted that these disparities can be reconciled because
they are simply a matter of observer perception. For instance, for episodic change, “from
a distance (the macro level of analysis), when observers examine the flow of events that
constitute organizing, they see what looks like repetitive action, routine, and inertia
dotted with occasional episodes of revolutionary change” (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 362).
In contrast, when observed, continuous change offers a “view from closer in (micro level
of analysis)” that “suggests ongoing adaption and adjustment. Although these
adjustments may be small, they also tend to be frequent and continuous across units,
which means they are capable of altering structures and strategy” (Weick & Quinn, 1999,

p. 362).
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Weick and Quinn (1999) concluded that for change to be best understood,
scholars must shift their focus from contrasting planned versus unplanned change to
appreciating change as “changing,” a nonstatic state. This shift in focus and vocabulary
deepens the understanding of change and acknowledges change as a combination of the
two. Change “never has to start because it never stops. . . . It is not an on-off phenomenon
nor is its effectiveness contingent on the degree to which it is planned” (Weick & Quinn,
1999, pp. 381-382).

Like Weick and Quinn (1999), Tsoukas and Chia (2002) asserted that scholars
need to reorient themselves and embrace a broader understanding of change. Tsoukas and
Chia (2002) stated that the traditional approach to change, which “privileges stability,
routine and order,” is limited, and a more intrinsic, radical process-oriented
understanding of change is warranted. Tsoukas and Chia (2002) asserted that Weick and
Quinn (1999) offered an interesting development and shift in the understanding of
change. However, Tsoukas and Chia (2002) stated that perception and perceptual
knowledge is, in fact, “ill-suited” to explain the full nature of change (p. 572). For
example, simultaneous truths can coexist; what is observed at one level of analysis does
not negate what is occurring simultaneously at another level of analysis. Additionally,
there will be changes that are so granular they are undetectable. There will also be
instances where we become and get accustomed to our newest state before our senses can
acknowledge the newness (Tsouska & Chia, 2002). Therefore, direct and conceptual
knowledge are both needed and better suited for the task of understanding change.

Tsoukas and Chia (2002) explained change as being a “normal condition of

organizational life” (p. 567). From their perspective, change is an ongoing process of
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becoming and not to be thought of as an exception or “a property of the organization.
Rather, organization must be understood as an emergent property of change. Change is
ontologically prior to organization—it is the condition of possibility for organization”
(Tsoukas & Chia, 2002, p. 570). As such, Tsoukas and Chia (2002) argued for the
reversal of ontological priorities of the organizational change research.

Tsoukas and Chia (2002) defined change as “the reweaving of actors’ webs of
beliefs and habits of action to accommodate new experiences obtained through
interactions” (p. 567). Their definition of change illuminates change as having both
“synoptic and performative” qualities (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002, p. 572). According to
Tsoukas and Chia (2002), synoptic refers to approaching “change from outside and,
typically, it takes the form of a stage model in which the entity that undergoes change is
shown to have distinct states at different points in time” (p. 570). In contrast,
performative refers as “situated human agency unfolding in time” (Tsoukas & Chia,
2002, p. 570). These characteristics show the underlying reality of organizations being
situated in both a perpetual state of becoming and creative human action. In this sense,
“change is immanent in organizations” (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002, p. 577).

Graetz and Smith (2010) also published a conceptual paper arguing that while
planned change remains the rule rather than the exception, the understanding of change
warrants a broader approach that appreciates competing voices, resulting ambiguities,
contradictions, and “tensions found in the messy reality” (p. 136). From their perspective,
change and continuity are essential to organizational growth and survival and, therefore,
change. More importantly, Graetz and Smith (2010) asserted that change and continuity

are interconnected, existing on a continuum. The change-continuity continuum defines
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the “organization and its ability to exploit and explore” and represents the “competing but
complementary narratives, bringing in ambiguity and novelty,” all of which destabilize as
well as validate existing organizational routines (Graetz & Smith, 2010, p. 136).

Like the change-continuity continuum, the understanding of change also exists on
a spectrum. Change has been explained a variety of ways, ranging from a biological to a
postmodern perspective, each of which reveals deep suppositions about how change
should be approached and organizations should operate. The divergent approaches to
change can be metaphorically understood as 10 prominent and unique philosophies of
change. The 10 philosophies are biological, rational, institutional, resource, contingency,
psychological, political, cultural, systems, and postmodern. While each philosophy of
change offers its own prescription and description of change, any single view is limited to
its assumptions. However, Graetz and Smith (2010) indicated that if these different
philosophies of change could be brought together, the understanding of change and how
organizations operate would be richer, bringing into “focus the complementary and
competing forces that organizations face in managing the tension between continuity and
change and how to deal with perennial issues such as certainty/uncertainty, tight/loose
control, large-/small-scale change, slow/fast change, and external/internal stimuli”
(Graetz & Smith, 2010, p. 150).

Graetz and Smith (2010) also argued that change can no longer be approached
unidimensionally but rather should be addressed with a multiphilosophy approach. While
change philosophies may differ, the value-add to practice and understanding is in
leveraging the differences and commonalities in a way that acknowledges the “centrality

of paradox in organizations, and that it is not only possible but also desirable for two
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‘inconsistent states’ to exist simultaneously” (Graetz & Smith, 2010, p. 151). Graetz and
Smith (2010) affirmed that paradox and its powerful framework is most appropriate for

“understandings of divergent perspectives and disruptive experiences” (p. 151).

Organizational Change and Paradox

Nasim and Sushil (2011) stated that “managing change is invariably managing
paradoxes” (p. 186). They published a conceptual review of the prevalent organizational
change literature arguing that despite the vast body of knowledge, there are inadequacies
and epistemological concerns with it. Nasim and Sushil (2011) contended that it is
imperative for organizational change scholars to revisit their ways of thinking and
consider new ways of thinking. Within the organizational change literature, there is a
dominant and persistent dilemma logic of subscribing to the either/or view of explaining
change, essentially trading off one approach for another (Nasim & Sushil, 2011). Nasim
and Sushil (2011) argued that this logic is reflected in how change has been explained
and approached: “planned vs. emergent, static vs. dynamic, incremental vs. revolutionary,
micro vs. macro, and piecemeal vs. holistic” (p. 193). This logic also holds true for the
treatment of continuity and change; traditionally, these two have been treated as mutually
exclusive elements within the organizational change and management discourses.

Nasim and Sushil (2011) posited that this invariable ‘either/or’ situation within
the context of organizational change requires “balancing contradictions in the ever-
changing organizational context” and, therefore, reiterates that “managing change is
invariably managing paradoxes” (p. 186). From their perspective, if the success ratio of
organizational change is to improve and the gaps in research are to be addressed,

organizational change and management scholars need to appreciate paradox as intrinsic
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to organizational change and adopt a paradoxical lens. A paradoxical lens refers to having
a “greater understanding or sense-making in dynamic settings characterized by
inconsistencies, contradictions and polarities” and a shift “from the dilemma approach—
recommending one over the other—to a paradoxical thinking advocating the balance of
the opposing forces” (Nasim & Sushil, 2011, pp. 187, 192). According to Nasim and
Sushil (2011), scholars have long deliberated and extended the support of these ideas, but
few have made contributions to the empirical research. Nasim and Sushil (2011) further
asserted that the deficits in the empirical research and frameworks for managing
organizational change present great opportunity for theorists and researchers to revisit the

concept of organizational change and attend to the emerging dualities and paradoxes.

Paradox

Paradoxes are an inevitable part of human and organizational life (Jehn &
Mannix, 2001; Lewis, 2000; Tetlock et al., 1996). Paradoxes exist in our faces and
represent “contradictory yet interrelated elements—elements that seem logical in
isolation but absurd and irrational when appearing simultaneously” (Lewis, 2000, p. 760;
Schad et al., 2016). Frankly, the essence of the human experience is paradoxical, “life or
death, knowledge or ignorance, self or other” (Smith et al., 2017, p. 2). Paradoxes
inundate our organizational lives (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) and are intrinsic to
organizational change (Nasim & Sushil, 2011).

Paradox has a long history rooted in philosophical, psychological, and rhetorical
studies to include the works of “Aristotle, Confucius, Freud, Hegel, Jung, Kierkegaard,
and Lao Tsu” (Schad et al., 2016, p. 6; Van De Ven & Poole, 1988). The understanding

and explanation of paradox and its theories has been a central and enduring quest for
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poets, philosophers, and organizational and management scholars for a long time (Smith
et al., 2017). Beginning in the 1980s, paradox emerged as a topic of interest for
organizational and management scholars. Since then, the paradox literature has grown
manifold and has contributed to studies at the organizational, institutional, and field
levels (Lewis, 2000; Schad et al., 2016). Seminal paradox scholars include Quinn and
Cameron (1988) and Van de Ven and Poole (1989) and contemporary scholar Marianne
Lewis.

The works of Quinn and Cameron (1988) and Van de Ven and Poole (1988) are
foundational to today’s contemporary understanding of paradox. Quinn and Cameron’s
(1988) book, Paradox and Transformation: Toward a Theory of Change in Organization
and Management, posed the question to management and organizational scholars, “Will
paradox help us to understand organizational phenomena in richer and more insightful
ways?” (p. xv). They posited that understanding paradox and the paradoxical perspective
could enrich our thinking about organization and management as well as allow us to
focus better on the contradictory, dynamic, and transformational phenomena of
organizational life. Quinn and Cameron (1988) argued that organizations are inherently
paradoxical and have paradoxical characteristics; more importantly, paradoxes are
“indigenous to effective organizational functioning and, in particular, to individuals,
organizations, and industries facing a modern post-industrial environment” (Quinn &
Cameron, 1988, p. 1). From their perspective, for an organization to be effective in a
modern postindustrial environment, it “must possess attributes that are simultaneously

contradictory, even mutually exclusive” (p. 8). Therefore, understanding paradox and the
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paradoxical perspective serves scholars by illuminating the polarities that exist in
organizations and how to effectively balance them.

Likewise, Van de Ven and Poole (1989) posited that paradoxes are an important
resource for management and organization theory development. From their perspective,
an indicator of good theory building was not making a theory “more and more perfect”
but rather consciously and tenaciously “looking for theoretical tensions or oppositions
and using them to stimulate the development of more encompassing theories” that reflect
the multifaceted reality it seeks to portray (Van de Van & Poole, 1988, p. 563). Van de
Ven and Poole (1989) argued that by leveraging alternative strategies other than painting
a “fairly precise picture,” researchers can add an additional arrow to their quiver (p. 562).

Specifically, Van de Ven and Poole (1989) suggested four generic approaches for
working with paradoxes. The first approach is to keep the opposites separate and their
contrasts appreciated; the essence of this approach is acceptance of the paradox and
openness to learning to live with paradoxes. The second approach is to situate the
opposites at varying levels or locations within the social system; this approach highlights
how distinguishing the level of one paradox from another can be useful in understanding
a social system. The third approach is to separate opposites temporally in the same
location. This approach illuminates the role of time in understanding paradoxes. The last
approach is to find a new perspective that eliminates the oppositional nature of the
paradoxes. This approach highlights the importance of understanding how each side of
the paradox influences the other. Each approach denotes a different way of transforming

theory development and represents a new way of thinking as well as acting for theorists.
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While there is no single certain way to address paradoxes, there is certainty that
paradoxes cannot be avoided or eliminated (Van de Van and Poole, 1988, p. 586).

Lewis (2000) asserted that there is a growing body of research focused on
paradox. As defined by Lewis (2000), a paradox is “some ‘thing’ constructed by
individuals even when oppositional tendencies are recognizable or interwoven such as
‘perspectives, feelings, messages, demands, identities, interests or practices’ (Ford &
Backoff, 1988)” (p. 761). Within the organizational literature, scholars have used paradox
as a label to describe “conflicting demands, opposing perspectives, or seemingly illogical
findings” (Lewis, 2000, p. 760). However, when used in this way by scholars, the term
does not foster a fundamental understanding of what a paradox is and how it might serve
as a framework for greater insights.

Lewis (2000) offered an integrated framework that explains the nature of the
underlying tensions, reinforcing cycles, and their management. Her framework asserts
that paradoxical tensions are perceptual; they are cognitively and socially constructed and
exist as polarities that disguise the simultaneity of conflicting truths. Oftentimes, the
relatedness of the conflicting truths is obstructed by the actor’s perceptions because they
are based in either/or bipolar abstractions of opposites, in which actors use their language
to convey what a phenomenon is or not. Paradoxical tensions take three forms: self-
referential loops, mixed messages, and system contradictions.

The second component is the reinforcing cycles. When actors attempt to resolve
the paradoxical tensions, they perpetuate them because an actor’s initial reaction is
defensive. There are six defensive reactions to paradox: splitting, projection, repression,

regression, reaction formation, and ambivalence. Smith argued that paradoxes must be
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managed beyond their reinforcing cycles, and the power of paradox must be tapped
through exploration. Exploration requires actors to immerse themselves in order to tap
into paradoxes through acceptance, confrontation, and transcendence.

Lischer et al. (2006) published a conceptual paper emphasizing that over the
years, paradox has emerged as a prominent theme in studies related to organizational
change and has become a commonly used label for organizational complexity, ambiguity,
and equivocality, especially in the context of change. Luscher et al. (2006) described
paradoxes as being “socially constructed—the product of actors’ daily discourses” and
“constructed when elements of our thoughts, actions and emotions that seem logical
when considered in isolation, are juxtaposed, appearing mutually exclusive” (pp. 491-
492). The presence of a paradox typically results in actors experiencing feelings of being
stuck as well as absurdity, anxiety, and paralysis. As actors attempt to make sense of their
paradoxical experience, their efforts unintentionally promote a vicious cycle that further
escalates and entrenches the contradictory forces (Lischer et al., 2006).

Lischer et al. (2006) also argued that organizational change settings are prone to
paradox because as organizations change, work demands, relations, and systems become
complicated. Lischer et al. (2006) further stated that this complexity could be better
understood by grouping the paradoxes into three categories—performing, belonging, and
organizing—and then linking them to their communicative sources, emphasizing their
interplay and recursive patterns. This linkage suggests that there are “discursive processes
through which actors seek to make sense of change” (Llscher et al., 2006, p. 492).

Paradoxes of performing are caused by fluctuations in the changing expectations

and contradictory demands that disrupt self-conception (Luscher et al., 2006). These
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paradoxes are linked to mixed messaging within the changing structure. For example,
when expectations are communicated, they are “experienced as conflicting, ambiguous
and equivocal demands” (Lischer et al., 2006, p. 493).

Paradoxes of belonging emerge from tensions fostered by shifting social
constellations between “self and other, as actors seek to identify themselves in relation to
the organization and its varied and fluctuating groups” (Luscher et al., 2006, p. 493).
Paradoxes of belonging are linked to the double boundness of relationships; the desire to
maintain relationships can inhibit confrontation, “as the interactions that may enable
effective and empowering relations may also tear relations apart™ (Luscher et al., 2006, p.
493).

Paradoxes of organizing are innate to the “organizing process and its varied
actors’ enactment of distinctions that create and accentuate tensions” (Lischer et al.,
2006, p. 493). These paradoxes are linked to systematic contradictions of the organizing
process and are embedded in mixed messages as well as recursive cycles that exist
independent of the actors involved (Lischer et al., 2006, p. 493).

The paradoxes of performing, belonging, and organizing are interwoven and
“slippery” (Luscher et al., 2006, p. 499). Additionally, there are modes for working
through these paradoxes. However, the modes must embrace their dynamism and resist
simplistic conclusions because the exploration of paradoxes doesn’t solve problems but
rather ““creates circles of reflection and sparks new opportunities as well as circles for
even greater complexity” (Luscher et al., 2006, pp. 499-500).

Smith and Lewis (2011) published a conceptual paper arguing that paradox theory

has a bright future and is a critical theoretical lens for understanding and leading
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contemporary organizations. They proposed a dynamic equilibrium model of organizing
to illustrate how cyclical responses to paradoxical tensions enable organizational
sustainability. They argued that despite the increase in the paradox literature since the late
1980s, the discussion is still limited, as is its conceptual and theoretical coherence.
Specifically, the discussion is limited to the “fundamental debate about the nature and
management of paradoxical tensions: What is and is not a paradox?” (p. 381). The
purpose of the conceptual paper was twofold: both to review and synthesize the paradox
literature and to integrate and respond to the fundamental paradox debate.

Smith and Lewis (2011) listed gaps within the paradox literature and noted three
notable debates. First, paradox lacks conceptual clarity in the field; other terms have been
used to describe tensions such as dilemma, dichotomy, and dialectic, and contradictory
terms have been addressed without the notion of paradox at all. Second, there is an
ontological debate about the nature of tensions—whether they are an inherent feature of
the system or a social construction of the organizational actors. This debate, in turn,
results in a debate of whether to manage paradoxes by acceptance or resolution.

To address the gaps and debates, Smith and Lewis (2011) proposed a dynamic
equilibrium model of organizing that builds upon the work of Lewis (2000) and Lischer
and Lewis (2008). Smith and Lewis’s (2011) framework catalogues the fundamental
activities and elements of organizational life: belonging, learning, organizing, and
performing. Tensions exist between each of the paradoxes as well as within each of the
paradoxes. Paradox is defined as “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist
simultaneously and persist over time. Such elements seem logical when considered in

isolation but irrational, inconsistent, and even absurd when juxtaposed” (p. 386). A
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dilemma is a tension of competing demands, and a dialectic is a tension of contradictory
demands that can be solved temporarily only for new contradictions to emerge. Lewis
argued that paradoxes are both an inherent feature of the system as well as socially
constructed by the actors of the systems that are embedded in the system and brought into
juxtaposition as the system responds to environmental conditions.

Paradoxes are distinguishable and can be illustrated by the Taosit symbol of yin
yang. Paradoxes are also latent and salient and warrant responses from organizational
actors. The response can be rooted in vicious cycles but can also be rooted in virtuous
cycles, which in turn becomes a strategy of acceptance rather than defensiveness.
Acceptance enables individuals to attend to competing demands simultaneously,
requiring cognitive, behavioral complexities as well as emotional equanimity and
dynamic organizational capabilities. This model proposes that a complementary and
interwoven approach to managing paradoxes of both acceptance and resolution can foster
learning and creativity and unleash human potential as a means to achieving
organizational sustainability.

Schad et al. (2016) found that to date there had not been a comprehensive review
of the paradox literature. Subsequently, they conducted a content analysis of paradox
studies within the management field. Their analyses included 133 articles that broadly
explored the nature of paradox, had applied a paradoxical lens to specific phenomena, or
had argued for using paradox as a tool for theorizing. Their analyses revealed six themes
of a paradox meta-theory: the nature, type, relationship, impact, individual approach, and
collective approach to paradoxes. The themes were organized into three categories: types,

collective approaches, and outcomes. Schad et al. (2016) posited that management

50



scholars have extensively studied the types, collective approaches, and outcomes of
paradoxes. However, despite the growing body of research focused on paradox,
management researchers have placed less emphasis on examining the individual
approaches to, relationships, and dynamics of paradoxes, leaving these areas heavily
underresearched.

Miron-Spektor et al. (2018) conducted a mixed-methods study to explore how
individuals experience and respond to tensions and how their approach to tensions
impacts their job performance. In this study, they distinguished between experiencing
tensions and one’s mindset in addressing these tensions. They proposed that individuals
with a paradox mindset tend to value, accept, and feel comfortable with tensions;
therefore, those with a paradox mindset can leverage tensions as opportunities to confront
them and explore both/and strategies. Furthermore, Miron-Spektor et al. (2018) posited
that whether individuals strive or struggle when confronted with tensions depends on the
extent to which they have a paradox mindset.

In this study, Miron-Spektor et al. (2018) used a theoretical model to identify the
conditions that exacerbate the experience of tensions and examined the role of a paradox
mindset in mitigating the effects of these tensions on in-role job performance and
innovation. The study found that a paradox mindset encouraged employees to value,
accept, and feel comfortable with tensions as well as positively contribute to their in-role
job performance and innovation. On the contrary, for those with a low paradox mindset,
experiencing tensions was detrimental. The study tested three hypotheses. The first was
that “resource scarcity is positively associated with individuals’ experience of tensions,”

and the study found that individuals with scare resources experienced higher levels of
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tensions (p. 29). The second hypothesis was that a “paradox mindset moderates the
relationship between experiencing tensions and in-role job performance and innovation.
When paradox mindset is high, experiencing tensions enhances in-role job performance
and innovation, whereas when paradox mindset is low, experiencing tensions hinders
these outcomes.” The study found that paradox mindset moderated the relationship
between experiencing tensions and in-role performance (p. 31). The third hypothesis was
that a “paradox mindset moderates the indirect effect of resource scarcity on in-role job
performance and innovation through experiencing tensions. When paradox mindset is
high (low), experiencing tensions mediates the positive (negative) relationship between
resource scarcity and these outcomes.” The study found that experiencing tensions

mediated the indirect effect of resource scarcity on in-role job performance (p. 31).

Middle Managers

The terms manager, middle management, and middle manager are frequently
used in most contemporary organizations. These terms are also understood in a similar
manner throughout the world regardless of the country, business type, sector, or industry,
yet for decades, scholars have conceptualized and defined them in countless ways. As
best stated by Bauman (1998), “all vogue words appear to share a similar fate: the more
experiences they pretend to make transparent, the more they themselves become opaque”
(p. 1).

Middle management and middle managers have been, and continue to be, the
subject of voluminous research studies. Over the last 50 years, there has been an evolving
and growing body of literature focused on middle management and middle managers.

This research has produced numerous conceptualizations and definitions for the terms
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middle management and middle manager, as well as deepened the discussion as to why
any attempt to define these terms is impossible. This research has added much to our
understanding of how middle management can be defined, the roles middle managers
play, their contributions to organizations, the effects of their roles, and how they
experience organizational change.

The work of Renis Likert (1961) is foundational to the understanding of middle
management and the typologies of the roles middle managers play (Floyd & Woolridge,
1992). His book, The Patterns of Management, introduced middle managers as the
‘linking pin’ of the organization. According to Likert (1961), the ‘linking pin’ function of
the organization is essential, especially if an organization is to achieve superior
performance. Likert (1961) argued that without linkages throughout the entire
organization and effective overlapping between the groups of the organization, an
organization would not be able to derive the fullest benefits of the group’s effectiveness.
Therefore, middle management is described as a very important and necessary function
of the organization. To effectively be ‘linking pins’ of the organization, middle managers

must have

the capacity to exert influence upward, if they are to perform their managerial
functions successfully. To be effective in leading his own work group, a superior
must be able to influence his own boss; that is, he needs to be skilled both as a
superior and as a subordinate. In terms of group functioning, he must be skilled in
both leadership and membership functions and roles. (p. 114)

Floyd and Woodridge (1992) drew from the work of Likert and, in turn, stated
that conceptually middle management “can be defined as the coordination of an
organizational unit’s day-to-day activities with the activities of vertically related groups”

(p. 154). According to Floyd and Woodridge (1992), middle managers have a unique
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position within organizations; they are superior to the operating level but subordinate to
the top management level of the organization. In this position, middle managers link the
two groups by their actions, which can have both upward and downward influence. For
example, when middle managers champion change or synthesize information, these
actions have an upward influence affecting the top management level. When middle
managers take action to facilitate adaptability or implement deliberate strategy, these
actions have downward influence affecting “the alignment of the organizational
arrangements with the strategic context” (Floyd & Woodridge, 1992, p. 154).

In their book, Surviving as a Middle Manager, Broussine and Guerrier (1983)
explained that defining the term middle management is no easy task; it is like an
elephant—although “difficult to define, we tend to recognize it when we see it” (p. 6).
They contended that there will always be variance in how the term is defined because all
definitions will be specific to an organizational context (Broussine & Guerrier, 1983).
Therefore, any attempt to define the term middle management and explain what is meant
by middle manager must be more of an encapsulation of the four central aspects of the
roles they play, which are common for almost all organizations (Broussine & Guerrier,

1983). Broussine and Guerrier (1983) described these common aspects:

First, they report to someone above them in the organizations. Second, they rarely
have authority to formulate policy; rather they are usually accountable for
implementing it. Third, they are usually an important communication link
between those who achieve policy, i.e., the workers and their immediate
supervisors, and those who formulate it. Therefore, they may be involved by the
latter in advising upon the feasibility of formulating a particular policy. Lastly,
they have staff accountable to them; if they do not, they could still be termed
middle managers if they are employed to influence the ways in which policies are
formulated and achieved because they have a staff role whose authority is based
on expertise or particular skills. (p. 5)
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Harding et al. (2014) stated that aiming to find a definitive answer to the question
of who is a middle manager would be foolhardy with the existing literature. Over the
years, variant definitions of the term middle management have been established within
the literature with only partial element consensus. Current literature primarily defines
middle managers by the position they occupy in an organizational hierarchy, in which
they face upwards to senior management and downwards to junior staff (Harding et al.,

2014). For example:

Middle management is defined as a position in organizational hierarchies
‘between the operating core and the apex’ (Mintzberg, 1989:98) whose occupants
are ‘responsible for a particular business unit at [this] intermediate level of the
corporate hierarchy’ (Uyterhoeven, 1972:136) that comprises ‘all those below the
top level strategic management and above first-level supervision’ (Dopson et al.,
1992:40). (Harding et al., 2014, p. 1214)

Scholarly discussions and empirical research about what middle managers should
do, what they actually do, and the effect of the role on the people who occupy it has also
lacked agreement in many instances, with one exception (Harding et al., 2014).
Numerous scholars have agreed that one task all middle managers seem to be responsible
for is “ensuring that junior staff fulfil organizational requirements: the middle manager
must exercise control over junior staff. To be a middle manager is therefore to be a
controller” (Harding et al., 2014, p. 1230). Other scholars have discussed middle
managers as being “vital and loyal lynch-pins between senior management and junior
staff, while others portray them as obstructers to the implementation of change and as a
problem to be addressed” (Harding et al., 2014, p. 1216).

Harding et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative, interview-based, single case study
(containing many mini-cases) to understand how middle managers undertake work

identity as they translate strategy into practice. The impetus for this study was the desire
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to understand who the middle manager is. This study explored the work of identity
constitution that is constructed by middle managers as they talk about and implement
strategy. In this study, a single talent management strategy was being implemented,
which was required by an external stakeholder. This study offered that middle managers
undertake three overarching but contradictory discourses when talking about their job of
implementing strategy. Middle managers move in between being a rational/managerialist,
critical/managerialist, and critical/resistant subject when implementing strategy. Thus, the
middle manager identity incorporates contradictory and complex subject positions as they
move through being the controller, controlled, resister, and resisted. As such, the middle
manager performatively becomes the constituted organizational hierarchy. Harding et al.
(2014) concluded that it is therefore impossible to answer the question of who the middle
manager is because the available evidence is contradictory.

Rezvani (2017) reviewed the literature on the definition of middle management
and the roles of middle management in organizations and safety. His review included 60
articles published between 1975 and 2015 that contained a definition of middle
management or a description of their roles or the middle management influence. Rezvani
(2017) concluded that there is definitional inconsistency for the term middle management
and how middle managers are conceptualized and there is a lack of clarity on what
distinguishes middle management from any other management group. In the absence of
an exact definition that can be applied to all organizations for the term middle
management, Rezvani (2017) posits only very broad definitions can be crafted, which are

representative of the function, context of the organization, and the researcher’s tendency.
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Like Broussine and Guerrier (1983), Rezvani (2017) argued that it is essential to
recognize that any effort to produce a definition of middle management will be inevitably
influenced by the purpose of the researcher and the organizational context or structure in
which the research is being produced. Thus, Rezvani (2017) suggested that scholars can
use two specific criteria to define middle managers: their position in the organizational
hierarchy and the roles they play in the organization. Rezvani (2017) found consensus
among the authors included in the review that middle management was an intermediate
management group that “operates in an operational core of the organization and they are
positioned in a level where at least two levels of staff are below them” (p. 2). Moreover,
Rezvani (2017) also found that the current research depicts middle management as
playing five specific roles within organizations: strategic, administrative, leadership,
decision-making, and communicative, which considerable overlapping aspects of each
role. However, the two most prominent depictions of the role are the strategic role and
either the significant contribution of middle management in the management of
organizational change or their dysfunctional roles in changes within organizations

(Rezvani, 2017).

Paradox and Managers

Today, the words of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) ring as true as
they did two decades ago: Within organizations there are inevitable dilemmas; therefore,
managers must be “masters of paradox,” turning their horns of dilemmas into victories.
Paradoxes are a fundamental dilemma for managers (Smith et al., 2017). A rational
analysis of most contemporary organizations would reveal exaggerated misleading claims

of rationality and betrayals of the very rationalist structures that they appear to be (Smith

57



et al., 2017). The reality for managers in contemporary organizations is the requirements

of,

dual, yet inconsistent, requirements for both pragmatic action, improvisation, and
exploration in complex, ambiguous and uncertain situations and understanding
and communicating what they are doing as acting with confidence and certainty
secure in their calculative knowledge and the achievements of the consciously and
explicitly chosen goals and objectives. (Smith et al., 2017, p. 282)

Paradoxes, conflicting demands, and either/or tensions are inescapable for most
managers. Paradoxes show up in all facets of organizational life, including “leadership
(control vs. empowerment), teamwork (tasks vs. relationships), strategy (competition vs.
collaboration), structure (centralized vs. decentralized), and within ourselves (work vs.
home)” (Leslie et al., 2015, p. 1). As best expressed by March (2010), it is a “managerial
dilemma of speaking a rhetoric of decisiveness, certainty, and clarity while experiencing
a life of doubt, paradox, and contradiction” (p. 68). Under these conditions, managers can
become entangled in paradoxes, especially during times of change.

Lischer and Lewis (2008) found that during times of change, middle managers
get caught in the paradoxes of change and need help wrestling with such paradoxes. In
their inductive action research study conducted at the Danish Lego Company, Liischer
and Lewis (2008) explored change and managerial sensemaking and found that the
conflicting demands of change caused the middle managers to become paralyzed and
stuck. The purpose of their study was to help managers make sense of a comprehensive
organizational restructuring that changed the nature of the middle manager role. The
cognitive disorder caused the managers to appear as stuck and paralyzed in their ability to
make sense of the organizational change. This study had one leading question: “How

might a middle manager make sense of complexity, equivocality, and ambiguity
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intensified by organizational change?” (p. 225). This qualitative study used semi-
structured interviews, archival data, and focus groups to collect data. The data revealed
that the managers were struggling with the paradoxes of organizational change:
performing, belonging, and organizing. Consequently, sparring sessions were used to
assist the managers with working through the paradoxes in order to achieve a workable
certainty. The mantra for the sparring session was “the problem is not the problem; the
problem is the way you think about the problem” (p. 228). This study argued that using
paradox as a lens instead of a label can help a person make sense. In their study, when
pushed to explore dilemmas, managers surfaced their paradoxical nature, and stressing
the positive of a dilemma accentuated the negative side of the dilemma. When used this
way, paradox unearths alternative perspectives, assumptions, and fundamentally different
ways of thinking. This study also posited, similar to other scholars, that “when
environments are complex and changing, conditions are ripe for the experience of
contradiction, incongruity, and incoherence and the recognition of paradox and ambiguity
within organizations (Hatch & Ehrlich, 1993)” (Liischer & Lewis, 2008, p. 222).
Similarly, Jarzabkowski, L€, and Van de Ven (2013) found that during times of
change, managers entangled themselves in paradoxes. In their study, managers enacted
defensive responses when confronted with paradoxes, which threatened the survival of
the organization, impeded the change process, and exacerbated the recursive relationship
among the paradoxes of organizing, belonging, and performing (Jarzabkowski et al.,
2013). Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) conducted a real-time longitudinal case study at a
telecommunications company with the aim of exploring how managers experience the

paradoxes of organizing, performing, and belonging and how they cope with them over
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time. Their study was guided by two research questions: How is the relationship between
different paradoxes constructed? How do different responses to paradox shape a
processual relationship between paradoxes as they unfold over time? Their study had
several key findings. First, it found that the conflicting demands of change—in this case,
a new governmental regulation versus market practices—caused the managers to attempt
to avoid or circumvent paradoxes for short-term relief rather than attempt to employ
long-term strategies to deal with the paradox, such as acknowledging it as a natural
condition of work and being willing to balance the elements that create the tension
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Consequently, the defensive responses of splitting,
suppressing, opposing, and adjusting entangled the managers as well as reinforced and
embedded the paradoxes into the organizational structures, processes, and interactions
between the managers, all of which intensified the paradoxical experience. Additionally,
the paradox of organizing influenced how managers experienced and responded to the
lower-level paradoxes of performing and belonging. Although the three paradoxes exist
at different levels of the organization, they coevolved over time as the managers
oscillated from a defensive response to an active accept response. Jarzabkowski et al.
(2013) offered a process model that provides insight into the recursive relationships
between the paradoxes of organizing, belonging, and performing and their unfolding

patterns over time.

Organizational Change and Middle Managers

Organizational change is endemic and essential to most contemporary
organizations, but it poses daunting challenges for middle managers (Luscher & Lewis,

2008). Unfortunately, middle managers, regardless of the industry or sector, will always
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have the “unenviable role of simultaneously both being influenced from above and in
turn influencing those below them” (Broussine & Guerrier, 1983, p. 4). By virtue of their
organizational position, most middle managers occupy a complicated organizational
position, in which they are expected to simultaneously play a spectrum of roles, finding
themselves as both “victims and carriers of change” and “stuck in between various
stakeholder groups, which can produce relentless and conflicting demands” (Anicich &
Hirsh, 2017, p. 3). Of course, the inherent complexity of the middle manager’s role is
omnipresent, with conflict and challenge affecting the middle manager and, in turn, the
organizational change he or she is to affect.

Balogun (2003) conducted a real-time, longitudinal study of the middle manager
role during the implementation of strategic change in a privatized utility. This study
examined the roles middle managers take during change implementation and what helps
or hinders them in fulfilling their roles. Specifically, this study analyzed the different role
components of a middle manager and how they fit into the traditional conception of what
middle managers contribute during organizational change. The study found that middle
managers are best characterized as change intermediaries fulfilling four interrelated roles
during change implementation: (1) undertaking personal change, (2) helping others
through change, (3) implementing necessary changes in their department, and (4) keeping
the business going. A key but often overlooked component of the middle manager role is
interpretation of the change intent, which informs their actions and impacts the
implementation outcomes.

Anicich and Hirsh (2017) suggested that being a middle manager is exhausting.

They argued that while most employees possess a middling amount of power within
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organizations, middle managers are required to frequently alternate between the upper
and lower levels of power. Therefore, middle managers face unique and inherent
challenges because of their complicated intermediate power levels. Middle managers
activate and experience their power in the context of interpersonal relationships with
those who possess upper and lower power levels. Subsequently, middle managers move
in between roles as they move from one interaction to the next. In doing so, middle
manager adopt, play the part, and conform to the roles expected of them. This
predicament is problematic because previous research has found that humans are
ineffective at playing both roles when it comes to task switching, which is
psychologically challenging. This article concluded by emphasizing the importance of
understanding the unique psychological pressures faced by middle managers that are
inherent to their structural positions.

Heyden et al. (2017) conducted a multivariate study using multi-respondent data
from 468 organizations undergoing substantive planned organizational change using the
networks of three Dutch management training institutes. This study examined how
employees’ dispositions towards supporting change may vary in relation to four possible
top manager and middle manager change role configurations: (1) change initiated and
executed by top managers; (2) change initiated by top managers and executed by middle
managers; (3) change initiated by middle managers and executed by top managers; and
(4) change initiated and executed by middle managers. The study tested four hypotheses,
finding that change does not engender an above-average level of employee support,
regardless of whether the change is executed by top managers or middle managers. The

study did find that support boosted when change is initiated by middle managers and
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executed by either top managers or middle managers, with the strongest positive attitudes
evoked when middle managers initiate change and top managers take on the execution.
The findings implied that top managers and middle managers have distinctive role-taking
strengths and weaknesses that are most effective in specific role change configurations.
Middle managers’ success at initiating change can be attributed to their proximity to

employees and deep knowledge for core technology.

Acquisitions

Mergers and acquisitions (M&As) are significant change events (Moeller, 2009).
M&As have been regarded as both a popular strategic option (Bellou, 2006; Kansal &
Chandani, 2014; Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009) for most contemporary
organizations as well as the ultimate change management challenge (Schraeder & Self,
2003). An acquisition is the buying or takeover of an organization by another
(Finkelstein, 2013; Lawler & Worley, 2006; Schraeder & Self, 2003; Waight, 2004). A
merger is the consolidation or integration of two organizations into a single organization
(Schraeder & Self, 2003; Waight, 2004). Some scholars have argued that “there are no
such things as mergers, there are only acquisitions that are mislabeled” (Lawler &
Worley, 2006, p. 110). For the purpose of this study, the terms acquisitions and mergers
are used interchangeably, with acquisition as the major term, mainly because the result is
the same—i.e., one organization takes control of another (Lawler & Worley, 2006;
Waight, 2004).

Acquisitions are used to drive growth (Bansal, 2015) and to ensure organizational
continuity and survival (Lawler & Worley, 2006). Acquisitions are also employed to gain

a competitive advantage, increase organizational capabilities, diversify offered products
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and services, and reduce organizational costs (Snow, 2011). Additionally, acquisitions
enable organizations to meet their needs of innovation and technological advancement,
achievement of cost efficiencies, entrance into new markets, and restructuring of
underperforming organizations (Graebner & Eisenhardt, 2004).

Since the 1980s, the prevalence of acquisitions has increased exponentially
(Bellou, 2006) as organizations need to respond to an “increasingly competitive global
marketplace, economies of scale, deregulation, technological change and shareholder
wealth maximization” (Waight, 2004, p. 158). In the year 2000, acquisitions reached
record levels for the sixth consecutive year (Bryson, 2003). Seventeen years later, in
2017, acquisition transactions within the United States amounted to approximately $1.46
trillion (Moody’s, n.d.). More recently, in the first half of 2018, acquisition activity
reached record levels within the United States, with targets totaling approximately $1
trillion (Thomas Reuters, 2018). These estimates equate to a 79% increase in activity
compared to the level of activity seen during 2017, with 6,172 announced deals (Thomas
Reuters, 2018).

Despite the ever-increasing popularity of acquisitions, research continues to
suggest that failure among acquisitions is more common than success. Mirvis (2001)
found that “fewer than one quarter of M&As [mergers and acquisitions] achieve their
financial objectives, as measured in ways including shared value, return on investment,
and post combination profitability” (p. 80). Schraeder and Self (2003) indicated that 55%
to 70% of mergers and acquisitions (M&As) fail to meet their anticipated purposes.
Additionally, Burke (2011) estimated that 75% of all M&As fail. Most recently, in 2014,

Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler (KPMG), a professional service company and one of
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the Big Four auditors, along with Deloitte, Ernst & Young, and PricewaterhouseCoopers,
found the 80% of M&As fail (Kansal & Chandani, 2014). The failure rate of acquisitions
is alarming.

Existing research has attributed this failure to a variety of reasons, including both
hard and soft factors (Bellou, 2006). Some of the most prominent hard factors include
“paying the wrong price, buying for the wrong reason, selecting the wrong partner, and
buying at the wrong time” (Bellou, 2006, p. 70). However, many scholars have argued
that the most common reason for the failure of acquisitions is the overemphasis on the
hard factors, like business and financial issues, which results in the lack of attention given
to human resource issues (Grotenhuis & Weggeman, 2002; Kongpichayanond, 2009;
Mclintyre, 2004; Mitleton-Kelly, 2006).

As for the soft factors, many scholars have posited that most failed acquisitions
can be attributed to “employee problems” (Nikandrou et al., 2000). Among scholars there
is an insistence that if serious problems are to be avoided in the acquisition strategy
implementation and success is to be achieved, an organization’s ability to understand and
control employee attitude and behavior is critical (Bellou, 2006). Scholars have also
argued that it is “underestimation of the pervasiveness and depth of the problems related
to the human factors during an acquisition that condemns the project’s success, and thus
more attention needs to be given on employees’ needs” (Bellou, 2006, p. 70). Existing
research has repeatedly indicated that failure to take human resource issues into
consideration, even after integration, results in failure (Marks & Mirvis, 2001; Weber &
Tarba, 2010; Yalabik, 2013). Mclintyre (2004) argued that research suggests that if

greater consideration were given to human resource issues starting at the onset of the
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M&A process, greater success would occur. Despite the recognition of the importance of
the human resources, such issues have been found to take a lower priority to commercial
and financial considerations and are often neglected completely (Huang & Kleiner, 2004;
Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009). Furthermore, research has also shown that
successful organizational change, especially in the context of acquisitions, is dependent
upon human factors, yet those factors are frequently ignored (Marks & Mirvis, 2001;

Weber & Tarba, 2010; Yalabik, 2013).

Acquisitions and Organizational Change

Acquisitions are synonymous with change (Nikandrou et al., 2000). Acquisitions
are characterized as complex planned (Bansal & King, 2020), profound (Bansal, 2016),
and an extreme form of organizational change (Bellou, 2006). Acquisitions
fundamentally change the organization being acquired, with prompt, pervasive change at
every level within the acquired organization. Acquisitions transform the processes,
structures, cultures, employment prospects, and organizational life of one or both
organizations involved (Buono & Nurick, 1992). Acquisitions also significantly affect the
working lives of the employees and individual managers (Marks et al., 2017,
Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009).

According to Nikandrou et al. (2000), acquisitions are among the most traumatic
types of organizational change; regardless of how few changes are made, acquisitions are
a destabilizing event. In fact, Sherer (1994) stated that employees seemly go through
acquisitions as a loss of a loved one, often treating the acquisition as a personal crisis (as
quoted in Bellou, 2006). Acquisitions significantly affect the working and personal lives

of employees (Moeller, 2009; Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009). Work is an
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integral part of the most people’s lives and enables them to attain things they personally
value and need to provide for themselves and their families (Wickramasinghe &
Karunaratne, 2009). Acquisitions are powerful events that have the potential to cause
“massive interruption in the professional and personal lives” of everyone involved
(Moeller, 2009, p. 91). Acquisitions signify potential changes in the employment
relationship and prospects of employment and threaten the outcomes and values that
work provides (Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009).

Acquisitions are also characterized as an emotional roller-coaster (Moeller, 2009)
because employees experience a vast range of emotions. Existing literature has found that
employees feel threatened, fearful, and vulnerable (Bellou, 2006). During acquisitions,
employees also experience both “merger syndrome” (Marks & Mirvis, 1985, 1992) and
“survivor syndrome” (Baruch & Hind, 1999; Moeller, 2009). Merger syndrome refers to
emotional and behavioral reactions of employees after the announcement of the acquisition
and includes all positive and negative effects and consequences triggered by the
announcement. Typically, merger syndrome manifests and is more intensively felt by the
employees of the acquired organization, who are usually more affected by the
organizational changes (Appelbaum et al., 2000). According to Marks and Mirvis (1985,
1992), during acquisitions employees become preoccupied with increased self-interest of
how the acquisition will impact them personally, including their careers and income.
According to Bellou (2006, p. 70), merger syndrome manifests as “listlessness, apathy, a
preoccupation with the past, lack of commitment to the new culture, fear and/or active
resistance to the new system” (citing Cartwright & Cooper, 1990; Marks & Mirvis, 1985,

1992).
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Survivor syndrome, a term coined by Baruch and Hind (1999), refers to the
adverse effects, feelings, and reactions to change experienced by “people left after an
organization has undergone a redundancy or ‘downsizing’ program,” which is common
during an acquisition (p. 296). According to Moeller (2009), the employee experience
of acquisitions is similar to the experience of horrific events, such as “when others
involved were permanently disabled or died” (p. 102). Survivor syndrome describes the
range of feelings that survivors experience such as anger, anxiety, cynicism,
resentment, resignation, and retribution, all of which can prove to be detrimental to an
organization (Baruch & Hind, 1999; Moeller, 2009). Often, these negative feelings
contribute to low morale, overwork, and the possibility of sabotage, with a
dysfunctional impact on and decreases in commitment, loyalty, trust, and performance
(Baruch & Hind, 1999).

Nikandrou et al. (2000) stated that “acquisitions equal change, which means
uncertainty” (p. 336). Uncertainty creates stress for employees, which cannot be avoided
because during acquisitions many of the associated changes are “evolutionary, and final
outcomes are often unknown during negotiations” (Schweiger & Denisi, 1991).
Uncertainty has been found to have a negative impact on the emotions, attitudes,
behaviors (Bansal & King, 2020), and psychological contracts (Bellou, 2006) of the
acquired employees. Some scholars have argued that uncertainty has detrimental effects
on the success of an acquisition (Nikandrou et al., 2000). High levels of uncertainty have
been found to lead to “increases in absenteeism, stress, low job satisfaction, negative
behavior, resistance to change, lower productivity, and lower commitment to the

organization” (Wickramasinghe & Karunaratne, 2009, p. 697).
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Acquisitions and Middle Managers

Acquisitions not only disrupt the personal and professional lives of employees,
but they also destabilize the organization being acquired (Buono & Nurick, 1992). The
emotional turmoil, stress, and lack of control over of the changes triggered by an
acquisition leave employees and managers alike “feeling like pawns in a chess game”
(Moeller, 2009, p. 1). These issues are compounded for middle managers. Acquisitions
are directed and prescribed by top management (Buono & Nurick, 1992), but the
organizational change prompted by the decision to acquire is often operationalized and
executed by middle managers, aligning their units and direct reports to executive
mandates (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). As such, an acquisition may be viewed as a single
change event that can be easily executed and implemented by those not at the negotiating
table. However, acquisitions are anything but easy; they are disruptive and destabilizing
(Buono & Nurick, 1992) and often described as bringing about periods of uncertainty and
unpredictability (Waight, 2004).

Management’s ability to handle the many people issues and soft factors while
simultaneously affecting change is an important determinant of the success or failure of
acquisitions (Kansal & Chandani, 2014; Nikandrou et al., 2000). As best stated by
Kitching (1967), “it is the managers of change who can take an unplanned acquisition . . .
and make a success of it” (p. 98). During acquisitions, middle managers are responsible
for managing their subordinates’, as well as their own, emotions, anxieties, and
defensiveness caused by the organizational change (Luscher & Lewis, 2008). Like their
subordinates, middle managers experience an array of positive and negative emotions as

the result of perceived beneficial and harmful impacts to their personal interests (Huy,
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2001). However, unlike their subordinates, middle managers are “literally squeezed
between the demands of M&A-related decisions and strategies they do not either make or
influence and the expectations, aspirations, and fears of increasingly independent

subordinates” (Buono & Nurick, 1992, p. 20).

Summary of the Chapter

Paradoxes are present throughout our organizational lives (Miron-Spektor et al.,
2018) but are particularly prevalent during times of change—with M&As an extreme
example. Paradoxes often remain latent until the contextual conditions of change or
processes of an intervention foster social construction (Smith & Lewis, 2011). This
reality has been found to be particularly prominent among middle managers (Anicich &
Hirsh, 2017; Lischer et al., 2006; Luscher & Lewis, 2008).

During times of change, middle managers are essential. They are expected to be
an implementer of change, securing successful change results for “ever more frequent
top-driven changes” (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011, p. 356). However, most middle
managers occupy a complicated position, finding themselves as both “victims and
carriers of change” and “stuck in between various stakeholder groups, which can
produce relentless and conflicting demands” (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017, p. 3). As Luscher
and Lewis (2008) found, the conflicting demands of change can cause middle managers
to become almost paralyzed and stuck.

This review of the literature has provided insight into the context addressed by
this study: the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and
change recipient within an organization being acquired by a larger organization. The next

chapter describes the study’s qualitative methodology.
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CHAPTER 3:

METHODOLOGY

Research Methodology

The purpose of this qualitative, descriptive, single site case study (Yin, 2018)
was to examine and describe the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a
change agent and change recipient within an organization being acquired by a larger
organization. Through this study, the researcher sought to offer insight into how middle
managers experience and describe their roles during times of change, with a specific
emphasis on paradox. To achieve this aim, the researcher was guided by one research
question a utilizing a case study research methodology: How do middle managers
experience being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-
profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year
following the acquisition?

This qualitative research study was supported by a single site case study
methodology. According to Yin (2018), a case study is an “empirical inquiry that
investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life context,
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly
evident” (p. 15). Yin (2018) defines a case and its inquiry using a two-part definition.
According to Yin (2018), the first part of the definition defines the scope of the case as
an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within
its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context
are not clearly evident” (p. 15). The second part of Yin’s (2018) definition identifies the

technical characteristics of case study inquiry as a means to “cope with the technically
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distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data
points, and as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to
converge in a triangulation fashion, an as another result benefits from the prior
development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (p. 15).

This chapter details the research design elements and how the research question
was informed. The first section explains the researcher’s ontological and
epistemological orientation; and how both guide this inquiry as well as how these two
orientations support the methodological approach of this study. The second section
explains the methodological approach, the rationale for using a case study
methodology, as well as how the research site and participants were selected. After
which, the conceptual framework is explained. The third section details the data
collection methods, how each method was operationalized for this study, and an
explanation of why the chosen methods are consistent with the specified
methodological approach. The fourth section explains the overall data analysis strategy
and chosen techniques for producing findings that are trustworthy. The fifth section
elaborates on the strategies the researcher employed to ensure that the findings of this
study were worthy of attention and credible considering the ways in which this inquiry
was done. The final section of this chapter explains the methods employed to enhance
the trustworthiness of this study, to include details of the researcher’s reflexive

practices as well as how the ethical and human subjects’ guidelines were incorporated.
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Research Paradigm

Ontology

This study was designed, and every aspect of this study was influenced by the
researcher’s ontological orientation of subjectivity and the epistemological orientation of
constructivism. According to Crotty (1998) ontological orientation refers to “the study of
being and is concerned with ‘what is,” with the nature of existence, with the structure of
reality as such” (p. 10). An epistemological orientation, or the study of knowledge, refers
to how the researcher makes meaningful sense of her world, her “way of understanding
and explaining how | know what | know” (Crotty, 1998, p. 3). Crotty (1998) posits that
the construction and process of conducting empirical research “embodies a certain way of
understanding what is (ontology) as well as a certain way of understanding what it means
to know (epistemology)” (p. 10). Consequently, the researcher’s ontological orientation is
intertwined with her epistemological orientation; and therefore, they emerge together as
complementary and dependent in nature (Crotty, 1998).

This study was framed using a subjectivist ontological approach, as the research
process focused on people being people, and thus gaining an understanding of the
experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and change recipient
within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the
year following the acquisition. As synthesized by Symon and Cassell (2012), a

subjectivist ontological approach to understanding ‘what is” assumes that,

social reality is a creation, or projection, our consciousness and cognition. What
we usually assume to be ‘out there’ has no real, independent, status separate from
the act if knowing. In perceiving or knowing the social world we create it — we
are just not usually aware of our role in these creative processes. (p. 18).
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Epistemology

Complementing the researcher’s subjectivist ontological approach, this study was
designed using a constructivist epistemological orientation. This orientation is
undergirded by the understanding that “the world is inevitably our construction, rather
than a purely objective perception of reality and no such construction can claim absolute
truth” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 43). As described by Crotty (1998), constructivists believe that
“all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human
practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their
world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). From
this viewpoint, the construction of a meaningful reality is complex; meaning is the
conscious and indefinite interweaving of both subjectivity and objectivity. As synthesized
by Crotty (1998), this all-encompassing approach to the human experience recognizes

that:

we are all born into a world of meaning. We enter a social milieu in which a
‘system of intelligibility’ prevails. We inherit a ‘system of significant symbols.’
For each of us, when we first see the world in a meaningful fashion, we are
inevitably viewing it through lens bestowed upon us by our culture. Our culture
brings things into view for us and endows them with meaning and, by the same
token, leads us to ignore other things. (p. 54)

Simply put, meaning is not discovered but is instead constructed by those who engage
with the world (Crotty, 1998).

As a constructivist, the researcher brings with her a construction of reality to this
study, which interacts with the participants’ constructions and interpretations of their
world and the meaning they attribute to their experiences. Consequently, a “unique

configuration” is formed as a result of her personal qualities being joined to the data
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collected (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 17). Therefore, the final product is a
“comprehensive, holistic, expansive” rich description of yet another interpretation by the
researcher of the participants’ perspectives filtered through her own. (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, p. 21). The researcher’s epistemological orientation also influenced the selection of
theory for this study and thus, created a mutually interdependent relationship between the
researcher’s epistemological orientation and the theoretical framework of this study.

In summary, the researcher’s ontological orientation of subjectivity and the
epistemological orientation of constructivism permeated every step of this research
process, from selection of the phenomenon of interest to the final product of the study. As
Merriam notes, “Research is, after all, producing knowledge about the world” (Merriam,
1998, p. 3). The aforementioned ontological and epistemological orientations, which
frame this study warrant the use of qualitative methods in this research (Crotty, 1998);

these methods are outlined in the subsequent section.

Quialitative Research

This study used a qualitative research methodology, as the research question is
about gaining an understanding of the experiences of middle managers within a for-profit
organization positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within an
organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the
acquisition. As stated by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) the “overall purpose of qualitative
research is to achieve an understanding of how people make sense out of their lives,
delineate the process (rather than the outcome or product) of meaning-making, and

describe how people interpret what they experience” (p. 15). Qualitative research is
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emergent, descriptive, explanatory, and interpretive (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009);
and these characteristics are central features of this study.

The decision to employ a qualitative research methodology was influenced by
three factors. The first factor is the researcher’s interest in the how and why of the human
experience. As such, this study set out to explore one research question: How do middle
managers experience being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient
within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during
the year following the acquisition? Creswell and Creswell (2014) asserted that qualitative
research is approached using open-ended questions, such as the question posed in this
study, which enables the participants to share their experiences. Creswell and Creswell
(2014) also stated that research questions that begin with or include the words such as
how and why convey an open and emergent design and warrant a qualitative research
approach to inquiry.

The second factor underpinning the selection of a qualitative research approach
was the researcher’s philosophical worldview of constructivism. According to Merriam
and Tisdell (2016) constructivism underlies the qualitative approach to research. From
this perspective, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) emphasizes that qualitative research is
grounded in the “belief that knowledge is constructed by people in a going fashion as
they engage in and make meaning of an activity, experience, or phenomenon” (p. 23).
These beliefs are explicit in the research design of this study as it involves (1) a process
that is emergent and flexible to the possible changing conditions of the natural settings
and context of this study (2) the selection of participants are purposeful to the

phenomenon of interest; and (3) the understanding of the phenomenon is from the
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perspective of the participants not the researcher; (4) lastly, the researcher is the primary
instrument for data collection and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

The third factor that influenced the selection of a qualitative research approach
was the methodological review of the research related to the concepts included in this
study 1) mergers and acquisitions, 2) planned organizational change, 3) paradox, 4)
middle managers, 5) change agents, and 6) change recipients. The methodological review
of the literature revealed that each of these concepts have been studied predominantly
qualitatively.

Given the research question posed, the aims of this study, researcher’s interest,
ontological and epistemological orientations along with the methodological review of the
literature a qualitative research approach was the most advantageous research approach

for this study.

Case Study Research Methodology

There are several methodological approaches to conducting a qualitative study.
Creswell and Poth (2018) posit that case studies are an ideal choice for conducting
qualitative research. Case study research is a prevalent form of social science research
and has been used in many academic disciplines as well as practicing professions
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Swanson & Holton, 2005 Yin, 2018). According to Yin
(2018), case study research can be used in an array of disciplines and fields, but it caters
to fields of practice. Case study research is advantageous for practitioners who desire to
know more about their chosen fields and want to understand a complex social

phenomenon.
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Yin (2018) describes a case study as an “empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 15). Yin (2018)
defines a case and its inquiry using a two-part definition. According to Yin (2018), the
first part of the definition defines the scope of the case as “empirical inquiry that
investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context,
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly
evident” (p. 15). The second part of Yin’s (2018) definition identifies the technical
characteristics of case study inquiry as a means to “cope with the technically distinctive
situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data points, and as
one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a
triangulation fashion, an as another result benefits from the prior development of
theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (p. 15).

According to Yin (2018), there is no formula for deciding your research methodology
and that your choice of methodology is largely dependent upon your research question
and the conditions of the research. Yin offers guidance on how to select a case and make
the implicit research design, explicit. Yin’s (2018) rationale for providing such guidance
is to assist researchers establish legitimacy in their logical and methodological planning
of their case study research. Subsequently, Yin (2018) posits that there are five
components of a research design and determining the appropriateness for conducting case
study research: 1) a study’s question, 2) its propositions, 3) the case, 4) the logical link
between data and propositions and 5) the criteria for interpreting the study’s findings.

Together these components, are essential for ensuring the research question asked in this
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study is answered and trustworthy conclusions are drawn. Yin (2018) was used as a guide
for the methodological research design of this study.

The first component of design and determining the appropriateness for conducting
case study research is the research question (Yin, 2018). This study sought to answer one
question, how do middle managers experience being positioned as both a change agent
and a change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a
larger organization during the year following the acquisition? According to Yin (2014,
2018), case studies are the preferred research method for those who are looking for the
answers to “how” and “why” questions. Yin also argued that case studies have a distinct
advantage, especially when the study is asking a “how or why question of a
contemporary set of events, over which a researcher has little or no control” (Yin, 2018,
p. 13).

The second component of design and determining the appropriateness for
conducting case study research is its propositions (Yin, 2018). According to Yin (2018),
the propositions of your study are apparent in your research question. Propositions reflect
theoretical perspectives as well as direct attention to what should be examined, what is
relevant and where to look for evidence for the scope of your study (Yin, 2018). The
propositions reflected in the research question of this study suggests that middle
managers occupy a specify position in an organization’s hierarchy; middle managers play
multiple roles and during times of change, the roles they may play occur simultaneously,
despite being contradictory and competing at times such as being a change agent and a

change recipient.
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The third component of design and determining the appropriateness of conducting
case study research is the “case” (Yin, 2018). A case can be identified by definition or
bounding. Stake (1995) describes the case as “a specific, a complex, functioning thing...a
bounded system...has a boundary and working parts...the case is an integrated system.
The parts do not have to be working well, the purposes may be irrational, but it is a
system” (pg. 2). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) specifies that a case is “a single entity, a unit
around which there are boundaries. You can “fence in” what you are going to study” (p.
38). This statement highlights the need for a boundary. Yin (2018) defines a case as
“empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are
not clearly evident” (p. 15). Yin (2018) further states that bounding the case is helpful in
determining the scope of data collection and distinguishes relevant data from the broader
context in which the research takes place as well as tightens up the connection between
the research questions and study’s propositions. In fact, the bounding of the case
demarcates who should be included, the phenomenon and the context of your study (Yin,
2018).

Stake (1995) suggests that case study research is appropriate when there is sincere
interest in the uniqueness of the case with the aim of understanding that one specific
thing well. Stake stresses pinpointing the unit of analysis. According to Stake (1995), the
goal of case study research is to understand one case and maximize the opportunities for
what can be learned. According to Stake (1995), learning is paramount; The uniqueness
and understanding of the particular case, will imply knowledge for understanding others.

Likewise, Yin (2018) argues that the main objective of a case study research is to provide
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a holistic viewpoint of an issue or case within a bounded set or singular system (Yin,
2018). As such, case study research focuses “in-depth on a case...to retain a holistic and
real-world perspective such as studying individual life cycles, small group behavior,
organizational and managerial processes, neighborhood change, school performance,
international relations, and the maturation of industries” (Yin, 2018, p. 5).

Stake also posited that preference, such as choice of case may not always exist when
conducting research, but interest should always exist. From Stake’s point of view, the
researcher’s interest in the case is their first obligation. To understand something well,
the researcher is an interpreter in the field. The researcher observes, records, and
simultaneously researches and creates meaning. This interpretation is a distinctive
characteristic of qualitative case study research. Interpretation requires progressive
focusing, flexibility and dynamism to draw conclusions.

In addition to identifying the case, Yin (2018) argues that the issue of temporality
is fundamental to conducting case study research. According to Yin (2018), the focus of
case study research should be contemporary as opposed to historical because they rely on
the direct observation of events studied and interviews of those involved. As defined by
Yin (2018), a contemporary event is “some present circumstance . . . examining
contemporary events...that relies on many of the same techniques as a history, bit it adds
two sources of evidence not usually included in the historian’s repertoire: direct
observation of the events being studied and interviews of the persons involved in the
events...ability to deal with a full variety of evidence — documents, artifacts, interviews,

and observation” (p. 11).
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According to Yin (2018), case study research is not appropriate for entirely
historical events. To understand the real-world, consideration and inclusion must be
given to the encompassed important contextual conditions — because they are highly
pertinent to your phenomenon of study” (Yin, 2003, 2018). Stake (1995) adds that case
study research involves a “specific, complex, functioning” singular entity—person,
group, action—that demonstrates “boundedness” that we concentrate on for a period of
time—"a day or a year” (p. 2)—and we do so in a “noninterventive and empathic” way,
preserving the “multiple realities” of the case (p. 12). The focus of this study is a present-
day complex social phenomenon to be investigated in its present-day context which
allows for direct observation of the events being studied and interviews of the persons
involved in the events. For this study, the case was bounded by one organization that was
acquired by a larger organization and focused on the middle managers who experienced
the acquisition. This study focused on a real-world present-day emergent situation. The

social change phenomenon of interest began on August 22, 2019.

Research Site

In seeking a site for this research endeavor, criteria were developed to identify a
potential organization that would fit the parameters of this study. However, amidst
identifying potential organizations, the researcher learned by formal organizational
announcement on August 22", 2019, that the organization where she was newly
employed was divesting one of its three business units and was scheduled to be acquired
by a larger organization. Prior to the formal organizational announcement, the researcher
had no prior knowledge of the upcoming acquisition, which was scheduled to occur in the

last quarter of calendar year 2019. The researcher, in turn, selected her place of
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employment as the research site and subsequent case of this inquiry because it met the

selection criteria established at the onset of the study.

Site Selection

There were two criteria for site selection. First, the organizational change
prompted by the acquisition met the definition of planned change and aligned with the
theoretical propositions of the traditional approach to change. Secondly, this case is
appropriate for studying a present-day complex social phenomenon in its present-day
context, which aligned with the propositions of this study and data collection methods.
Moreover, this case enabled the researcher to study a social phenomenon taking a
prospective view of a real-world present-day emergent situation. As an added benefit for
this study, due to the researcher’s position with the organization, she had access to
pertinent organizational information as the acquisition unfolded.

The site chosen for this study was a U.S. for profit learning organization based in
Dallas, Texas which is hereforth called “NewEd.” NewEd acquired one third of a U.S.
nonprofit behavioral and social sciences research, evaluation and educational assessment
organization based in Washington, D.C., which is hereforth called “OIdEd.” The one-
third of the OIdEd that was acquired was comprised of one single business unit. The two-
thirds of OIdEd that was not acquired remained as a separate organization and operated
under the same name OIdEd apart from NewEd. This acquisition directly impacted
approximately 600 employees and approximately another 1,400 employees were

indirectly impacted.

83



Unit of Analysis

The unit of analysis is a fundamental element and key task in the development of
a qualitative study (Trochim, 2006). The unit of analysis is determined by the
researcher’s choices of the “what, where, when, and whom?” that is to be analyzed in the
study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 96) and by the bounding of the case (Yin, 2018). The
unit of analysis in this study is at the micro level analysis, the individual, middle

manager.

Participant Selection and Sampling

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the number of participants required for
this type of study is sometimes ambiguous. The sample size for this study started at 10
participants and expanded until a point of saturation was reached (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Miles & Huberman, 1994; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Ten participants were selected as
the minimum sample size based upon the “expected reasonable coverage of the

phenomenon given the purpose of the study” (Patton, 2015, p. 314).

Purposeful Criterion-Based Sampling

For this study, participants were selected using purposeful criterion-based
sampling. The decision to use purposeful criterion-based sampling was two-fold. First,
purposeful criterion-based sampling is appropriate for identifying multiple individuals
who have experienced the same phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2014). As proposed
by Miles and Huberman (1994) four factors should be taken into consideration to identify
individuals who experienced the same phenomenon, the setting, the actors, the event, and

the process. The second factor underpinning the selection of a purposeful criterion-based
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sampling is the researcher’s desire to “discover, understand, and gain insight” from a
sample from which the most could be learned, information rich-cases (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). Therefore, the following criteria was established to guide the
identification of information-rich cases for this study: (1) hold a middle managerial
position (an intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a
higher manager and responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff) with both the
acquired and acquiring organization; (2) have at least 1 year of experience with the
acquired organization; (3) be employed with the acquiring organization for 1 year post-
acquisition; (4) be layered within the hierarchical organization at least two layers from
business division’s president; and (5) have a span of control of at least five subordinates.
These established criteria also illuminate the complexity, pluralistic and inherent
paradoxical nature of the middle manager position.

The first criterion was selected because middle managers occupy a unique
position in an organizational hierarchy existing “between the operating core and the
apex” (Mintzberg, 1989, p. 98). Therefore, middle managers enact central roles within
organizations and are “responsible for implementing senior management strategies, and
exercise control over junior staff” (Harding et al., 2014, p. 1214). The organizational
positioning of middle managers presents plurality of stakeholders, demands, objectives,
knowledge, and work processes; the plurality in these organizational elements provides a
context that is favorable to the innate presence as well as the emergence of contradictory
and interwoven tensions. This pluralistic context can also present challenges for the
middle manager who is responsible for the implementation of change, midst conflicting

objectives and strategy, that is supported by a range of stakeholders.
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The second and third criteria was selected because a key source of paradoxes is
the tension that exists between the old and new. For this study, a perspective of time as
defined by Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) “the often nonconscious process whereby
continual flows of personal and social experiences are assigned temporal categories, or
time frames, that help to give order, coherence, and meaning to those events” (p. 1271)
was used. This study used a continuous flow of time beginning from 8/22/19 - 1/1/21.

All organizations are adaptive systems shaped by temporal elements and time is
critical to organizing. The temporal elements present temporal tensions. Temporal
tensions have been associated with “the paradoxes of learning and organizing as the
demands of today differ from the needs for tomorrow” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 389).
During organizational change, middle managers must be able to create new knowledge
by sometimes simultaneously building upon their extant frames of reference and
destroying the old. Time shapes how actors view the world, individual beliefs, frame
problems and solutions as well as creates challenges and conflicts in organizations
(Slawinski & Bansal, 2017). During organizational change, middle managers must be
able to recognize and embrace the tensions that may exist today between the past:present
as well as present:future, in order to be successful.

The fourth and fifth criteria were chosen because both have generally been
regarded as critical factors for both organizational and managerial effectiveness as well as
being prone to paradox. Most contemporary organizations have complex hierarchical
organizational structures. A hierarchical organizational structure refers to the
organizational layers having supervisory responsibility (McDowell & Miller, 2019)

through which the organization and groups of people collectively work to achieve a set of
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objectives and common goals. The layering of an organization has implications on the
overall effectiveness of an organization to include the identity, communication,
dynamics, and engagement between the groups of people as well as the behaviors and
supervisory load (McDowell & Miller, 2019).

The hierarchical organizational structure illuminates how complexity and plurality
can give rise to paradoxes of performing, belonging, organizing and between
belonging:organizing. First, the hierarchical organizational structure is a key source of
paradoxes because it affects the communication, communication sources and
communicative patterns of the organization. In general, the relationship is that the more
layering an organization has, the more likely it is that the communication will be
distorted, since there are more decision points through which information has to pass
before it reaches the unit that must take action (Agarwala, 1974). As the number of layers
increases, the social distance between the source and receiver of information grows
reducing the free flow of information. The greater the distance, the more restricted the
channels of communication become. Upward communication is similarly affected,
subordinates tend to withhold or refrain from communicating information that is
potentially threatening to their status (Agarwala, 1974). Secondly, communication
patterns are also a primary source of the performing paradoxes (Lischer et al., 2006).
Mixed messages and systemic contradictions emerge from different information given at
the different levels of the organization as well as the different actors involved. Thirdly,
the social relations, group membership as well as individual identity and sense of self
give rise to the belonging paradox (Luscher et al., 2006). According to Lischer et al.

(2006) tensions can emerge “as actors struggle to realize the benefits of group
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membership, while expressing their personal, and possibly deviant, views. Tensions that
underlie belonging paradoxes also may revolve around involvement as actors grapple
with how much of themselves to invest in the group” (p. 496). Oftentimes, middle
managers are faced with the challenge of grasping change initiatives designed without
their involvement in the design or the decision-making processes (Balogun & Johnson,
2004). As described by Valentino and Brunelle (2004), in such situations, middle
managers have reported challenges with feelings of inconsistency and indifference.

Finally, the process of organizing also gives rise to paradoxes of organizing due to
its innate paradoxical nature. Organizations are complex systems that “consist of discrete,
hierarchically arranged subsystems, spurring spatial tensions between subsystems or
between subsystems and the overall systems” (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Complex systems
require the enactment of distinctions within the system, which in turn can foster and
accentuate tensions within the system. Complex systems are in essence social spaces that
can be pulled in opposing directions because of the distinctions, presence of varied goals
and the demand to address those goals by varied stakeholders. The process of
organization illuminates the existence of systematic contradictions, which can be
reinforced by the group distinctions and socialization of the group members (Luscher et
al., 2006).

The fifth criteria, span of control refers to the number of subordinates directly
reporting into one individual manager (McDowell & Miller, 2019) and has implications
on the complexity of the individual manager’s job. Span of control illuminates the
paradox of scarcity, in terms of resources, support and time. The intergroup paradox of

scarcity addresses the way the group uses one each and their relationship as a frame for
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understanding themselves, taking the contradictions associated with their commonness
and splitting them in a way that may pit them against each other. In this case, a manager
may not be able to split time equally among their direct reports and what one is perceived
to have gained can be seen as being taken away from another or way from the some other
part of the system. Also, in this case, a manager may not be able to devote their time to
the managing their subordinates because of the role or roles they play in the change
process or are paralyzed by the change process. As a middle manager makes decisions
about how to allocate their resources, their decisions can exacerbate tensions between the
oppositional elements.

In addition to purposeful criterion-based sampling, this study also used snowball
sampling referrals from the study participants who meet the established criteria, to
identify additional study participants. However, snowball sampling did not produce any

participants for this study.

Participant Recruitment

To recruit participants for this study, the researcher contacted the President and
Senior Human Resources Manager of the acquired business unit by phone and then by
follow-up formal letter of recruitment, to request (a) that their organization participate in
the study; and (b) that they assist in identifying middle managers whom they believed
met the stated study participant profile, previously explained. The researcher used the
names and contact information provided by the Senior Human Resources Manager of
NewEd, to make a formal invitation to participate in a research study. Specifically, the
researcher sent a recruitment letter via email to each potential participant:

(1) To explain the research study and the research process
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(2) To establish rapport

(3) To introduce and confirm that the participant meets the participant profile
questionnaire, and if confirmed, secure the participant’s consent to participate

(4) To explain the researcher’s reflexivity (Creswell, 2013)

Each prospective participant was provided with an overview of the study, a short
biography of the researcher to include information about her personal and professional
background as well as the researcher’s subjectivity statement explaining her positionality
and assumptions related to this study with her participants. The overview of the study
(Appendix A), the Participant Profile Questionnaire (Appendix C) and Informed Consent
for Participation in a Research Study (Appendix D) was sent to the prospective

participants with the recruitment letter via email (Appendix B).

Study Participants

For this study, participants were identified using purposeful criterion-based
sampling. The following criteria were established to guide the identification of
information-rich cases for this study: (1) hold a middle managerial position (an
intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a higher
manager and responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff) with both the
acquired and acquiring organization; (2) have at least 1 year of experience with the
acquired organization; (3) be employed with the acquiring organization for 1 year after
the acquisition; (4) be layered within the hierarchical organization at least two layers
from the business division’s president; and (5) have a span of control of at least five
subordinates. These established criteria also show the complexity, pluralistic, and

inherent paradoxical nature of the middle manager position.
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Based on the established criteria, the sample population was 22 middle managers.
These managers were sorted in descending order by their span of control (hnumber of
direct subordinates) and sent invitations. Participants were sent an overview of the study
(Appendix A) with participant recruitment letter via email (Appendix B), in which they
were asked to read the informed consent without documentation document (Appendix D)
and complete a participant profile form (Appendix C) between December 2020 and
January 2021. Fifteen middle managers responded to the invitation and met the criteria
for this study. However, only 14 middle managers were available to be interviewed and

participated in this study.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study was constructed based on a synthesis of
the researcher’s professional experiences, disciplinary orientation, and theoretical
frameworks. Miles and Huberman (1994) defines a conceptual framework as a visual or
written product, one that “explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main
things to be studied — the key factors, concepts, or variables — and the presumed
relationship among them” (p. 18). The conceptual framework is most important because
it’s a conception of “what is out there that you plan to study, and of what is going on with
these things and why — a tentative theory of the phenomena that you are investigating”
(Maxwell, 2013, p. 39). The conceptual framework for this study was
constructed of five complex and interrelated concepts: 1) planned organizational change,
2) unplanned organizational change, 3) paradox, 4) acquisitions and 5) middle managers.

The conceptual framework for this study is illustrated in Figure 3.1.
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Figure 3.1.
Conceptual Framework

Planned Change

PowgT — Coercive, Normative — Re-educative, Empirical-Ratidwgal

Change
Recipient

Unplanned Change

Emergent, Adaptive

The first three concepts planned organizational change, unplanned organizational
change and paradox emerged from existing theory. This study used existing theory to
spotlight “prefabricated parts” of research and illuminate what the researcher saw as well
as made sense of the phenomenon of interest (Maxwell, 2013, p. 41). Maxwell (2013)
states for a research study, to be genuinely qualitative, it “must take account of the
theories and perspectives of those studied...every research design needs some theory of
the phenomenon”... to be a source of ideas about what’s going on, and to attempt to see
alternative ways for framing the issues (p. 53). The final two concepts, acquisitions and

middle managers framed the context of the study and illuminated the unit of analysis of
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this study. Figure 3.1 presents an integrated and interacting whole, with each concept
having implications for all other concepts.

Chin and Benne’s (1969) planning of change theory is the first theoretical
perspective for this study. Chin and Benne’s (1969) conceptualized change using a
traditional perspective of change as “those changes which are planned changes--in which
attempts to bring about change are conscious, deliberate, and intended at least on the part
of one or more agents related to the change attempt” (p. 22). This theoretical perspective
is appropriate for the contextual factors of this study, as acquisition are planned, and
deliberate organizational change efforts initiated using a “top-down” approach by those at
the top of the organizations. As such, acquisition is the third concept and illuminates the
context of this study. An acquisition is defined as when one organization buys or takes
over the operations of another (Schraeder & Self, 2003). This construct provides
contextual details that enabled a rich, descriptive and meaningful analysis of the
interpretation of this study’s findings.

The second concept, paradox is undergirded by, connected to, and embedded
within the second theoretical perspective of this study, Lewis’s (2000) paradox theory.
This theory offers a more contemporary understanding and explanation of organizational
change, and it incorporates Lewis’s (2000) paradoxical framework and Luscher and
Lewis’s (2008) paradoxical inquiry process. This combination unearths the conflicting
demands and opposing perspectives innate to organizational change. It also provided the
categories of paradoxes building mostly from previous work of Lewis’s (2000) paradox
theory, which applied the first three categories, learning, belonging and organizing, and

added the latter category of performing from the Lischer and Lewis’s (2008) inductive
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action research to understand the experiences of paradox embedded in change and a
process for working through paradox to foster organizational change. This theoretical
base posits that individuals, groups and organizations are inherently paradoxical (Lewis,
2000). According to this framework (Lischer & Lewis, 2008) during organizational
change, managers can be confronted with four daunting paradoxical challenges of
learning, performing, organizing, and belonging. This theoretical perspective surfaces the
final construct of this study, which is the unit of analysis, the middle manager.

Middle managers occupy a central position in organizations and are “responsible
for implementing senior management strategies, and exercise control over junior staff”
(Harding et al., 2014, p. 1214). Middle managers are denoted by their position in an
organizational hierarchy existing “between the operating core and the apex” (Mintzberg,
1989, p. 98) who occupants are “responsible for a particular business unit at [this]
intermediate level of the corporate hierarchy (Uyterhoeven, 1972, p. 136). For the
purposes of this study, a middle manager is an individual who is positioned as an
intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a higher
manager and responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff. Despite
organizational variances, middle managers have several common features inherent to
their roles and positionality in organizations such as “they rarely have the authority to
formulate policy; rather they are usually accountable for implementing it; they are usually
important communication link between those who achieve policy, i.e. the workers and
their immediate supervisors, and those who formulate it” (Broussine & Guerrier, 1983, p.
5). Despite, middle managers occupying a specific position in an organization’s

hierarchy, the roles middle managers play are broad and varied. At times, the roles
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middle managers play occur simultaneously, despite being contradictory and competing
such as being a change agent and change recipient.

The identified theories serve as valuable tools that lend to the coherence and
depth of this study. Together and oppositionally posed, these theories offer a rich and
holistic understanding of the phenomenon of interest. These two theoretical perspectives
also provide orienting viewpoints for understanding the contextual factors
as well as how the unit of analysis, middle managers experience being positioned as both
a recipient of change and agent of change within an organization after being acquired by

a larger organization.

Quialitative Data Collection

The fourth component of design and determining the appropriateness for
conducting case study research was the linkage between the data and the propositions of
the study. Therefore, data that was collected directly reflected the propositions made in
this study. Yin (2014) posited that case studies are useful as methodologies because they
require multiple sources of data, which strengthens the trustworthiness of the study. For
this research study, the researcher utilized two data collection methods: documentation
and semi-structured interviews. Data was collected in two phases and the order in which
the data was collected was important as it also increases the trustworthiness of the study.
The first and an on-going phase of data collection was documentation. Documentation
can be a prominent source of data when conducting case study research (Yin, 2018).
Documentation required that the researcher develop a general strategy and establish an
inclusion criteria for evaluating documents to be included as data in this study. As

suggested by Yin (2018), it is essential when reviewing any document to be included as
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data to “understand that it was written for some specific purpose and some specific
audience...reflects a communication among parties attempting to achieve some other
objective” (p. 116). Therefore, the researcher wrote memos for each document noting her
hunches about the data as well as how the evidence answered this case study’s research

question.

Documentation

The first source of data was documentation. According to Yin (2018), today’s
world is a record-keeping society and therefore, documentary information is likely to be
relevant, to some degree, in almost all case studies. Documentation comes in a variety of

forms and commonly include:

emails, memoranda, letters, and other personal documents, such as diaries,
calendars and notes; agendas, announcements and minutes of meetings, and other
reports of events; administrative documents, such as proposals, progress reports,
and other interest records; formal studies or evaluations related to the case that
you are studying; and news clippings and other articles appearing in the mass
media or in community newspapers. (Yin, 2018, p. 115)

In this study, a variety of documents was collected to include emails, internal
communications, organizational announcements, press releases, and newsletters related to
the acquisition. Documents were collected over a one and half year period, covering the
period from August 2019 to December 2020.

Documents are a common source of data in qualitative research (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Unlike interviews, documents may not specifically address or answer the
research question asked but instead can provide specificity of details about the research
setting (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018). Documents commonly exist prior to the

commencement of the research and can cover a span of time (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
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Yin, 2018), as was the case in this study. More importantly, documents are a natural part
of the research setting and are unobtrusive (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018).
Documentation was selected for this study as a data collection method for several
reasons. First, documentation is extremely important to corroborating and augmenting
data collected from other sources (Yin, 2018). For example, documentation is useful in
verifying specific details of the case that might be mentioned in the semi-structured
interviews. In addition to corroborating details, documentation is also helpful when
details revealed maybe contradictory to the details collected from the semi-structured
interviews, pushing the researcher to continue furthering her inquiry. Secondly,
documentation is invaluable in providing a “preparatory and orienting information” about
the case (Yin, 2018, p. 115). For instance, a review of the documents related to this
change can assist the researcher in developing interview questions, informed the language
used, and the contextual clues about the research setting. The researcher categorized and
stored the documents in a manner that can be readily reviewed by readers seeking
additional information about the data collected. Thirdly, the documentation reflected on-
going communication among, addressed to and between the participants attempting to
achieve various change related objectives. Fourthly, documentation is data in which the
participants of this study have been given attention by the organization being studied. The
final reason for employing documentation is its flexibility and stability, permitting the
researcher review the information repeatedly without affecting the case (Yin, 2018).
Documentation is advantageous for this study for several reasons. However, the
researcher did not overly rely on the documentation. As warned by Yin (2018),

documentation even those considered to be verbatim meeting minutes, should not be
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accepted as literal recordings of past events. Based on this caution, the researcher paid
careful attention to who authored the documentation as well as documenting the specific

purpose it was written for and who it was written for (Yin, 2018).

Interviews

The second source of data collection was individual semi-structured qualitative
research interviews. Interviews are a common and primary source of data in qualitative
research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This method, as posited by Marshall and Rossman
(2006), explores a topic of interest from the “participant’s perspective on the
phenomenon of interest should unfold as the participant views, not as the researcher
views it” (p. 150). This general assumption is held by the researcher and is appropriate
for providing explanations to “how” questions of key events (Yin, 2018, p. 118). The
grand question of the study is: How do middle managers experience being positioned as
both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been
acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition?

Interviewing was chosen as a of method of inquiry for several reasons. First,
throughout history, interviewing has been a basic mode of inquiry and a major way for
humans to recount both their experience and how they made sense of their experience
(Seidman, 2013). Secondly, interviews afford the researcher the opportunity to have a
“conversation with a purpose” with those involved in the phenomenon (Dexter, 1970, p.
136). Thirdly, interviews are one of the most important qualitative data collection
methods that can be used to learn about the world of others (Qu & Dumay, 2011).
Fourthly, interviews offer the researcher and the participants an opportunity to engage in

dialogue, with flexibility during the interview situation to respond to the “emerging
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worldviews of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic of inquiry” (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p. 111). Finally, qualitative research interviews are especially effective for
understanding the way interviewees perceive the phenomenon under study (Qu &
Dumay, 2011).

Semi-Structured Interviews. There are many approaches to conducting a
qualitative research interview and identifying the most appropriate type of interview to
use was a critical decision in the design of this study. This study used a semi-structured
interview design. Semi-structured interviews exist on a continuum in the middle between
structured and unstructured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are the most common
of all qualitative data collection research methods (Qu & Dumay, 2011). The popularity
of semi-structured interviews is due to the flexibility in design and effectiveness in
disclosing “hidden facets of human and organizational behavior” (Qu & Dumay, 2011, p.
246).

The purpose of the semi-structured interviews was to obtain an in-depth, rich,
detailed description and understand the experience of those interviewed. The target
audience for the semi-structured interviews were middle managers who had experienced
being positioned as a change agent and change recipient within an organization after
being acquired by a larger organization. For this study, a middle manager was defined as
an intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a higher
manager and responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff, who helped manage
or lead change initiatives within an organization that has been acquired by a larger

organization.
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There are various techniques and best practices for designing and conducting
semi-structured interviews. Creswell (2003, 2007) and Seidman (2013) were used as
guides for the development and implementation of the semi-structured interviews. The
semi-structured interviews were designed and implemented in four phases: 1) preparation
for the interview, 2) construction of the interview 3) effectively completing the interview
and 4) analyzing the interview data. The semi-structured interviews were formatted using
an interview protocol that contained a limited number of prepared, specific questions as
well as some open-ended questions that can be followed up with probes. The use of
probes enabled the researcher to solicit “more complete narratives from the interviewees,
drill down to a particular topic and elaborate on a stimulating or surprising answer” (Qu
& Dumay, 2011, p. 247).

Guidance from Jarzabkowski et al. (2017), Seidman (2013), and Tomm (1987)
was used to drive the development of the interview protocols for this study as well as
how to operationalize paradox in an empirical study. The researcher used a modified
version of Seidman’s (2013) three-interview series to design the interview protocols for
this study. Using Seidman (2013) as a guide, there were two interviews. The interview
protocol for the first interview consisted of 39 open-ended questions and the researcher
took an exploratory approach to the interview. The first interview was to establish the
context of the participants’ experience and allow the participants to reconstruct the details
of their experience within the context in which it occurred and the second interview, was
used to allow the participants to reflect on the meaning their experience held for them
(Seidman, 2013). As such, the focus of the first interview was on how the middle

managers experienced the change process and their roles. The first interview had three
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parts. The first and second part of the interview explored what it meant to be a middle
manager in NewEd, the roles played by middle managers and how they experience their
roles. The third part of the interview was contextualized around the 2020 acquisition and
explored how the middle managers experienced the acquisition as well as their
experience being or not, a change agent and change recipient.

The interview protocol for the second interview consisted of 19 questions and the
researcher took a layered exploratory and inductive approach to the second interview. An
inductive approach involves the researcher “projecting” her sensemaking in the empirical
setting by “observing the contradictory and interdependent nature of the competing
demands that may even be unrecognized by the participants in the situation”
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2017, p. 515). Using this approach, the researcher remained
“detached, neutral, and objective measuring aspects of the paradoxes, examining relevant
evidence, and exploring antecedents and consequences of these paradoxes
“(Jarzabkowski et al., 2017, p. 515). As such, the focus of the second interview was on
understanding the meaning the middle managers made of their experience as well as to
surface and explore previously unrecognized paradoxes as well as the nature of the
contradictory, interdependent, and dynamic tensions between and within the paradoxes.
The interview had three parts, 1) Paradoxical Awareness, 2) Discovering the Paradoxical
Link and 3) Playing Through and Finding a Workable Certainty. During the first part of
the interview, researcher took an interventive posture and explored the paradoxical
awareness of the participants. The researcher then moved to a strategic posture and
explored the projected paradoxes with the participants. The second interview concluded

with the researcher assuming a reflective posture, posing reflexive questions (Tomm,
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1987) to the participants to further explore how the middle managers may have become
aware and even reframed their thinking about paradoxes.

The two interviews were conducted in a 90-minute format. According to Seidman
(2013), interviews shorter than a 90-minute format is an inadequate length of time on an
interviewee to reconstruct their life experiences and put it into context of their lives and
reflect on the meaning. For this study, all interviews were conducted between the months
of April 2021 and August 2021. Each of the fourteen (14) participants completed two
semi-structured interviews. The first phase of semi-structured interviews was conducted
between April 2021 and July 2021. The second phase of semi-structured interviews was
conducted between June 2021 and August 2021. Initially, the researcher had hoped to
conduct the interviews between 2 to 3 weeks apart. However, there were scheduling
delays due to modifications made to the second interview protocol and it being NewEd’s
busier business quarters as well as summer vacation season. The average length of time
between the first and second semi-structured interviews was 62 days. The interviews
were recorded using Microsoft Teams to increase the accurate rendition of the interview.
During the interviews, the researcher recorded the answers by hand as well as took notes
during the interview. Immediately following each interview, the interview recording was
transcribed using a transcription service and then listened to as well as reviewed line-by-

line for accuracy.

Saturation

Data saturation is important to every study (Fusch & Ness, 2015). However, there
is no universal way for reaching or defining data saturation. Merriam and Tisdell (2016)

defines data saturation as ... generally refers to when the data collection methods are no
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longer producing “new information or insights into the phenomenon you are studying”
(p. 199). Similarly, Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006), posit that data saturation is when
new data, themes, or coding is no longer feasible. Burmeister and Aitken (2012)
suggested that data saturation is achieved when there is depth of the data. Dibley (2011)
argued that collecting rich (quality) and thick (quantity) data achieves data saturation.
While other researchers argue that data saturation is reached when there is enough
information to replicate the study (O’Reilly & Parker, 2012; Walker, 2012).

It is impossible to determine ahead of time when data saturation might occur
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). When and how data saturation is achieved varies from
research design to research design but how it is achieved is always explicit to the research
design of the study. For this study, data saturation was not about the numerical count of
the semi-structured interviews or gathered documentation, but rather the depth
(Burmeister & Aitken, 2012), richness and thickness of the data collected from each
method (Dibley, 2011). According to Fusch and Ness (2015), “thick data is a lot of data;
rich data is many-layered, intricate, detailed, nuanced, and more” (p. 1409). The thick
and rich description included data points in the form of unattributed, verbatim quotes
from the participants interviews, field notes and documents which allows those interested
in this study to analyze the data for themselves and assess how the themes and patterns
that were identified made sense to them and whether the findings would be transferrable
to other organizations or settings (Creswell & Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
As such, the researcher decided at the onset of the study to continue to interview every
middle manager that met the purposeful criterion-based sampling criterion until she

recognized that she was not learning anything new about the phenomenon under study.
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The attainment of data saturation was an iterative, reflective, and on-going
process that occurred as the researcher engaged in the data collection and analysis
processes. The researcher documented her process of attaining data saturation in her audit
trail. The audit trail is discussed in greater detail in the following section. The researcher
used two methods to assist in determining the attainment of data saturation. First, the
researcher drew preliminary judgments regarding reaching saturation by constructing a
“‘saturation grid’> whereby major topics and themes were be listed along a vertical axis,
and each interview were be listed along the horizontal axis (Brod et al., 2009). The
preliminary saturation grid was constructed as the interviews are completed to help assist
in the determination of the attainment of saturation and whether or not, it was likely to be
reached and make a determination as to whether additional interviews would be
necessary. According to Brod et al. (2009), when using such a grid data saturation is
“reached when the grid column for the current group is empty, suggesting that no new
themes or concepts have emerged” (p. 1268). However, the researcher did not make a
final determination that saturation had been reached until data analysis concluded and
was documented, producing a refined saturation grid. The validity of the saturation grid is

supported by quotes from the coded transcripts (Brod et al., 2009).

Qualitative Data Analysis

Yin (2018) emphasizes that there are “few fixed formulas or cookbook recipes to
use as guides” to analyze case study data. According to Yin (2009) data analysis consists
of “examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or otherwise recombining evidence, to
draw empirically based conclusions” (p. 126). Data analysis is an emergent process that

occurs at the same time as data collection and as such, is a distinguishing characteristic of
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qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Similarly, Miles, Huberman and Saldana
(2014) posit that data analysis and data collection are concurrent activities, which in turn
makes, data analysis an on-going and lively event that affords the researcher the
opportunity to “cycle back and forth between thinking about the existing data and
generating strategies for collecting new, often between, data” as well as course-correct
the data collection processes, if need be (p. 70).

For this study, data analysis occurred simultaneously with data collection and
therefore, was a “recursive and dynamic” process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 195).
This study warrants this approach because qualitative research is emergent, in which the
researcher has the flexibility to take synchronized actions, adjust plans of action, validate
concepts and themes against emergent data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data analysis
began at the onset of data collection and briefly paused after each phase of data collection
enabling the researcher to do a preliminary analysis and modify the next phase of data
collection, if necessary. Data analysis continued even after data collection had ceased.

The data analysis strategy was guided by three sources, Miles et al. (2014), Yin
(2018), and Saldana (2016); and comprised of three steps. The first step of the data
analysis strategy was generating codes and coding. Codes and coding for this study was
divided into two major phases: first-cycle coding and second-cycle coding (Saldafa,

2016), both of which are detailed below.

Codes and Coding

According to Miles et al. (2014), codes are “labels that assign symbolic meaning
to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study. Codes are usually

attached to data chunks of varying size and can take the form of a straightforward,
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descriptive label or a more evocative and complex one (e.g., a metaphor)” (p. 72).
Likewise, Saldafia (2013) defines a code as “most often a word or short phrase that
symbolically assigns a summative salient, essence capturing, and/or evocative attribute
for a portion or language-based or visual data.

Saldafa (2016) states to code “is to arrange things in a systematic order, to make
something part of a system or classification, to categorize” (p. 9). Denzin and Lincoln
(2000) states that coding is “the heart and soul of whole-text analysis” (p. 780). Coding
enables the researcher to “organize and group similarly coded data into categories or
families because they share some characteristic” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 10). The process of
coding refers to assigning codes to chunks of data and is a crucial part of the data analysis
process wherein the collected data can be explored, systematically arranged, and
interpreted for the purposes of making meaning related to the research question (Miles et
al., 2014). The process of coding has a reverberative and circular nature, in which the
researcher compares “data to data, date to code, code to code, code to category, category

to category, category back to data, etc.” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 68).

First Cycle Coding

The first phase of coding was first cycle coding, which refers to the process of
assigning initial codes to chunks of data (Miles et al., 2014). First cycle coding can be
done several ways; however, each approach serves a specific purpose (Miles et al.,
2014; Saldafia, 2016). According to Saldafia (2016), a researcher’s approach to first
cycle coding is influenced by and must align with the study’s research questions — and
thus the answers the researcher seeks. The framing of your research questions,

ontological and epistemological stances should harmonize with other stances such as
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approaches to coding — as they “are embedded with values, world view as well as what
and how knowledge is generated” (Saldafa, 2016, citing Trede & Higgs, 2009, p. 18).
For instance, epistemological questions that begin with “How does,” which seeks to
know and understand a phenomenon suggest an exploration of “participant
actions/processes and perceptions found within the data” (p. 70). As such, the first cycle
coding methods of “Descriptive, Process, Initial, Versus, Evaluation, Dramaturgical,
Domain and Taxonomic, Causation, and/or Pattern Coding, plus Themeing the Data”
are most appropriate (Saldafa, 2016, p. 70). For this study, the researcher sought to
answer the following research question: How do middle managers experience being
positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization
that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the
acquisition? Therefore, the researcher employed the first cycle coding methods of
Descriptive and In Vivo, which are detailed below. As posited by Saldafia (2016), the
use of more than one coding method and at least two analytical approaches should be
employed in every study to “enhance the accountability and the depth and breadth of

findings” (p. 70).

Descriptive Coding

Descriptive coding “summarizes in a word or short phrase — most often a noun —
the basic topic of the passage of qualitative data” (Saldafa, 2016, p. 102). Rather than
summarizing the data, these descriptive codes helped the researcher identify topics
throughout and across passages of data, which were useful in identifying patterns in the
experiences of middle managers. Subsequently, descriptive coding provided the

researcher with an “categorized inventory, tabular account, summary, or index of the
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data’s content” (Saldafa, 2016, p. 104). Interview transcripts, and relevant secondary
documents were coded using NVivo, a type of Computer Assisted Qualitative Data

Analysis Software (CAQDAS) (Saldafia, 2016).

In Vivo Coding

In Vivo Coding “uses words and short phrases from the participants own language
in the data record as codes” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). In Vivo coding enables the
researcher to use the participants’ own words verbatim as codes. The primary goal of In
Vivo coding is to use terms and concepts drawn directly from the participants themselves
(Saldafia, 2016). As such, In Vivo coding enhances the researcher’s understanding and
capturing of the meanings inherent to the participants’ experience. In Vivo coding is also
essential for studies that aim to “prioritize and honor the participant’s voice” and embed
the language of the participants which may look or sound different than academic
language (Saldafa, 2016, p. 74). For this study, In Vivo codes were used to group the
phrases that are repeatedly used by the middle managers, which may have been good
leads as they oftentimes signal regularities or patterns in the settings (Saldafa, 2016).
These codes were kept separate from the researcher-generated coded and labeled as
participant-generated codes and put in quotation marks. Saldafia (2016) suggests initially,
organizing these codes into clusters that might suggest categories of belonging and
subsequently, an order of some kind (hierarchical, chronological, micro to macro).

The first cycle of coding consisted of the researcher doing the following; first, the
researcher reviewed the highly descriptive interview transcripts and relevant field notes
collected during document review for completeness and accuracy within 24 hours of

collection and/or receipt of transcripts; secondly, make edits and modifications, as
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necessary to ensure completeness; thirdly, upload the final version of each file as a
separate primary document in NVivo; and fourthly, each primary document was coded
independently within NVivo. This process happened in two phases: the first phase, is the
preparatory phrase of research, in which provisional codes were generated and
maintained separately as researcher-generated codes; the second phase took place once
the semi-structured interviews were complete. For both the first and second phases,
Descriptive and In Vivo codes were also generated as previously discussed.

The Descriptive and In Vivo codes were generated in the first cycle of coding;
and were then organized using code mapping and code landscaping. Both code mapping
and code landscaping enabled the researcher to play with the data. As defined by Yin
(2018), “playing with the data consists of searching for promising patterns, insights, or
concepts — the goal being to define your priorities for what to analyze and why” (p. 164).
During this step, the researcher played with the data by employing the following

techniques,

putting information into different arrays, reflecting different themes and
subthemes; making a matrix of contrasting categories and placing the evidence
within such matrix; creating visual displays-flowcharts and other graphics-for
examining the data; tabulating the frequency of different events; putting
information in chronological order or some other sequence. (Yin, 2018, p. 167)

These techniques are also ideal for assisting in the preparatory work for
preliminary analysis and enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of this study
(Saldafia, 2016). The researcher used CAQDAS, which includes graphic capabilities to
draw domains and taxonomies as well as create a visual model illustrating the initial
codes’ organizational arrangement based on their frequency and researcher-initiated

linkages.
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Code Mapping. Code mapping refers to categorizing and organizing full set of
codes into select list of categories, and then condensing the codes further into the study’s
central themes or concepts, the number of codes and what they are saying (Saldafia,
2016). For this study, the researcher conducted code mapping as a reiterative process. As
such, the researcher organized the initial codes into categories, and then into sub-codes,
or even smaller groups focusing on themes as well as seeing how they fit into moieties, as
applicable to versus coding. According to Saldafia (2016), code mapping is a good tool to
assist with the auditing process of the research study. It examines how a list of codes gets
categorized, re-categorized, and conceptualize throughout the analytical journey.

Code Landscaping. Code Landscaping is the integration of “textual and visual
methods to see both the forest and trees. It is based on the visual technique of “tags” in
which the most frequent words or phrase from a text appears larger than the others. As
the frequency of particular words or phrase decreases, so does it visual size” (Saldafia,
2016, p. 226). For this study, the researcher used Code Landscaping to create visual
illustration of the codes using a Wordle graphic as well as organizing codes in into

subcodes and sub-subcodes, as needed (Saldafia, 2016).

Analytic Memo

The second step in the data analysis strategy was analytical memoing. According
to Miles et al. (2014), analytic memoing is the process by which the researcher writes a
“brief or extended narrative that documents the researcher’s reflections and thinking
processes about the data...an attempt to synthesize them into higher level analytical
meanings” (p. 95). According to Saldafia (2016), an analytic memo is a written narrative

containing the researcher’s reflections on their “coding processes and code choice; how
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the process of inquiry is taking shape; and emergent patterns, categories and
subcategories, themes, and concepts in the data” (p. 44). Analytic memos are similar to
“researcher journal entries or blogs — a place to dump your brain about the participants,
phenomenon, or process under investigation by thinking and thus writing even more
about them” (p. 44).

Analytic memoing is an intermediate step between coding and the first draft of a
completed analysis (Saldafia, 2016); therefore, in this study, analytic memoing took place
after each interview and the generation of Descriptive and In Vivo codes as well as each
subsequent cycle of coding. The goal of the analytic memos was to capture anything
related to, or significant about the coding or analysis of the data as it came to mind. This
enabled the researcher to expound on it to include “future directions, unanswered
questions, frustrations with analysis, insightful connection and anything about the
researched and the researcher” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 45). Furthermore, analytic memaos are
useful tools for tying together “different pieces of data into a recognizable cluster” (Miles
etal., 2014, p. 96).

During this step, the researcher reflected on and repeatedly reviewed the data for
leads from the initial coding. Additionally, the researcher elaborated on the processes,
assumptions, and actions that can be presumed under each code (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000). An analytical memo protocol was developed, and its development was guided by
Saldana’s (2013) 11 proposed topical questions and Birks et al.’s (2008) MEMO prompts

(Appendix H). The format of the analytical memos was guided by Miles et al. (2014).
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Second Cycle Coding

The third phase of data analysis was second cycle coding, which is an “advanced
way of reorganizing and reanalyzing data coded through first cycle methods” (Saldafia,
2016, p. 234). The primary goal of second cycle coding is to develop a “sense of
categorical, thematic, conceptual and/or theoretical organization” using the codes
generated during the first cycle coding (Saldafia, 2016, p. 234). Like first cycle coding,
second cycle coding can be done several ways; however, each approach serves a specific
purpose (Saldafia, 2016). For this study, the researcher used second cycle coding methods
of Pattern Coding to assist the researcher with categorizing and crystallizing the data
analysis strategy further.

Pattern coding. Pattern coding is a way of taking the initial summaries of the
data chucks generated during first cycle coding and “grouping those summaries into a
smaller number of categories, themes, or concepts” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 236). Pattern
coding is also helpful for identifying emergent themes and explanations of the data.
Pattern coding can also be useful for reorganizing the data from first cycle coding into a
“more meaningful and parsimonious units of analysis” (Saldafia, 2016, p. 236). In this
study, the researcher reorganized and reconfigured the previously generated codes into
themes and concepts based on patterns as well as categories that emerged in code reports
generated in NVivo. The researcher then used the code report to review the code
descriptions. The researcher acknowledged that every successive cycle of coding should
result in fewer codes. Subsequently, the researcher noted the changes in codes as well as
the similarities and differences in code descriptions, code clustering, categories and

patterns or lack thereof. The researcher’s goal in going through this process, was to
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develop patterns and categories that would lead to thematic and conceptual summarizing
of the data (Saldafia, 2016). When the second cycle coding concluded, the generated

codes were reviewed for accuracy and consistency.

Identification of Clusters, Themes, and Concepts in the Overall Data

The researcher used CAQDAS to produce a one-page visual display of the final
list of refined codes. The list of codes was then analyzed and ultimately, clustered into
salient themes and concepts inductively built as they related to this study’s one research
question. Additionally, this analytical strategy served to enhance the researcher’s
interpretations and yielding of findings that were insightful as well as impactful. The
clustered themes and concepts were reviewed for redundancy and boundaries. The data,

themes and findings are presented in detail in the chapters four and five.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness refers to the ways in which a researcher can persuade themselves
as well as their readers that their research findings are worthy of attention and credible
given the data presented (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba (1985) posed the
question, how can a researcher persuade their audience (including self) that the findings
of their research are worthy of attention, sufficiently authentic, trustworthy, and earnest
of action? The answer to this question lies in the strategies employed and decisions made
from the conceptualization of the study to the presentation of the study’s findings
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) refined the concept of

trustworthiness by suggesting that credibility, transferability, dependability, and
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confirmability are four criteria that should be used to in qualitative studies to establish

trustworthiness.

Credibility

Guba and Lincoln (1989) asserted that the credibility of a study is determined
when researchers or readers can be confronted with an experience, and they can
recognize it. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that there are three major techniques for
establishing and increasing the probability that credible findings are produced; and these
techniques are “prolonged engagement, persistent observation and triangulation”
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 301). Lincoln and Guba (1985) also suggest that there are two
major techniques for establishing credibility of the interpretations made of the “human
sources from which they come — the constructors of the multiple realities being studied”;
and these techniques are member checking and peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985,
p. 301). This study used the techniques of data triangulation, member checking, peer
debriefing and an audit trail to establish the credibility of this study; each technique is

detailed in the following section.

Triangulation

Yin (2018) defines data triangulation as the “convergence of data collected from
different sources of evidence, to assess the strength of the findings of the case study” (p.
288). Data triangulation is both a “powerful” and “best-known” strategy for increasing
the internal validity of study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Denzin (1978) posits that there
are four different modes of data triangulation, and those modes are the use of multiple

and different sources, methods, investigators and theories.
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This study used the data triangulation mode of multiple and different sources of
data. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that the use of multiple and different sources and
methods has a distinguished history as a mode of data triangulation. Specifically, data
triangulation for this study included the triangulation of semi-structured one-on-one
interviews (which were recorded and transcribed); reflection notes; and documentation.
Data triangulation was selected as a technique for establishing trustworthiness for this
study for three reasons. First, Yin (2009) states that for case study research, in particular,
when data triangulation is used, those studies are rated more highly in terms of overall
quality than those that did not. Secondly, data triangulation is a “principal strategy for
ensuring validity and reliability” and most appropriate for research framed using an
interpretive-constructivist perspective (Merriam, 2009, p. 216). Finally, data triangulation
of multiple data sources is a powerful strategy for enhancing the credibility, internal
validity, and accounts for the limitations of each method (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For
instance, one of the two data collection methods of this study, interviews are vulnerable
to self-report biases (Maxwell, 2013).

In this study, data triangulation occurred throughout the data collection research
process and concluded once data saturation was achieved. Data saturation and data
triangulation are connected (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Data triangulation is a method to
achieve data saturation and methodological triangulation “ensuring that the data is rich in
depth” (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1412). According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the
process of operationalizing data triangulation consists of “comparing and cross-checking”
multiple sources of data and therefore, identifying corroborating data to validate the

themes that emerge from the researcher’s findings (p. 245). Therefore, the researcher
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examined the data collected to converge and diverge the findings. Specifically, the
researcher organized and clustered converging and divergent data. The researcher also
looked to see what the data had in common and how the data was different, allowing the

researcher to bracket data that seemed to be outliers.

Member Checks

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) defines member checks also known as respondent
validation as “soliciting feedback on your preliminary or emergent findings from some of
the people you have interviewed” (p. 246). Similarly, Lincoln and Guba (1985) posits
“member checks, whereby data, analytic categories, interpretations, and conclusions are
tested with members of those stakeholder groups from whom the data were originally
collected, is the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314). According to
Maxwell (2013) member checks is the “single most important way of ruling out the
possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the
perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being an important way of
identifying your own biases and misunderstanding of what you observed” (pp. 126-127).

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), member checks can be either informal or
formal. However, if a claim of credibility is to be “entertained meaningfully” then formal
member checking is necessary and can be done by arranging review sessions lasting a
day or over several days (p. 315). For this study, techniques of informal and formal
member checking were used. Informal member checking occurred during all interviews

to provide the participants with

an immediate opportunity to correct errors of the fact and challenge what are
perceived to be wrong interpretations; it provides the respondent the opportunity
to volunteer additional information; indeed, the act of “playing back” may
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stimulate the respondent to recall additional things that were not mentioned the
first time around; it puts the respondent on record as having said certain things
and having agreed to the correctness of the investigator’s recording of them,
thereby making it more difficult later for the respondent to claim
misunderstanding or investigator error. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314)

During all interviews, the researcher restated, and summarized information
gathered during the interview, and when necessary, questioned the participant to
determine accuracy. Formal member checking was done with the semi-structured one-on-
one interviews after the raw data was transcribed. After transcription, participants were
asked to review and reflect on the accuracy of the transcripts and data collected. The
researcher sent each participant a formal member check invitation (Appendix 1), inviting
the participants to review the transcripts and comment on them. Thereby, affording the
interview participants an opportunity to review the data collected and soliciting their
feedback, additional insights, and corrections, with a specific intention of asking whether
or not the researcher’s interpretation of the data “rings true” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.
246). Specifically, the researcher gave the participants a 1-week review period to review
and affirm that the transcripts reflected their views, feelings, and experiences, or that they

do not reflect these experiences.

Peer Debriefing

Lincoln and Guba (1985) defines peer debriefing as a “process of exposing
oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the
purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit
within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308). Peer debriefing is also referred to as analytic
triangulation (ThéNguyin, 2008). Peer debriefing serves many purposes. According to

Lincoln and Guba (1985), the primary and most important purpose peer debriefing serves
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is keeping the researcher honest by allowing an impartial peer to question, probe, explore
meanings found and seek clarification of the researcher’s interpretations. As such, peer
debriefing aids the researcher in thoroughly thinking through all research matters and the
emergent methodological design (Lincoln & Guba, 2008; ThéNguyin, 2008). Peer
debriefing supports the credibility of the data because it provides a “more complete
exploration and explication by the researcher of his or her values and interests and how
these might come to bear on the conduct, interpretation, and analysis of the research
project” (ThéNguyin, 2008, p. 603).

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that there is no formula or prescription for how
peer debriefing sessions should be conducted throughout the research process. However,
Lincoln and Guba (1985) do stress that the selection of who the debrief is critically
important. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), a debriefer “must be someone who is
in every sense the inquirer’s peer, someone who knows a great deal about both the
substantive area of inquiry and the methodological issues...someone prepared to take the
role seriously, playing the devil’s advocate even when it becomes apparent that to do so
produces pain for the inquirer” (p. 308 -309). For this study, the researcher selected three
debriefers whom had a general understanding of the social phenomena being studied,
methodological issues and expertise in paradox. The peer debriefers were provided with
the interview transcript, to include the researcher jottings, initial first cycle codes and
paradox labels. The researcher and peer debriefers met to discuss, consider alternatives,
clarify the interpretations, monitor bias, and affirm the credibility of the analysis. The
peer debriefing used Miles and Huberman (1984) and Miles et al. (2014) as guides for

debriefing the first cycle coding analysis. The peer debriefing sessions were documented
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as a part of the audit trail (with records from both the debriefers and researcher) and in

the researcher analytic memaos.

Audit Trail

Lincoln and Guba (1985) defines an audit trail as a “trail of materials assembled
for the use of the auditor, metaphorically analogous to fiscal accounts; and an algorithm
for the audit process itself” (p. 319). Similarly, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explains an
audit trail as a detailed account of how the data will be collected, categorized, analyzed
and how decisions are made from the beginning to the end of the research process.
According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) an audit trail also known as a conformability audit
is “the major technique for establishing confirmability” (p. 318). Additionally, a
confirmability audit is paramount to enabling the replication of this study in other settings
and can only be done the researcher it records exactly needs to be was done. Increasing
the “auditability” (Krefting, p. 221, referencing Guba, 1981) enhances the capacity for
confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Halpern (1983) states that an audit trail is comprised of six categories of evidence
to include raw data, data reduction, data deconstruction and analysis products, process
notes, materials related to intentions and dispositions and instrument development
information. For this study, the audit trail was comprised of records of the raw data, field
notes, and transcripts in which the researcher systemized, review, and cross reference
data to assist with documenting the research process in aims of creating a clear audit trail
(Halpern, 1983). To construct the audit trail, the researcher documented each step of the
research process in the field notes and analytical memos. Additionally, the researcher

maintained original copies of the field notes as well as reflective notes as the research
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was being undertaken. The researcher also documented, in advance how the data
collection was to be conducted and immediately following the data being collected
documented any changes or deviations from the previously established protocol. The
documentation also included the reason for the change or modification to the previously
established protocol. The researcher’s purpose of the audit trail was to keep a “running
record” of her interaction with the data as well as a true depiction of her analytical and
interpretive processes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 253). The creation of the audit trail

was continuous and emergent throughout the research process.

Transferability

Transferability refers to how transferrable the results of your study can be to other
studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A rich, thick, and highly descriptive description and
detailed presentation of the setting, participants and findings of a study can enhance the
capacity of others to determine how transferrable the results of another’s study are to
their own contexts and circumstances (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this study, the
researcher acknowledged that it is impossible for her to know the contexts and
circumstances others may wish to transfer the findings of this study; and therefore, the
purpose of constructing a rich, thick and highly descriptive description and detailed
presentation of the setting, participants and findings of this study are to enable anyone
interested in this study to assess the transferability of this study to their context and reach
a conclusion about whether transferability, is possible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

For this study, the rich, thick, and highly descriptive description emerged from the
semi-structured interviews, field notes and analytical memos. The description included

data points in the form of unattributed, verbatim quotes from the three data sources and
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fields notes which allows those interested in this study to analyze the data for themselves
and assess how the themes and patterns that were identified made sense to them and
whether the findings would be transferrable to other organizations or settings (Creswell &
Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Furthermore, the rich, thick, and highly
descriptive description reflects how the participants’ perspectives shaped the data and
subsequent findings since it was the participants, and not just the researcher, who

constructed the findings.

Dependability

According to Guba (1981), dependability “accounts both unreliability in the
conventional sense as well as for other shifts or changes that are deliberately introduced
by the investigator as the design of the inquiry emerges or unfolds” (p. 3). Lincoln and
Guba (1985) asserts that dependability cannot exist without credibility; and therefore,
dependability and credibility occur simultaneously (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to
Lincoln and Guba (1985), to achieve dependability, researchers can use four techniques
for “shoring up” their claims of dependability (p. 317). The first technique is the use of
credibility measures “to show that study has that quality, it ought not to be necessary to
demonstrate dependability separately” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 317). In this study, the
researcher used four credibility techniques, data triangulation, member checks, audit trail
and field notes. The second technique is the use of a more direct method of overlapping
methods, which in effect represents a “kind of triangulation” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.
317). Data triangulation included the triangulation of semi-structured one-on-one
interviews (which were recorded and transcribed); field and reflection notes; and

documentation. The third technique is stepwise replication which refers to the a “process
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that builds on the classic notion of replication in the conventional literature as the means
for establishing reliability” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 317). Thus, the researcher used an
audit trail to document each step of the research process as the research is being
undertaken. The audit trial was comprised of records of the raw data, field notes, and
transcripts, in which the researcher synthesized, reviewed, and cross-referenced data to
assist with documenting the research process and step by step replication of the study.
Similarly, the fourth technique proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is an “inquiry
audit, based metaphorically on the fiscal audit” (p. 317). This technique captures the
reflexive field notes, in which the researcher systemized, related as well as engaged in
reflexive practices the researcher will engage in throughout the research process to
document the emergent and “creative accounting” of the research process (Lincoln &

Guba, 1985, p. 317).

Field Notes

Field notes are written narratives of the “researchers’ private, personal thoughts,
ideas, and queries regarding their research observations and interviews” (Phillippi &
Lauderdale, 2017, p. 381). Field notes are an essential component of rigorous qualitative
research; and there is an overwhelming belief that field notes enhance the data and
provides a rich context for analysis (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002). In qualitative
research, field notes serve many purposes. In this study, field notes were used to aid in
the establishment of credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability. Field
notes were helpful in the construction of a thick, rich and “highly descriptive description
of the participants, settings, the activities or behaviors of the participants, and what the

observer does” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 151). Moreover, field notes also aided in the
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construction of the audit trail of the study, which included documentation of the
researcher’s commentary, feelings, reactions, hunches, initial interpretations, speculations
as well as rationale for making decisions throughout the research process (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). For this study, field notes were written during each semi-structured
interview. Immediately, following each semi-structured interview, the researcher noted
all pertinent details of the interview as well as intentionally reflecting on the whole of the

interview. The field notes were recorded in an analytical memo in NVivo.

Confirmability

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), confirmability is established when
credibility, transferability, and dependability are all achieved. Triangulation of the data,
member checks, an audit trail, a rich, thick, and highly descriptive description as well as
robust field notes were all used to establish the confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of
this study; each of which has been reviewed in depth in previous sections of this

narrative.

Subjectivity Statement

Denzin (1986) argued that “interpretive research begins and ends with the
biography and self of the researcher” (p. 12). Examining the researcher’s beliefs,
opinions, and assumptions is critical in ensuring the integrity of qualitative research
(Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002) and therefore, attending to the researcher’s subjectivity
was necessary for this study. To this research, the researcher acknowledged that she
brought her subjectivity, a unique configuration of assumptions, beliefs, investments, and

life experiences. For the past 18 years, the researcher has worked as a Human Resources
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(HR) professional and over the years, the researcher has held many HR positions. While,
the researcher’s positions have varied, in every position, the researcher has been
responsible for supporting the organization’s most important resource — its employees
and the cultivation of successful organizational change. As such, the researcher is living
proof of the propositions made in both Chin and Benne’s (1969) planning of change
theory and Lewis’s (2000) paradox theory. The researcher’s lived and observed
experiences were the seeds from which this study originated as well as what led to the
substantial curiosity about why, and how, middle managers experience being change
agents and change recipients.

At the time of the study, the researcher was employed with “NewEd” as Human
Capital Partner and had direct access to the “NewEd” middle managers. In her
organizational role, the researcher was able to have direct interaction with the middle
managers as well as observe the phenomena under study. It would have been difficult to
gain access of this type if the researcher had not had this role in the organization.
Additionally, the relationship between the researcher and the participants helped the

participants to be more open and forthcoming with their responses.

Human Participants and Ethical Standards

This study was conducted under the guidelines established and enforced by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of The George Washington University. As such,
informed consent was solicited from all study participants in the form of an informed
consent form without documentation (Appendix D). Additionally, all participants were
informed of the purpose of the study, the procedures that were being used to collect data,

their right to voluntarily withdraw from the study at any time and assurance was given
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that their confidentiality would be protected. To ensure confidentiality, all documents
acquired through this research effort was maintained in a confidential manner and have
been kept in a secure, password protected location. Finally, all data was cleaned of all
identifying information prior to the submission of this work for dissertation committee
and University review. This qualitative research was determined to be research that was
exempt from the George Washington University IRB review process review under U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services and classified as regulatory category 2 on

March 8, 2021 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018).

Summary of the Chapter

This chapter detailed the research design elements and how the research question
was informed. The first section discussed the researcher’s ontological and
epistemological orientations; and how both guided this inquiry as well as how they
supported the methodological approach of this study. The second section explained the
methodological approach and the rationale for using a case study methodology as well as
how the research site and participants were selected. After which, the conceptual
framework was explained. The third section detailed the data collection methods, how
each method was operationalized for this study, and an explanation of why the chosen
methods are consistent with the specified methodological approach. The fifth section
detailed the overall data analysis strategy and chosen techniques for producing findings
that are trustworthy. The sixth section elaborated on the strategies the researcher
employed to ensure that the findings of this study were worthy of attention and credible
given the ways in which this inquiry was done. In the final section of this chapter, the

methods to increase the trustworthiness and researcher’s reflexive practices are outlined

125



as well as how the ethical and human subjects’ guidelines were incorporated throughout

this study.
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CHAPTER 4: THEMES

The purpose of this qualitative, descriptive, single site case study (Yin, 2018) was
to examine and describe the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change
agent and change recipient within an organization being acquired by a larger
organization. Through this study, the researcher sought to offer insight into how middle
managers experience and describe their roles during times of change, with a specific
emphasis on paradox. To achieve this aim, the researcher was guided by one research
question utilizing a case study research methodology: How do middle managers
experience being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-
profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year
following the acquisition? This study included a specific emphasis on paradox. This
emphasis is important because paradoxes not only inundate our organizational lives
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) but are a prevalent condition for most organizations
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013) and are intrinsic to organizational change (Nasim & Sushil,
2011).

This chapter presents the themes that emerged through the data analysis process.
The presentation of the themes was guided by four sources: Miles et al. (2014), Saldana
(2016), Seidman (2013), and Yin (2018). This chapter has four sections. It begins with a
presentation of the study’s participants to include their demographic and organizational
characteristics, accompanied by individual profiles of them situated in the context of this
study. The second section provides a detailed description of the context of this study. The
third section discusses the five themes that emerged through the data analysis process.

The fourth section unveils and discusses each theme as a paradox, illuminating how
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inherently paradoxical organizational life can be. The last section presents a summary of

the chapter.

Study Participants

Miles et al. (2014) advocated that a “solid, descriptive foundation” of the study’s
data allows for greater levels of analysis and interpretation. For a researcher to explain
the “hows” and “whys” of something satisfactorily, the researcher must first know
“what” that something is (Miles et al., 2014, p. 162). According to Miles et al. (2014),
understanding “what” something is requires that the researcher move through a series of
analytical processes that transform the study’s data into an explanatory framework for the
researcher, readers, and audience of this study to have a “more and more coherent
understanding of the what” (Wolcott, as cited in Miles et al., 2014, p. 162). A solid,
descriptive foundation begins with a description of the participants of the study.
Describing participants enables the researcher, readers, and audience of this study to
understand the dynamics of the people being studied and the landscape of what is being

found in the field.

Participant Demographics

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the demographic and organizational
characteristics of the 14 participants of this study. Throughout this analysis, the identities

of the participants and organization will remain anonymous.
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Table 4.1
Demographic and Organizational Characteristics

Approx.
total  Hierarchical Number
years levels of
Education with down from  direct
Participant Gender  Race  Age level NewEd  president  reports
Participant Male  White 40  Bachelor’s 17 3 10
A
Participant Male  White 37  Master’s 4 4 5
B
Participant Male  White 32  Bachelor’s 6 4 15
C
Participant Female White 73 Master’s 11 4 9
D
Participant Male  White 32  Bachelor’s 8 3 5
E
Participant Male  White 52  Master’s 13 4 6
F
Participant Male  White 41  Associate’s 6 4 11
G
Participant Female White 68  Master’s 6 2 7
H
Participant Female White 51  Doctorate 4 2 9
|
Participant Female White 41  Master’s 8 2 11
J
Participant Male Hispanic 49  Doctorate 17 2 7
K
Participant Female White 41  Doctorate 4 2 11
L
Participant Male  White 39  Master’s 9 2 6
M
Participant Male  White 38  Master’s 13 3 5
N

Individual Participant Profiles

Seidman (2013) posited that a participant profile crafted from and “in the words
of the participant is the research product that is most consistent with the process of

interviewing” (p. 122). A participant profile enables the researcher to present the
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participants of this study in context, convey the participants’ consciousness, illuminate
their intentions, as well as convey a sense of the process and time, all of which are central
components of qualitative analysis (Seidman, 2013). As stated best by Seidman (2013),
the creation of a participant profile is a “compelling, believable and rewarding way to
share interview data. . . . The power of the profile is that it is presented in the words of
the participant” (p. 123).

For this study, the participant profile served three purposes. First, the researcher
wanted to bring the participants of this study to life by “offering insights into the
complexities of what” the researcher was studying (Seidman, 2013, p. 123). Second, the
participant profiles offered the researcher a way to display coherence of the constitutive
elements and events of the participant’s experiences, as the participant expressed them,
and ultimately link the individual experiences to the social and organizational context
within which he or she exists (Seidman, 2013). The third and final purpose was to afford
the researcher, readers, and audience of this study the opportunity to come to know, gain
knowledge, and learn from hearing what the participants of this study said. As Merriam
noted, “Research is, after all, producing knowledge about the world” (Merriam, 1998,

p. 3).

The creation of the participant profiles was guided by Seidman (2013), and the
process was sequential, iterative, and dynamic. The first step in the process entailed the
researcher reading the interview transcript, marking chunks of data, and labeling passages
that answer the research question. Specifically, the researcher used the data collected in
the participant questionnaire, combined with the data collected from the first six

interview questions in Part 1 of the interview protocol and the first two questions from
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Part 2 of the interview protocol to create the participant profiles. The researcher labeled
portions of the passages and then extracted them from the original lengthy transcript and
recombined them to create a modified and shorter version of the transcript. The following
14 profiles emerged and were constructed from the data collected during the first semi-

structured interview with each participant.

Participant A Profile

Participant A is an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for
over 14 years before it was acquired and became NewEd. He came to OIdEd shortly after
graduating from college. He prided himself on being able to positively affect diversity,
equity, and inclusion in the workplace and being a vehicle for the voices of others to be
heard. For Participant A, being a middle manager means that “you get it at both ends”

and that “you are a knower of too much,” all while

playing the company tune. You have to take decisions made by leadership and
defend them, whether you agree with them or not, because you have to be a team
player and you have to put the company first towards your staff. And so to your
staff, you have to be very, I think, corporate facing. And that can be difficult
because I don’t always agree with the decisions. And towards senior management,
you kind of have to take all in and listen to everything your staff says and
everything they complain about and distill it towards senior management, if even
gets there, or make them feel heard and valued, even though maybe what they’re
saying doesn’t have value or, you know, does it have value towards people higher
than them.

Participant A described playing many roles as a middle manager and sometimes
playing multiple roles simultaneously. He described his roles as being a deadline
manager, facilitator, networker, enabler of success, people manager, Kleenex box, and
cheerleader. As a middle manager, Participant A most enjoyed “having a seat at the

table”:
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Sometimes, you know, I’m not included in all conversations, but being able to
impact change to make our company more efficient, being able to impact change,
make more people’s voices heard—I take a lot of pride in that ’'m giving people
opportunities to have their voices heard. But | like being able to impact, change
and improve our performance.

On the other hand, he least enjoyed dealing with two issues: (1) the “petty
squabbles” of interpersonal conflict because “someone senior is mad at someone junior or
someone junior doesn’t mind like doing kind of the petty stuff” and (2) dealing with
poor-performing employees because it negatively impacts the larger team. Participant A
could deal with both issues. These issues were least favored because they were both time
consuming and tiring. Participant A recognized that even ill-favored issues sometimes
had a silver lining; they had led to great conversations or real improvements in the past,
but in other instances, they were really tiring and trying. They also created the
juxtaposition of what you want to get done today at work versus what must get done at
work, which has the potential to affect his own productivity in terms of his outputs
(deliverables). As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant A shared that his greatest

challenge was when

senior leadership makes a decision about that I don’t agree with and asked to
communicate, and I know it’s the wrong decision, or I know they’ve made the
wrong move or it’s shortsighted I have to, you know, play the company tune. And
that can be really difficult because you don’t feel like you’re being honest, but if
I’m being perfectly honest, that’s not good for everybody either. And, and that
doesn’t mean I’'m right. It’s my feelings at that moment. Often I’m wrong, but
that can be really tough. That can be a challenge.

Participant B Profile
Participant B was a new middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for 2¥2 years
before it was acquired and became NewEd. He came to OIdEd as a former classroom

teacher with a master’s degree. He prided himself on having earned the trust of his staff
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by being “honest to a fault” and being real with people. For Participant B, being a middle
manager meant that you are “helping people through the myriad of issues that arise every
day”; that you “guide people through so that they feel valued,” and you just tell people
what you know, let them know what you don’t know, explain that’ll you’ll try to get them
answers, and help them do their jobs the best they can.

Participant B described playing many roles as a middle manager and often having
to change from one role to another. He described roles that included being an enforcer,
plate spinner, wise counsel, quality controller, humanizer, and nurturer. As a middle
manager, Participant B most enjoyed the “human interaction—nurturing people in this
profession and helping them—because what we do is nothing that’s intuitive. I mean, it’s
really a skill that has to be honed and earned over time, and | enjoy helping people earn
that skill set.” On the other hand, he least enjoyed having to terminate people, the

repetitive emails, and the

poor communications, you know, from higher up. . .. You can kind of get wedged
in the middle where . . . we’re building the airplane as we’re flying and, you
know, I’m getting information and then it gets contradicted. And so then | have to
go back and tell the new information that sets a whole stream of new email

chains. So, I guess just being pinned and pushed around with bad information or
constantly changing information is probably the part of the job that I like least.

As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant B shared his greatest challenge:

As a manager, we’re also expected to sort of be leaders and have a lot of
knowledge about all the processes that go on at NewEd, but what that ends up
leading to is, you know, mile wide, inch deep. . . . It’s very surface level and, you
know, I’m supposed to know a lot of stuff because I get all these questions.

When confronted with this challenge, Participant B believed he did a pretty good
job: “When I get all these questions . . . I'm really having to stretch to the far edges of my
memory to give good answers.”
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Participant C Profile
Participant C was a new middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for almost 5
years before it was acquired and became NewEd. He came to OIdEd a few years after

graduating from college with his bachelor’s degree. He prided himself on his ability to

see patterns either in behavior or in work that are both either good or bad as well
as being pretty good under pressure. I think it’s probably what landed me this job
in the first place. | can maintain a pretty cool head under a lot of external pressure
when we are particularly busy and being able to internally triage and see the
priority and like maintain, you know, a good work product.

Participant C described being a middle manager:

We’re the ones that really kind of wade into the weeds, . . . are really the most
hands-on of our management staff. I’m kind of the first contact. I would call us
the front line, the ones who are really triaging and doing the brunt of the day-to-
day management. Really, | would say the brunt of our jobs is kind of
implementation and being like the face that deals with our employees; . . . our
upper management staff just can’t, they don’t have the bandwidth to do it.

He described playing many roles as a middle manager and sometimes playing
multiple roles simultaneously. He described roles of being an organizer, triager, filter,
trainer, developer, cultivator of people, first responder, bridge, and quality assurance. As

a middle manager, Participant C most enjoyed

being able to have input on the long-term scope or on the direction that the
department takes. Obviously, these decisions all get made as a team, but being
able to kind of work on the behind the scenes or how the department can try to be
as efficient as possible—that is what I enjoy doing. | enjoy that the most: the
ability to finally be in a position where | see kind of holes in the system or holes
in the way that we have set things up and having the ability to say | can do
something about this. | think that that probably brings me the most satisfaction is
when | can hear from an employee when I’ve worked on something to improve
their day or their workflow or whatever.

On the other hand, he least enjoyed having to “deliver surprise feedback™:
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I’m not particularly good at being stern. I don’t even think that’s necessarily a
great way to manage, but when | have to follow up with somebody about
problems with their performance, I think that is difficult. It’s a difficult pill to
swallow just because you do have to walk a really fine line of trying to be
understanding and trying to, you know, make things work and trying to fix things
for the employee and for you, but also knowing that there are some things
performance wise that just aren’t negotiable. And whatever we need to do to get
there, we can do; whatever | can do to help. But like there, there is a line where if
you’re not performing to X standard, that’s unacceptable.

As a middle manager as NewEd, Participant C shared his greatest challenge:

I have really had to work with my manager and my co-managers to learn how to
delegate. | think part of that comes from coming up from, you know, starting
many years ago as a temp or a contractor, moving up in the organization, and
being hired on full-time and continuing to rise through that. I think because |
come from that background, I am like, “Oh, I can just handle that,” or “I know
how to do that.” But recognizing that like, “Hey, that’s not your job anymore.
Your job is to manage and, you know, they need, you need to teach them how to
correctly do something, or you need to know when to delegate something out to
an employee,” because if [ am doing my employee’s job, I’'m not doing my job
very effectively. But | do have a natural tendency because | want to be helpful and
that’s, you know, the background I come from that I just, “Oh, I’ll just take care
of that.”

Participant D Profile

Participant D was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for

over 10 years before it was acquired. She enjoyed working for OIdEd so much she had

boomeranged back a time or two. She came to work for OldEd with a master’s degree

and a diverse background that included consulting, education, and technical expertise.

She prided herself on her ability to communicate effectively and multitask to the third

power. For Participant D, being a middle manager meant being “an interface™:

| work and manage a team of employees, but | work very closely with other
teams. For the most part, | interface with those teams primarily for the purpose of
understanding what our client deliverables are on the horizon and for distributing
the work to individuals on my team, communicating both the technical nature of
the assignment, as well as the schedule for the deliverables or work products. |
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need to ensure that the members of my team have all the information that they
need in order to perform their work to provide a quality work product.

Participant D described playing many roles as a middle manager, and sometimes
playing the roles simultaneously. Her roles as she described included being an
intermediary, interface, and a traffic cop. As a middle manager, Participant D most

enjoyed

working with and among various teams. | enjoy still kind of keeping my fingers in
the pot, so to speak, and being able to get technical and I can dig into the data. So,
| enjoy that aspect of being able to do a little bit of everything, | guess, but as
much as anything, | think it is trying with some success to bring my team along to
the point where, you know, they’re thoroughly versed in their jobs. And there’s a
little for me to do except step back and make the assignment, knowing that the
results will be as, as expected, as required.

She least enjoyed last-minute requests:

Sometimes everybody wants it yesterday and it’s fine. We can do things very
quickly, but we do them better when we take a more measured approach. You
know, I can feel more confident that what we’ve done is 100% accurate when we
have a little bit of time to enjoy the work, to step back and appreciate the work. It
is not just pushing the button in spite of what a lot of people expect or think, in
my humble opinion.

As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant D shared that her biggest challenge

was “a very personal thing”:

I find myself the longer I’m here, the less patience I have. So, I need to frequently
kind of stop myself and count to 10 and recognize, force myself to recognize that,
it’s, you know, don’t shoot the messenger. You know, just because so-and-so is
asking for you to do something on a Friday night at 7:00, they probably had very
little control over the request, and it’s just a matter of communicating that
expectation and getting the job done. I feel like we’re inefficient and we rather
than being confident in our ability to do something once, it seems like we do it
over and over and over again, with very little change in the results.
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Participant E Profile

Participant E was a new middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for almost 7
years before it was acquired. He came to OIdEd shortly after receiving his bachelor’s
degree and experiencing firsthand what it was like to be a public school teacher in both a

rural and suburban setting. He prided himself on his ability to build

positive relationships with the people that 1 work with directly and also attention
to detail. . . . I’'m really happy with the way that I think that I do a good job
training the people that | manage and providing opportunities for them to do
more. . . . | was able to usher an employee and facilitate a move onto another
team.

For Participant E, being a middle manager meant

connecting the subject matter experts with the rest of the organization. Our
subject matter experts come from all different kinds of backgrounds; a lot of them
when they come here not having worked in an organization of this size or
something that moves this fast paced. So, I think that my role is basically just to
keep them connected and make sure that their expertise is showing through in the
work. We need those people to have the strong management to get them
integrated, so that they can apply their expertise.

Participant E described playing many roles as a middle manager, and sometimes
playing multiple roles simultaneously. His roles as he described included being a
facilitator, analyst, guide, trainer, teacher, planner, ally, and advocate. As a middle

manager, she most enjoyed working with multiple groups:

| work for like 10 different projects right now, but in different capacities, most of
them just kind of like supervisory. But a lot of the time, all present the
opportunity to get down into the weeds. I think that that’s pretty interesting.
There’s a lot of different types of solutions that we deploy to different clients.
There’s a lot of problem solving, especially as we got systems changes that are
always ongoing. It can be challenging, certainly, but I think that it’s also my
favorite part.
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On the other hand, he least enjoyed dealing with “things that kind of come with

management”:

was

I do like managing people, but I don’t the obligation of being their supervisor
outside of things that aren’t directly related to work. When I have to come and
talk to you about issues, that’s not my favorite thing to do. And dealing with
leadership: Sometimes it seems like there’s, I don’t know if it’s a lack of urgency
or just the kind of not that clear of a plan at times, or like a vision. . . .. Our leader
.. . brought a really strong vision to the organization. I think that since he’s left,
... I don’t know if there still is one; it doesn’t seem like it’s being communicated
as effectively. And so that’s one of the things with senior leadership, | guess.

As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant E shared that his greatest challenge

dealing with the senior leadership and some of the pushback and certain things
that you try or initiatives that you try to get people to buy into. I think that there’s
also been a challenge just providing pipelines for people and models for people to
continue in their work that they can maybe continue to do tech work. I think that
that’s been a challenge.

Participant F Profile

Participant F was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for

over 12 years before it was acquired and became NewEd. He came to OIdEd after having

extensive work experience and a master’s degree. He prided himself on being a good

organizer and having “developed a talent for being able to sort of sniff my way through

office dilemmas, through a workflow, and make a workflow process that works. | see sort

of pitfalls intuitively, unlike some people who are maybe newer to the game.” For

Participant F, being a middle manager meant facilitating:

The number one job is to make sure my team does all the work that it’s supposed
to do within deadline, right, so that’s kind of the prime directive. Beyond that,
there’s a number of different priorities that I have to sort of pursue in order to
make that happen.
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He described playing many roles as a middle manager and sometimes playing
multiple roles simultaneously. He described roles of being a facilitator, mentor, and
document creator. As a middle manager, Participant F most enjoyed training new
professionals: “I can tell you about my experience going to the work environment from
college and it wasn’t always so great. So, I like to think that, at least the new
professionals that come into our team, they’ll have a more positive experience than |
had.” He least enjoys “making sure the work gets done on time. . . . That’s just kind of
what you have to do to sort of keep the ball rolling, right?”” As a middle manager at
NewEd, he shared that his greatest challenge was “running in-person meetings. They
have been a source of anxiety for me. . . . It’s not really in my comfort zone to like run a

meeting full of people but I’ve dealt with them.”

Participant G Profile
Participant G was a new middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for over 5
years before it was acquired. He came to OldEd shortly after receiving an associate’s

degree. He prided himself on being attentive:

I feel like that because of the way I approach the position, I'm coming from,
manage from a place of support instead of a place of authority. So, | feel like that
the way | communicate, reach out to others, and also my ability to quickly
research and learn things are really valuable as well.

For him, being a middle manager meant

providing support to a large amount of individuals. . . . I’m just trying to make
sure I’m there to help them out with their questions or any of the special projects
that we may have, and also trying to just improve the way we do things as much
as possible.
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He described playing many roles as a middle manager, some of them
simultaneously. His roles included being a supporter, leader, communicator, and a back-

up. As a middle manager, he most enjoyed “the challenges of the role”:

There’s a lot more like behind the scenes. There’s more going on in the
organization that I was not privy to before. So, getting to see all of that, see how
things work, getting the opportunity to share my ideas and my feedback with the
top management, it’s very rewarding experience. And also just being able to help,
to provide support and provide more help to others is also really enjoyable for me.

On the other hand, he least enjoyed dealing with chaos:

Some days are better than others and some days, you know, you just feel a little
lost . . . because of the fact that the day changes so often. What | do today could
be very different from what I’'m doing tomorrow, like where I’'m needed. So
there’s a lot of unknowns. I feel like that happens on a day-to-day basis. It’s just
learning to adjust to that, you know, appreciate the change and realize that that’s
okay. It can certainly be kind of tricky.

As a middle manager at NewEd, he shared that his greatest challenge was “to kind

of let go of previous responsibilities™:

My previous role, | had worked in that role with a specific project for about like 4
to 5 years, and it was important for me to stay up on the project from day to day.
And now I’m overseeing many more projects. And part of my challenge has been
to devote the time and energy | need to all the different projects at a fair balance.

Participant H Profile

Participant H was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for
almost 5 years before it was acquired. She came to OIdEd after having a career in the
armed services and obtaining a master’s degree. She prided herself on her ability to
“listen to people. I really want to know . . . what they’re having issues with.” For her,
being a middle manager meant having “responsibility with no authority. You have the

responsibility for making sure that the job is done, but no feet under the table with
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leadership, in terms of addressing staffing concerns or time management concerns.” She
described playing many roles as a middle manager and sometimes playing multiple roles
simultaneously. Her roles included being a “worker, den mother, chocolate fairy, leader,
and information conduit.” As a middle manager, she most enjoyed “seeing people grow”
and “giving them the opportunities to show that they can do my job just as well as I can.”
On the other hand, she least enjoyed “having to pass on information that I personally may
not agree with.” As a middle manager at NewEd, her greatest challenge was situational,
related to remote work: “keep us working together as a team and keep us on task when

it’s done virtually.”

Participant I Profile

Participant | was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for
almost 3 years before it was acquired and become NewEd. She primarily came to OldEd
excited about the opportunity to learn from and work with the former president of OIdEd.
Participant | viewed the former president of OIdEd as a rarity, leading the most
innovative work in the industry and being a transdisciplinary technical expert. She also
came to OldEd with over 11 years of industry experience and a doctorate degree.

For Participant I, being a middle manager simply meant having to “report to
someone above them and someone who has direct reports.” Participant I described
playing many roles as a middle manager, some of them simultaneous. She described roles
of being a technical quality insurer, software advocate, and employee advocate. As a
middle manager, she most enjoyed being in the “perfect place in the organization” for
her, which involved “managing a team of sufficient size and complexity” in her interest

area, and she saw her sweet spot as “research-based knowledge that’s deep versus broad.”
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As a middle manager at NewEd, she shared that there were many challenges. She

explained:

People seem to have grown up professionally here. So, there’s a lot of implicit
knowledge that’s never documented, and when you work remotely like I do, and
you try to understand processes and who to talk to and how to get things done, it’s
almost impossible to do. The only really way to do that here is to find the right
person to ask the question so that they can talk you through whatever the thing is.
you need to know because there’s no central repository. The intranet has helped in
kind of finding who to talk to and what general procedures are. But a lot of the
information is just homegrown.

She described a mixture of freedom and a lack of power:

At least | feel like I have tons of freedom. | can lead the team how | wish to kind
of choose the projects that I wish, but that’s a bit of a double-edged sword
because I also don’t have a lot of power. So, I can’t decide who, who gets a
promotion. I can’t decide who gets a raise. Like I have zero, really zero power
over that. So, it’s kind of a disempowering place to work.

Participant J Profile

Participant J was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for
6" years before it became NewEd. She came to OldEd with a master’s degree. She
prided herself on being “a strong communicator, with strong facilitation abilities and a
strong sense of how to do the very best possible work that we can, given the resources
that we have available and the time that we have available.”

For Participant J, being a middle manager meant

managing multiple people, multiple projects, activities, initiatives . . . at a higher
level than just specific projects, larger overarching initiatives, improve this area,
streamline this thing, build this set of products. | manage those kinds of activities
and the people who work on them and support them. | then report to at least one
or more layers of more senior managers and leaders who, you know, | was
basically saying I’m in the middle between larger-scale initiatives that I’'m
responsible for furthering and I do that under the direction of VP types of folks.
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Participant J described playing many roles as a middle manager and sometimes

playing multiple roles simultaneously. Her roles included being a facilitator, analyst,

communicator, tie breaker, and leader. As a middle manager, she most enjoyed “working

on products that are high quality that look good, that people like to use and that make

their lives easier or hopefully not worse or solve problems.” She least enjoyed the

“pressure to be highly available”:

firm:

I’1l be doing something for my kids or getting somebody’s dinner, 6:00 PM and,
you know, we get alerts about critical issues and I have to be online in 60 seconds
or 90 seconds. There is a sort of a constant level of vigilance availability and
responsiveness that [ need to maintain in this role. Most of the time, I’'m fine, but
sometimes it can be a bit overwhelming.

As a middle manager at NewEd, she shared that her greatest challenge was being

At times | can be slightly too empathetic and allow that to kind of get in the way
of being strict or being firmer when protecting my team or my unit against
unnecessary pressures or changes. It’s a challenge because I understand a lot
where everybody’s coming from, but at the end of the day, I have to make sure we
deliver a quality product, that my team is not burned into the ground to do it. |
have to minimize risks.

Participant K Profile

Participant K was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for

over 17 years before it was acquired. He came to OIdEd after earning a doctorate and

working within the industry for 7 years. He prided himself on his technical leadership and

“25 years of experience doing this type of work.” For Participant K, being a middle

manager meant that you have “to walk through a very careful line, one that doesn’t bind

the organization in any particular way.”
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Participant K described playing many roles as a middle manager and sometimes
playing multiple roles simultaneously These roles included being a janitor, the suit and tie
guy, and a technical leader. As a middle manager, he most enjoyed being “able to provide
the generalized technical leadership across all of the teams at OIdEd. . . . | can sort of
float from project to project or work task to work task, pretty fluidly throughout the
organization, and that flexibility has always been something that I’ve enjoyed.” On the
other hand, he least enjoyed not being able to “commit a resource to the client” because

he was not an executive:

We are the face of the company, engaging with clients and engaging with other
subvendors, so on, but we can’t commit or obligate the organization in particular
way without senior leadership’s permission. It’s an example of how middle
managers have to be very careful in how they commit the organization or how
they can create public-facing documents for the organization without making sure
that the executive leadership is fully aware and on board.

As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant K shared that his greatest challenge
was “motivation” in an environment where he didn’t have the power to answer questions

or address concerns:

There’s a lot of uncertainty happening within the organization right now. And
there are a lot of questions about pay, benefits, disappointment. And people come
to me for answers and I can’t provide any answers and I can’t provide any clarity.
And so, I’'m just not in a position to be able to make anybody happy at this point.
And that’s been really hard since we’ve transitioned over to NewEd. People look
to me as a leader, but in this sense, | cannot do anything to help answer or
alleviate questions or concerns.

Participant L Profile
Participant L was an established middle manager who had worked for OIdEd for
almost 3 years before it was acquired by NewEd. She joined OIdEd with a doctorate after

having worked in the industry for over 12 years and having a substantial professional
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relationship with the former president of OIdEd. She prided herself on her ability to meet
people where they were as well as understand their perspective.

For Participant L, being a middle manager meant that you “translate between
high-level cross-projects, cross-organization work, and are the bearing ball in between,
constantly translating between two levels.” She described playing many roles as a middle
manager, some of them simultaneous. Her roles as she described included being a
translator, Mr. White (from the Quentin Tarantino movie), bearing ball, coach, mentor,
and therapist. As a middle manager, she most enjoyed being a translator, “whether it be
translating between different functional groups. . . . Programmers and politicians are very
different. I often find myself in the middle of those kinds of conversations and help make
sense of everything.” She least enjoyed situations wherein she obtained information from
programmers and developers and communicated it to the client, and she had “to go back
to the client explaining why my information was not accurate or that I’d said no and now
I’'m saying yes. That erodes trust with the client.”

As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant L shared that her greatest challenge

was dealing with the “thorny issues,” such as

when it turns out we’ve got to deliver some really bad news, or this is just not
going to work, we’re going to have to rethink this or it’s politically charged for
the client, or they’re really upset. I’ll do the hard conversation; I’ll be the bad guy
for my team so they can maintain their relationship. And I think the most difficult
part of this job in my role is having that level of conversation with my clients and
then having to be both an advocate for our position, preferred resolution,
technological expertise it to the client, but then being an advocate to the client and
to our internal folks.

Participant M Profile
Participant M was an established middle manager with a master’s degree who had

worked for OIdEd for 9 years before it was acquired and became NewEd. He prided
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himself on having “a lot of historical knowledge about the work we do in the industry, as
well as the organizational methods and things along those lines.” For Participant M,
being a middle manager meant “‘making sure that my staff are able and to be prepared to
hit their targets and priorities, making sure they are staying up to date on the tools we’re
using, and that information is getting down to them, while also keeping my leader up to
speed on how progress is going.” He described playing many roles as a middle manager,
sometimes playing multiple roles simultaneously. He described roles of quality assurer
and time and priority manager.

As a middle manager, he most enjoyed “working with our newer staff”:

When we bring someone on, they’re excited to be engaged in the work. It’s nice
to see that energy and kind of see how that impacts folk that have been around for
a little while. [1t] kind of gives a nice little boost refresher.

He least enjoyed when

| find out information at the same time as my staff. And | know that sometimes
there’s nothing that can be done about that. But it sometimes puts me in a bit of an
awkward position when my staff thinks that I know more, or should know more,
about, you know, policy or procedure, something along those lines, but I’'m really
finding out at the same time.

As a middle manager at NewEd, Participant M shared that his greatest challenge was

“having evidence for negative feedback for staff.”

Participant N Profile

Participant N was an established middle manager with a master’s degree who had
worked for OIdEd for over 13 years before it was acquired. He prided himself on his
ability to “communicate and have a really good relationship with my team members and

my team leads.” For Participant N, being a middle manager meant
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to support our team and provide them with the resources and things that they need
to be able to succeed, grow, and learn within our organization to the best of their
abilities, and to advocate for them as much as we can and kind of help them
through that journey through professional growth. I think from the other side, it’s
also to collaborate with the senior leaders and make sure that, you know,
information is conveyed up and down in both directions.

He described playing many roles, some simultaneous, as a middle manager. His
roles included being a advocate, team lead, technology integrator, and collaborator. As a

middle manager, he most enjoyed the people:

I definitely believe in people, and that’s part of what’s kind of led me into this
role. I like to see my team really grow and succeed . . . beyond what | can provide
them. . . . That’s always like a big, a big goal for me is to kind of see them expand
their skill set beyond and not be limited by mine.

On the other hand, he least enjoyed dealing with red tape:

We don’t have a lot of free rein. You know, there’s, there’s a process, right;
everything has a process and a hierarchy and things to follow. So, there can be
some red tape sometimes, or things that you have to go through with good reason,
right? . . . It can be hard sometimes to not be able to really make something
happen that you want to make happen, you know, in a quick way.

Context of the Study

As a case study, this study was an empirical inquiry that investigated a
“contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2018, p. 15).

As such, the researcher placed emphasis on understanding and coping with a

technically distinctive situation in which there were many more variables of
interest than data points, and results relied on multiple sources of evidence, with
data that needed to converge in a triangulation fashion, as another result benefited
from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection
and analysis. (Yin, 2018, p. 15)
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Therefore, the context of this study was of paramount importance for understanding as
well as maintaining the integrity of the real-world phenomenon under study (Bartlett &
Vavrus, 2016).

Context is commonly understood to be the physical setting of a person’s
experience or actions (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016), yet it is significantly more dynamic than
that. As Bartlett and Vavrus (2016) wrote, context is not a static, confined, or
deterministic state but rather it’s a place affected “by history and politics . . . influenced
by economic, political, and social processes well beyond its physical and temporal
boundaries” (p. 12). For the purposes of this study, the researcher understood context as
being all encompassing; it included the relationship between the organization and its
environment for added depth, complexity, perspective, and dynamism. Therefore, the
researcher began this empirical inquiry by exploring the relevant historical and
contemporary influences, organizations, social actors, and events that had occurred

within the bounded context of this contemporary phenomenon.

Conglomerate, Domain-Extending Acquisition

The context of this study was bounded by a conglomerate, domain-extending
acquisition between two distinct organizations. A conglomerate acquisition is an
acquisition of a company that is either a distinct type of business or operates in a distinct
market, industry, or sector (Sureka, 2021). Conglomerate acquisitions are mostly done as
the result of a divestiture (Sureka, 2021), as was the case in this study.

The site chosen for this study was a U.S. for-profit learning organization based in
Dallas, Texas, which is hereforth called “NewEd.” NewEd acquired one-third of a U.S.

nonprofit behavioral and social sciences research, evaluation, and educational assessment
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organization based in Washington, DC, which is hereforth called “OldEd.” The one-third
of the OIdEd that was acquired comprised one single business unit. The two-thirds of
OIdEd that was not acquired remained a separate organization and operated under the
same name, OIdEd, apart from NewEd.

The divestiture was made to deepen the focus of OIdEd on its mission-driven
work in research, evaluation, and technical assistance, and in response to market
opportunities. Conglomerate acquisitions are advantageous because they provide the
opportunity to reduce capital costs and overhead, while still achieving other efficiencies,
such as extending into new markets, which strengthens the acquiring organization’s
marketable area to ensure better profitability (Divestopedia, 2014). When acquisitions
extend into new markets, the acquiring organization can “apply the firm’s existing
capabilities in new, adjacent businesses or bring new capabilities into the firm to apply to
its existing businesses” (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991, p. 33). Figure 4.1 illustrated
excerpts from the OldEd’s question and answer employee board.

Figure 4.1
Excerpt for OldEd’s Employee Question and Answer Board

Why is selling

has grown significantly over the past 10 years, thanks to the hard work

of the . staff, our Infrastructure team and continued investment from .
Over the past few years, leadership and the Board of Directors have discussed the
role of . in the organization’s future—including the possibility of divesting. In

an effort to deepen our focus on our other mission-driven work in research, evaluation
and technical assistance, and in response to market opportunities, the Board and senior
leadership have determined that now is the optimal time to sell.

This is a win-win for both < will be able to
leverage . technology infrastructure to build on,

current success and explore new areas of work, such as formative assessments aligned
to local and state curricula. For the sale provides financial resources that can be
used as part of a broader strategy to achieve an even greater impact on our overall
mission.
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As a conglomerate acquisition, domain-extending acquisition, the aim of the
acquisition was to create value for the acquiring organization by applying “existing
capabilities in new, adjacent businesses or bring new capabilities into the organization to
apply to its existing businesses” (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991, p. 33). As such, the newly
combined organization had both the opportunity and challenge of creating connections
between their existing capabilities and current markets to what would be new capabilities,
business opportunities, and markets. The overall vision for the acquisition was to create
an organization that could offer advanced K-12 assessment services with research-based,
individualized student instruction. Figure 4.2 illustrates excerpts from the OldEd’s
external news announcement dated, August 22, 2019.

Figure 4.2
Excerpt from OldEd’s External News Announcement dated August 22, 2019

150



Upon closing, the newly combined entity will bring together advanced K-12 assessment
services with research-based, individualized instruction.

“As a leading provider of digital assessment, is an ideal partner for
as we seek to help all students reach their potential,” saic
“Working together, we are
excited to build upon both digital content to
provide schools and districts with the most effective tools that are aligned to their
curriculums and strategic goals.”

division has grown substantially over the past decade thanks to
steady investment and hard work bv our leadership team and staff”
“The time is right for us to make this move,

which will position for its next stage of growth while allowing  to
expand on the mission-focused work that has defined our organization for more than 70
years.

‘I am extremely proud of what has accomplished over the past decade

and how we have established ourselves in the industry,” saic
continued, “We look forward to working with
to build on our success and create individualized learning experiences for all
students.”

creates a market leading K-12
focused education technology platform providing end-to-end instruction and
assessment. We look forward to supporting in this next chapter of
growth as the combined company leverages its expertise across these complementary
solutions to deliver impactful outcomes to education departments, districts, schools,
teachers and students.”

will invest the proceeds from the sale to expand its research, evaluation and
technical assistance work in a broad range of areas, including education, health and
workforce development, in the United States and internationally.

The Internal Acquisition Environment

Since its founding in 2003, NewEd has used acquisitions as the primary vehicle to
drive organizational growth, increase organizational capabilities, and strengthen the
organization’s competitive stance as well as diversify offered products and services.
Between 2003 and 2019, NewEd had negotiated approximately nine previous
acquisitions of varying sizes and types, to include NewEd being acquired by a larger
organization, which is a leading private equity investment firm. NewEd is one of many

companies included in the portfolio of the larger private equity firm. Internally, NewEd is
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structured as a family of companies with distinct brands and collectively is known as a
leading provider of education software and digital curriculum.

On January 1, 2020, NewEd acquired one-third of OIdEd. Since its founding in
1946, OIdEd had primarily grown through organic contract award and expansion. The
organization was structured as one company divided into three business units. Between
1946 and 2019, OIdEd had acquired one small organization in 1994, and in 2010, it
merged with four separate and small organizations. Prior to the 2020 acquisition, OldEd
was known as the leading behavioral and social sciences research, evaluation, and
educational assessment organization.

On August 11, 2019, it was announced that one of three existing business units of
OIdEd was going to be divested and acquired by NewEd. This divestiture and acquisition
directly impacted approximately 600 employees and indirectly impacted approximately
another 1,400 employees. The one business unit of OIdEd that was acquired had been
established in 2007 and had become one of the prominent services and product providers
in the educational assessment industry. Also, since its inception in 2007, the business unit
had been led by a single president up until May 2019. In May 2019, the president
resigned without notice, and the successor was the current chief operating officer. Prior to
becoming the second president of the business unit, the chief operating officer had held
his former position from 2013 to 2019 and prior to that was the executive director from
2007 to 2013. The remaining two business units of OIdEd that were not acquired
remained as a separate organization and operated under the same name, OIdEd, apart
from NewEd. On January 1, 2020, OIldEd officially became a distinct brand of NewEd

with a new president.
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The Acquisition Phases

The acquisition process could be differentiated into two specific phases: (1)
preacquisition (August to December 2019) and (2) integration (January 2020 to
December 2021). The preacquisition period started the day of the official announcement
of acquisition, which took place on August 11, 2019, and lasted until December 31, 2019.
This was the first period of the acquisition process. This was a time described by the new
president of NewEd as a time of uncertainty and limited information. Figure 4.3
illustrated excerpts from the OIdEd’s question and answer employee board.

Figure 4.3
Excerpt for OldEd’s Employee Question and Answer Board

Welcome to Staff Updates, a new source for
information on

to acquire “Staff
Updates will be released every two to three
weeks, as updates are available. Please note that
there may be stretches of time where there is no
new information -- which is normal and expected
in the time between when a deal is signed and
when the transaction is final (or closes). During
these periods, we ask for your patience.
leadership is committed to providing answers to
your questions as soon as they become available.

As | said in my announcement on August 22, we are excited about the
opportunity to continue growing as part of We also
recognize that with change comes uncertainty and there are a number of
questions to which we do not yet have answers. Thank you for continuing
to be patient with this process.

The integration period began on the official first day of the acquisition and can be
divided into two distinct subphases: (1) integration-preservation (January to December

2020) and (2) integration- symbiosis (January 2021 to December 2021). The preservation
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subphase started from the first official day of the acquisition, January 1, 2020, through
the end of the first year, December 31, 2020. As explained by Haspeslagh and Jemison

(1991), preservation is characterized by a

high need for autonomy and a low need for interdependence among the
combining firms. In such situations the primary task of management is to keep the
source of the acquired benefits intact because the deterioration in the acquired
company’s ways of managing, practices, or even motivation would endanger
success. . . . The acquired operations are managed at arm’s length. (p. 148)

This period was described by the new president and senior manager of human resources
(HR) as “business as usual.” Figure 4.4 illustrated excerpts from the OIdEd’s question
and answer employee board.

Figure 4.4
Excerpt for OldEd’s Employee Question and Answer Board

How will HR support during the transition and sale? Will there be any
consideration to helping staff as individuals transition to a new structure, hierarchy,
and set of systems and procedures? How will company culture be nurtured?

After the sale, will operate as a wholly-owned subsidiary of _

. It will be business as usual and there will be no change to the structure or
hierarchy. Systems related to HR and timekeeping will change and we will review that
with staff as it unfolds. Members of the existing HR team will continue to support

through the sale and beyond.

Will the Core Hours continue to be 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., or will we need to adopt
potentially later Core Hours with ?

There will be no change to core hours.
How will working from home be handled under ? Currently the policy varies
by team/department, with some groups having much more restrictive policies and

more groups having more "up-to-date" and professional policies.

There will be no change to existing work from home policies.
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The second phase of integration was the symbiosis period, which began on
January 1, 2021, and continued until December 31, 2021. This period included the
initiatives that gradually changed the infrastructures of both organizations from operating
as two organizations into one organization. This was the second phase of integration and
overlapped with the data collection and analysis processes for this study. Haspeslagh and
Jemison (1991) stated that a symbiosis approach to integration “presents the most
complex managerial challenges” and is inherently paradoxical because this approach
requires both strategic interdependence and organizational autonomy among the two
organizations (p. 149). Symbiosis permits both organizations to coexist as separate
organizations, allowing for boundaries to be organized between the two organizations,
creating invisible lines that maintain distinctions between the two organizations.
However, over time the established boundaries become disturbed due to the mutual
dependence. As such, there is simultaneous boundary preservation and boundary
permeability. In these situations, the primary task of the senior leadership driving the
integration process is to protect the boundaries of the two organizations, which also
protects the “broader identity and character of the acquired organization while
simultaneously becoming more permeable through a series of interactions aimed at
harmonizing the functional as well as general management skill transfer” (p. 149).
Consequently, paradoxical tension arises from the conflicting need for both strategic

interdependence and organizational autonomy.
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The External Acquisition Environment

Three months into the first subphase of the integration period, an unprecedented
global pandemic caused by the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) began and
continued to unfold simultaneously with the remainder of the integration period. COVID-
19 was an external environmental influence that had an unanticipated, immediate, and
significant impact on the organizational operations of NewEd as well as the overall
workplace experience of NewEd’s employees. COVID-19 imposed geographical
lockdowns, quarantines and caused swift organizational changes.

NewEd, like other businesses around the world, changed its work-from-home
policies and practices because of COVID-19. On March 7, 2020, Washington, DC’s
Department of Health reported the first case of COVID-19 in the city (COVID-19
Pandemic in Washington, 2020; DC Department of Health, 2020), and the place of
transmission was traced within half a mile of OIdEd’s headquarters prior to being
acquired by NewEd. Proactively, on March 9, 2020, the president of NewEd via email
announced an organizational change to the existing policies as a result of COVID-19. The
change universally allowed NewEd employees to work from home. As such, all NewEd
employees were directed to be fully prepared to work from home by the end of the week
(Friday, March 13, 2020). Two days later, on March 11, 2020, the World Health
Organization (2020) declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Subsequently, on March 13, 2020,
the president of the United States declared a national emergency because of COVID-19.
The following day, Saturday, March 14, 2020, via email the president of NewEd declared
the preparatory work from home efforts a success and indicated that on Monday, March

16, 2020, with few exceptions, all NewEd employees would continue to work from home
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until further notice. Sixteen days later, on March 30, 2020, Washington, DC’s Mayor
Muriel Bowser announced a stay-at-home-order effective April 1, 2020, as a strategy to
mitigate the impact of the pandemic; residents were ordered to stay home except for
essential tasks or to work in essential businesses, and nonessential businesses were
mandated to either close or adopt work from home practices. As of December 31, 2021,
with few exceptions, the vast majority of all NewEd’s employees never returned to their
pre-COVID-19 work location assignment. In January of 2022, NewEd became a remote

first workplace.

Themes

Through the data analysis process, five themes emerged offering insight into how
the middle managers experienced being positioned as both a change agent and change
recipient within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization
during the year following the acquisition. The first two themes, Nonprofits Are Preferred
and The Former President Mattered, revealed how these middle managers experienced
being a change recipient, “those who are being told to change but who have had no
influence on the decision” (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, p. 543). The third theme, Lack of
Information Was to My Detriment illustrates a hindrance to middle managers' ability to
enact the role of a change agent, someone who is “required to act on the decisions made
at the top of the organization,” (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011, p. 357). The last two themes,
Different Groups but in the Same Boat Experience, and the Unspoken Expectation shows
how the middle managers experienced playing the contradictory and competing roles of a

change agent and change recipient.
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Theme 1: Nonprofits Are Preferred

The first theme revealed by the in vivo and descriptive codes that was a central
element of the experiences of the middle managers of this study was the organizational
designation typology, nonprofit versus for-profit. Within this theme two elements,
mission and money emerged as intertwined with the organizational typology in the semi-
structured interviews. Eleven of the 14 study participants shared that working for a
nonprofit organization, with a mission to do good for societal benefit as well as improve
society at large, was intrinsically rewarding. In many cases, the participants shared that
the perceived differences between how a nonprofit versus a for-profit organization
handled profits was a constitutive element of their experience. In this study, when the
participants discussed the organization being a nonprofit, they recounted positive feelings
about how the profits were reinvested back into the organization. In contrast, the same
participants recounted negative feelings when sharing how for-profit organizations used
their profits. According to the participants of this study, the for-profit’s objective was to
maximize its profits and use them for the sole interest and benefit of organizational
shareholders.

Within the literature, it is well documented that nonprofit organizations exist to
provide a common good and not to distribute profits to stakeholders (Sanders, 2015). In
fact, a distinguishing characteristic of nonprofit organizations, is “their commitment to
mission, to public service, and to a sense of meaning and purpose” (Salamon, 2003, pg.
32). In 2002, Light conducted research for the Brookings Institution’s Center for Public
Service, in the report “State of the Nonprofit Workforce” it stated that one of the greatest

strengths of the nonprofit industry is their focus on the mission. The report also explained
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that nonprofit employees are much more likely to choose employment with their
nonprofit organization because of the opportunity to provide a public benefit, to make a
difference, to perform worthwhile and meaningful work, and their belief in the
organization over things like job security, benefits, and monetary rewards (Light, 2002).
Simply put, a competitive advantage and an appeal of nonprofit organizations is that they
are more able to “give their employees a feeling a purpose and offer work experiences
that are challenging, meaningful, and engaging” (Salamon, 2003, pg. 32).

While this research was about how middle managers experienced being
positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization
that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition,
these central and constitutive elements offer insight into how these middle managers also
experienced being change recipients, those “who are being told to change but who have
had no influence on the decision” (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, p. 543). These middle
managers faced the challenge of the organization where they had chosen to work
fundamentally changing, becoming a for-profit organization without an explicit mission.
This was a change that they were affected by and one that they had no influence on.

Participant A shared that he chose to work at and took pride in working for
OIdEd. OldEd was an organization with a “good really mission.” At OIdEd, he
understood and believed in the brand and mission. Participant A also indicated that at
OIdEd, he was less concerned about his compensation because of the “really great
mission,” learning opportunities, and “really smart” colleagues. Throughout his
interview, Participant A emphasized that he would have never chosen to work for

NewEd.
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| feel like any sacrifice you’ve made working for OIdEd, where you made a little
less money, but our benefits were really like out of this world good, and we all
acknowledged that. And we worked for, for a really great mission and we [had]
other cool side things, you know, like the brown bag lunches with people from
within our organization did them, but that was really cool. . .. You got to. .. have
really smart people come in and speak to you about something for an hour at your
work. Like that’s really cool. None of that is going to happen here and we’re
making the same money. And now with COVID, no raises on that. Like this is not
where | choose. No.

| would never choose to work for this company. And we’re going for a for-profit,
so making not-for-profit wages and we’re about to lose our not-for-profit benefits.

Participant A described it as difficult to move from an organization with a mission
he believed in that also had a commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) to an
organization that did not have a defined mission and was led by a chief executive officer
(CEO) who publicly stated that he didn’t think about DEI. For Participant A, this was an
indication that NewEd did not share his values. Furthermore, Participant A took a lot of
pride in DEI and found DEI to be essential to who he was, as well as his contributions to

the organization.

Unhappy is how | feel. Sorry. | feel like | keep going, but this was not my choice.
Right?

We don’t know what we stand for, who we are. And that was really tough. | asked
the NewEd CEO about diversity, equity, inclusion at the town hall. He first said
the website was a good place to look for it. Cause they have a bad website, which
also is not a good sign because they’re an educational technology company. Like
that’s not great. Should your website be great if you’re doing technology? And
then he did it, he said, he’d never thought about diversity before. And I’m just
like, these are these people that do not share my values. This is not, almost any
time you’ve worked for a job it’s because you chose to work there, and no one
chose to work at NewEd. And so, like that’s been tough and in some ways that’s
not good.

Similarly, Participant B shared that OldEd had a mission statement focused on
helping people and doing good work. As such, these foci were always present in formal

and informal conversations throughout the organization. Since the announcement of the
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acquisition, Participant B had not seen or become knowledgeable of the mission of
NewEd. As such, he was unsure if there was still going to be the same emphasis on
helping people and doing good work. From his perspective, before the acquisition
occurred the purpose of the work was perceived as everyone was here to do good work
and create the best assessments. This purpose was central to all conversations; everything

was just about making as many and the best assessments possible.

[OldEd] really had this mission statement of, you know, helping people. It was the
conversations, you know, when you had town halls and stuff. . . .Our town halls
weren’t about money, but, um, it’s a lot about, you know, help, you know, doing
for society. You know, that the mission of OldEd was very much about, you
know, trying to do good work through research through assessment. . . . | haven’t
read the mission statement of NewEd and | should, but I don’t know if there’s still
that same emphasis . . . when you work for a private equity group as there is with
working for a government research nonprofit style group.

Participant B further elaborated that previously any discussion of money would

have been perceived as “almost vulgar.”

In terms of the pay increases, . . . because it’s working from a nonprofit to a
public equity group, . . . a lot of it’s going to be about money. . . . It’s how much
money is going to the public equity group. . . . How does that relate to, you know,
pay increases when it was a nonprofit? You know, | think people felt like, you
know, there the money wasn’t as much of an issue in terms of having to have big
returns. . . . Even though it was a business, you know, people thought differently
about it. It wasn’t all about making money—but maybe it was, and, you know,
they just did a really good job of, of shielding that. . . .

It was almost like, you know, now wealthy people. It was like, you know, almost
vulgar to talk about money when we were OIdEd . . . because we’re a nonprofit;
... that’s just not the way we worked. . . . It was all creating as many assessments
as we could and making the best assessments. That was what all the conversations
were about. Not about . . . making as much money as possible.

Participant B shared that the transition from a nonprofit to a for-profit

organization caused him to experience feelings of fear and uncertainty and left him with
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several questions about how the organization was going to change now that it was no

longer a nonprofit organization.

There was just a lot of, a lot of fear in the OIdEd. . . . How is this going to change
our organization? You know, we’re going from being a nonprofit to now working
for ... aPE, private equity group? You know, what does that mean? . . . | mean,
all of a sudden, we’re now we’re working for some kind of Wall Street thing.

For Participant B, there had been some tangible change, the unknown mission and
money talk but that all could be a deceptively favorable impression of what’s to come or
what’s actually going on “just kind of window dressing in terms of the day to day, what
people do, what their life looks like.”

Participant C shared sentiments similar to Participant A, in that he preferred to
work for a nonprofit organization. Further, NewEd would not have been his preference.
As such, Participant C shared that he thought about whether NewEd was an organization
he now wanted to be involved with. For Participant C, the change from a nonprofit to a
for-profit organization affected him personally and was “very emotional.” The changes

prompted him to reflect on whether he wanted to stay with the organization or move on.

The shift from nonprofit to profit, . . . all of our benefits changing and all of the
things that were affecting me personally, like that was a lot, um, you know, to sort
through and figure out. . . . There was a time where it was like: Okay, well, do |
want to stay with the company? Do | want to try to move on? . . . Is this still
something | want to be involved in?

Cause we’re a for-profit company and now not a nonprofit, not my preference, but
okay.

For Participant D, going from a nonprofit organization to a for-profit organization
changed how she felt about her work. She no longer felt quite as good about the work that

she was doing and wondered how the mission was going to change as a result of the
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company being a for-profit organization. Participant D had the impression that a for-

profit organization can’t be as altruistic or noble as a nonprofit organization.

I guess there was this sense of going from a not-for-profit organization, working
with education, you know, working with schools and districts and states, etc., to
going to a for-profit company and wondering how that would change. . .. The
mission has to be different in for-profit than it does in a not-for-profit. How can
the mission in a for-profit be as . . . altruistic as in a nonprofit or as genuine as in a
nonprofit.

Sometimes | don’t feel quite as good about the work that I do, truthfully. There’ve
been some communications from way up that just, I felt like, uh . . . not, not,

good. It didn’t feel good [to] say that we were doing better than everybody else in
this pandemic world. Just didn’t feel okay to say that.

Participant E shared that changing from a nonprofit to a for-profit organization
was a tangible change and it felt like it he couldn’t escape it. He shared that he wasn’t
happy about the new world he was now living in. He had really enjoyed working for

OldEd.

One of the things that | enjoyed about working for OIdEd [was its nonprofit
mission]. . . . | want to say that there is a tangible change because just by
everyone in the organization having that as their new, that’s the new world that
they live in. There’s no escaping. . . . Yeah, I’m not too happy about it.

Participant E also shared that he perceived the change from a nonprofit to a for-
profit as an overall negative experience. From his perspective, every change caused by

the acquisition had a negative impact.

We’re understanding it as like we were a nonprofit and we are now a private
business. . . . Every decision has had every negative impact that I can think of. . . .
So it’s like, yeah, benefits are getting slashed because we’re going to private, but
yeah, like hopefully our salaries will go up, but that hasn’t happened. So yeah, |
kind of just use it as a catch-all.

Participant E also shared that his pursuit of a career in education hadn’t been

motivated by money but was more intrinsically driven. Since the acquisition, Participant
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E expressed that he had experienced personal tension. The firm being owned by a capital
management fund bothered him on a personal level, but he tries to frame the situation in a
positive light and be optimistic about the positive impact the organization can have on

students.

| certainly want to make money, but I didn’t get an education to like make money.
So even at like a base level, the fact that we’re now owned by capital management
fund really kind of bothers me, and that’s more of like a philosophical personal
level. . . . If you try and frame it in providing the best solutions to students in
schools, like maybe this, like you try and like hope that this change does, or this
acquisition does have positive impact on students. And so that’s also like these
two contradictory things 1I’m trying to hold in my mind.

Additionally, Participant E shared that since the acquisition was announced, he
perceived a difference in the work environment, without any actual change in how the
day-to-day work gets done. This related to the new bottom line, which for a for-profit

organization is the budget about.

As a private organization, there’s just kind of a different attitude. . .. Ina
nonprofit like your bottom line could be . . . your company’s values almost, but in
a private company, it’s literally just the budget. . . . I would say that there weren’t
too many effects on the actual work; we’re still approaching work in the same
way. So, the changes to all of the other, like compensation and benefits, which
kind of tells people that that is what the priority is, and so that’s always there.
Yeah. It’s kind of like always in the background and it . . . wasn’t there before.

Like Participant E, Participant F shared that he personally enjoyed working for a
nonprofit—so much so that he would always bring it up in general conversation. He liked
OIdEd being academic and sort of like think tank. Participant F also shared that he

thought of for-profit companies as a different brand.

| did enjoy working for a nonprofit. | used to always sort of bring it up. . .. We
kind of were sort of like a think tank, you know, and the company itself is sort of
the same thing, but, you know, it’s just a for-profit is a different kind of brand
than a nonprofit. And, you know, there’s never real changing. . . . | just kinda
liked the idea of nonprofit companies, | guess, personally.
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Participant F expounded on how when he engaged in recruiting activities, he
would talk about the organization being a nonprofit. Participant F liked OIdEd’s values:
“There was an aspect of the OIdEd values that I like to quote to people, and I can’t even
remember what they are now.” He would also use the values when he conducted
interviews, as he felt that it was a good way to convey that information as well as the fact
that the organization was a nonprofit.

Since the acquisition, Participant F was unaware of NewEd having values but
speculated that there must be some. In the absence of values, he could still able to speak

to DEI initiatives being present within his business unit.

We have done some recruiting since we’ve come under the NewEd and | can still,
| still have diversity. | can have the diversity, equity, and inclusion initiative that |
can cite and things like that. So, | mean, I think a lot of that stuff has brought over
to NewEd, but you can’t just sort of sum it up as, you know, we’re a nonprofit.
... The OIdEd values, . . . they used to have them on the, um, and | don’t know,
that’s maybe NewEd has something like that. | imagine they do.

Like many of the other participants, Participant H also shared she wasn’t happy
about the change from being a nonprofit to a for-profit organization. She liked being a
part of a nonprofit organization; it was personal to her. Participant H was happy to keep
her job through the transition, but wondered if she should stay with the company. She had
joined OIdEd because she was committed and wanted to be part of that organization.
Participant H expressed feeling of displeasure with NewEd being “just another corporate

venture.”

| like being part of a nonprofit organization, but that was my personal thing. But,
on the other hand, I was also, I’m very glad and happy to have kept my job and
my role, and what was a difficult time. So, I’m, | feel committed. | joined the
company because | wanted to be part of it. So I’m not looking to want to jump
ship. . .. On the other hand, there have been times that I’ve wondered about it. . . .
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It was that sense of like, oh, really, now we’re just another corporate venture,
great.

Participant H also shared that she would like to have clarity on NewEd’s mission
and that she believed it would be helpful to have something to align herself to. The first
year of the acquisition, she felt a void and would have like to have known what the
overall mission was. She expressed that being able to align to a mission might help

everyone feel a part of NewEd.

We were part of this organization that had this great mission.

| think we’re still missing clear guidance from leadership about what the NewEd
mission. . . . We’ve left that for all of us as kind of an empty goal for this year,
because we’d like to, | like us to align goals to whatever the overreaching goal is.
So without really knowing that, we just trying to intuit that if we continue doing
the job in the way that we’ve done the job, that we won’t be kind of off track, but
it would be, | think, good to have a clear NewEd goal that we could align to; that
would help us all. It would help all of us make us feel that we’re part of that
bigger NewEd family.

Participant | shared that she perceived that nonprofit organizations “have a more,
a pure mission compared to for-profit corporations.” From her perspective, nonprofit
organizations exist to serve the greater good, whereas for-profit organizations exist to
make money. Participant | elaborated, expressing that “I assume you take a hit on salary
because you’re . . . working for a mission and it’s less about your salary”. Since the
acquisition, Participant I indicated that she didn’t know the strategic direction of the

organization. She wrestled with this and was demotivated by it.

| struggle with the fact that we . . . don’t really have a strategy or a mission. . . . |
don’t really understand what NewEd’s strategic mission is, . . . so | don’t really
know what our mission is. They don’t have the faintest clue, like what work is
NewEd doing anymore. Like, is it just to get more business, but how do we get
more business? What is the strategy, this and this? Like, is it just keeping the
customers we have? But that’s not very motivating.
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Participant | perceived that working for a for-profit organization entailed a loss of
social status and experienced a loss of access to academic resources that she believed
aided her in doing her work. Externally even, she believed nonprofits organizations are

perceived with distinction and as more ethical than for-profit.

So, when you’re presenting to people or you’re talking about your organization,
there’s just a sense that your organization is kind of out there to do for the greater
good, but for a for-profit organization, your mission is to make money. . . . Those
distinctions, I’m not sure how true they are, but the perception of those
differences, you know, it’s there.

[With] the switch from . . . nonprofits [to] for-profit . . . comes kind of status loss.
Nonprofits, you know, are kind of perceived as, for right or wrong, more ethical.
And then too with the nonprofit loss means that | don’t have access to, you know,
journal articles and academic materials that | had before. Right. OIdEd offered
these . . . because they were a nonprofit organization; these are not offered at
NewEd. So, | have no access to research that could help me do my work better.

Lastly, Participant | indicated that she didn’t see the benefits in working for a for-

profit organization over a nonprofit organization.

I would imagine you should get paid more if you go to a for-profit, but that hasn’t
been part of any discussion. . . . It’s just all about your money, the money you
make, and there’s been no conversation about raises and salary, or why, why for-
profit offers us some benefit over a nonprofit.

Participant K recounted how “the mission of OldEd was something that |
understood, and that was clear to me, and that I felt like I was a partner in supporting it.”
He added that when he wanted to join OIdEd years ago, “it was clear that | was joining a
company that cared about the scientific work | was doing and wanted to pay me and treat
me like a valued employee.”

In contrast, Participant K said NewEd doesn’t “have a mission that I would have

joined, if I was given the choice.” He commented that one reason for his decision to leave
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is that NewEd didn’t have a mission and its primary goal was to get the greatest return on

investment.

| have many personal feelings about the acquisition in the sense that one
professional, they don’t have a mission. They’re just buying many companies to
grow a larger organization, but on paper looks like a large education company.
We’re not strategically buying pieces of the companies to put a puzzle together,
like an acquisition, typically it happens. They’re just buying a lot. So
professionally, I didn’t choose NewEd and they don’t have a mission that | would
have joined, if | was given the choice.

I’m leaving, [and] one thing that did play a factor looking at the organization at
large, . . . NewEd has no mission. They have, they have a goal to provide the
investors with a return on the investment.. . . It was clear that a for-profit
company only cares about the value that you bring to increase its paper value so
they can give a return on investment.

From Participant K’s perspective, NewEd uses their employees for the sole
purpose of generating money for the investors. Participant K expressed that he believed
the overall goal of the company was to increase the book value enough for the investors
to get their return. We’re a part of an organization that’s looking for an exit, and the job
of employees was to keep clients happy until the leadership could find the right liquidity.
Participant K decided he didn’t want to stay around to see the leadership of NewEd walk

away with millions of dollars.

At NewEd . . . your job is to make sure that we generate revenue and get contracts
so that our investors get their return. Because we know they’re going to sell the
company within 5 years and walk away with many, many millions of dollars, as
will some of our VPs. I’m not going to stick around and work harder for 20% less
pay so that other people, including my colleagues, can walk away with many
millions of dollars that | don’t also have the potential to benefit from them.

We are clearly here only to provide a return back to their boss. It’s a project X,
they’re selling 49% of the position right now. And we know that they’re going to
sell the other 51% at some point in the future when the book value of the
company is large enough for the investors to get their return. So, there’s just a
generalized feeling that we’re no longer part of an organization with a mission.
We’re a part of an organization that’s looking for an exit and looking for a
liquidity event and that our job is to just go and do our work, keep our clients
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happy until they can find the right liquidity of it. I think there’s the two most
significant things. Everything feels like we’re, you were demoted to employees.
And so feeling as though we were brought into an organization that brought us in
as part of a larger context to fit a puzzle, we’re just, we’re just here to add to the
paper value of the company.

Participant M shared that transitioning from a nonprofit to a for-profit
organization was a big deal for him. He liked how nonprofit organizations reinvested
their profits back into the organization and mission. From his perspective, he saw this as
a benefit and was a point that he emphasized during his interview. How the organization
used its revenue was a point of personal tension for him and caused him to reflect on his
personal comfort level working for a for-profit organization as well as his future

employment with NewEd. .

There’s definitely along with like, benefits packages, realizing that, you know,
there’s gonna be a difference, again, because of where the money ultimately is
going. And again, like I understand, like, the reasons why these are different. You
know, the guestion comes down to how much am | personally comfortable with in
the long run?

Yeah, | think correct or incorrect, | feel like working for a nonprofit felt a little
more secure. In the sense that I like how . . . the profits come back into the
institution and the mission. | feel like that’s beneficial.

Additionally, Participant M expressed that he believed nonprofit organizations
offered more job security. As a result of the acquisition, Participant M indicated that he
experienced feelings of uncertainty, vulnerability, and job insecurity. Personally,
Participant M presumed acquisitions were more common in the for-profit world. Due to

his lack of experience with acquisitions, he didn’t know what to expect.

It feels a little bit safer as an employee. And then go into a for-profit, obviously,
you know, being sold off makes you realize kind of how fragile any career or job
really is. So that’s kind of in the back of my mind a lot is, you know, we got
acquired once. How many other times? Like, you know, when’s it going to
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happen again? Even watching, you know, the other acquisition that occurred this
year and sale in a year, you know, that makes you think.

Like Participant M, Participant N expressed that she too believed that working for
a nonprofit organization offered more job security. Since the acquisition, Participant N

stated that “there was definitely some uncertainty”:

| think there was some secureness in the nonprofit structure, at least, you know,
from what people have seen from the outside and versus a for-profit structure. |
mean, we all know, we have some competitors that continually lay people off,
then hire. And | think that that was a question that immediately came up for
people, are like how we were going to operate, whether that they were gonna see
some of that shifts. . . . My team does so much internal development. [It] is what
we feel makes us different from some of those competitors; they use a lot of

vendors and outsource a lot of stuff. But that also was a question: . . . Is that going
to impact our team and our staff? . . . Are we going to start outsourcing more of
that work?

Participant N perceived that the transition from a nonprofit to a for-profit
organization was causing her and her peers to shift how they thought about things. For
example, she had noticed changes in conversational topics with her peers and perceived

that those changes were influenced by senior leadership,

You know, how do we continue to move the organization forward and represent
ourselves, you know, as a company with growth. And I think especially with this
transition from the nonprofit to the for-profit, we’re seeing some of those
conversations that maybe, or hearing, you know, some of the things that senior
leadership kind of convey down that we’re talking about this now that we hadn’t
thought and that maybe mindset before.

In summary, the organizational designation typology of nonprofit emerged as a
preference among the middle managers of this study. This preference is interconnected to
the explicit mission aimed to provide a societal benefit and how the organizational profits
are used. For these middle managers, the change from a nonprofit organization, with a

mission aimed to do good for societal benefit, to a for-profit organization, with an
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unknown mission and questions about how money will be used, was a constitutive
element of how the middle managers of this study experienced being a change recipient.
Every middle manager perceived this change as having a negative impact on their lives.
For some, the negative impact surfaced as negative feelings, job insecurity, personal
tensions, and shifts in mindsets as well as conversational topics. For others, the change
was experienced as a loss in social capital and a reduction in the satisfaction they had

with their work.

Theme 2: The Former President Mattered

The second theme revealed by the in vivo and descriptive codes that was
significant to the experiences of the middle managers of this study was the importance of
the former president. This theme encompassd perceptions of the former president,
relationships with the former president, and the effect of the former president’s departure.
Eight of the 14 study participants detailed their perception of the former president, the
relationships they or others in the organization had with him, and how they were affected
by his departure. For many of the study’s participants, the departure of the former
president was experienced as a triggering internal event that resulted in a variety of
emotional responses and precipitated the need to think about their future employment as
well as belonging to OIdEd.

Within the organizational change and management literature, there’s always been
an emphasis on how important leadership is during times of change, especially the
relational aspect (Holman & Devane, 1999). For decades, leadership has been regarded as
a relational concept. Katz and Kahn (1978) postulated leadership implies two terms, “the

influencing agent and the person influenced...and that the essence of this relationship is
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the influential increments that extend beyond the routine directives of an organization”
(p. 527-528). This perspective acknowledges that organizations are adaptive human
systems and that the comprising humans are in positions of power, authority and
influence.

To be a president of a company is to occupy the greatest position of leadership
(Katz & Kahn, 1978). Yet, all presidents are not perceived to be equals or the same. The
difference in perception and influence they can have on others may very well be related
to their abilities and the decisions they make on how to relate to people in their
organization beyond their formal role. Presidents can exercise choice in the utilization of
their power, authority, and repertoire of influential practices to achieve organizational
effectiveness (Katz & Kahn, 1978). For instance, leveraging expert and referent power
bases over position or coercive power offers more potential to develop the group and
more readily accepted influence by others.

In this study, when the middle managers shared their perceptions of the former
president of NewEd and the relationship, they or others had with him much of the
discussion included his reverence and his expertise. In fact, there were only two
participants who implied that he used his power coercively. Additionally, there were
several middle managers that offered examples of how the former president of NewEd
extended himself beyond his formal role to assist with career transitions, professional
development and cultivated long standing relationship with those he worked with. Figure

4.1 provides a visual representation of the words used to describe the former president.
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Figure 4.1
Visual Representation of Words Associated with Perceptions of the Former President
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Within the context of acquisitions, the relational aspect of leadership is crucial.
According to Haspeslaugh and Jemison (1991), once an acquisition agreement has been
reached there is a vital need for leadership that is both interpersonal and institutional due
to the tendency for value to be destroyed. Interpersonal leadership is critical to helping
the employees of the acquired organization deal with the perceived threats, reduction, or
destruction to “important elements of their economic and psychic value such as job
security, promotion, career opportunities, status and pride of association” (Haspeslaugh
& Jemison, 1991, p. 134). Similarly, institutional leadership is crucial to helping the
employees of the combining organizations “understand and embrace the acquisition’s
purpose and to see their role in it” (Haspeslaugh & Jemison, 1991, p. 132). In the absence

of such leadership, the value destroyed by the acquired employees can contribute to and
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spark feelings of uncertainty, fear, and ambiguity. In turn, these feelings have been found
to impede the capability transfer and overall productivity of the new organization
(Haspeslaugh & Jemison, 1991).

The second theme, The Former President Mattered also offer insight into how
these middle managers experienced being a change recipient, “those who are being told
to change but who have had no influence on the decision” (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, p.
543). These middle managers faced the challenge of dealing with profound shifts in their
workplace social constellations. The unfolding acquisition was perceived to have caused
disruptions and voids in social fabric of the NewEd. Figure 4.2 provides a visual
representation of the words used to describe and illuminate the various emotional
responses experienced by the participants due to the departure of the former president.
Figure 4.2

Visual Representation of Words Associated with Effect of Departure of the Former
President

demotivated
uncertainty

apprehaerqalr?/n

Participant B shared that he perceived the former president as someone who had
“basically built the business,” and OIdEd was where the former president had done the
bulk of his work. Participant B also shared that over time, the former president had

developed longstanding relationships with “employees that had grown up in the company
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with him,” and Participant B referred to those employees as the “originals.” Participant B

was not an original, but his boss was.

| remember the former president who was head of our business unit, | mean, who
had basically built our products and services. He obviously started working there
and did the bulk of his work long before I joined the organization. But my boss at
the time was one of his original, you know, employees that had grown up in the
company with him, you know, so he was revered as this, you know, great, great
person who had built the business unit, and then he left, um, rather abruptly, you
know, and that was a real shock. | remember my boss had to take, she took the
day off. It was, you know, it was such a shock to her that he was leaving, and you
really put things in flux for people.

Participant B had the opportunity to ride in a car and attend a dinner with the

former president after his departure, where he explained why he had left the organization.

He had lots of things to say about it. . . . To me, it wasn’t just like the simple
change. | mean, it was, it had a funny smell to it from the beginning in terms of
what people were telling me, both from my boss at the time who left and from the
former president. . . . There was just a lot of, a lot of fear in the air, what, what
this means, um, you know, how is this going to change our organization?

The departure of the former president caused Participant B to experience feelings
of shock as well as uncertainty and skepticism. He believed the departure of the former
president may have contributed to his manager’s decision to leave. Participant B noted
that “in her goodbye speech on the phone with, with all of us that like, you know, she’ll,
it will always be OIdEd to her.” Participant B viewed the departure of the former
president as a triggering event that prompted “everything that has changed, and it was
also, again, my manager that left and this new manager coming in.”

Participant D shared that she had a long history with OIdEd and the former
president. She believed that the “work that we work on was, at least on the surface, was
apparently driven by the former president.” Like Participant B, the departure of the
former president caused Participant D to have questions about what was on the horizon
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and what would happen. She experienced feelings of uncertainty: “So, that was sort of a
precursor to, oh boy, what’s coming next, you know, and . . . how will we going exist?
How are we going to survive without him [the former president]?”

Participant E described the former president as “an interesting guy” and a
visionary who could galvanize people. From his perspective, the former president was
also a man who ideated with lots of energy and was as well-versed in the education

industry as he was technically competent.

He brought a really strong vision to the organization. . . . A lot of our work in my
department and other department in the psychometrics team . . . has historically
been driven by like his vision and his ability to kind of like bring people together.
He brought a lot of energy to his ideas as well. And it wasn’t just that he could
like speak to the education landscape, but he was also very, very technical.

While Participant E did not indicate that he had a personal relationship with the
former president, he did have a professional relationship with him and believed in his
abilities. He described the former president as a leader who not only had a vision but also

knew how to achieve his vision.

Where | worked with him, it was like really evident that he knew where he
wanted to go and he knew how he knew he could get there. It would just take a
while and take a lot of people, um, getting convinced. And so | think that that’s, |
guess, like what | saw leave with him.

For Participant E, the departure of the former president caused the energy of the
organization to change, with “a lack of urgency or just the kind of not that clear of a plan
at times, or like a vision.” Participant E added that he perceived the organization to be in
a state of flux. As such, Participant E experienced feelings of confusion as well as
uncertainty, worry, and insecurity, and because of these feelings he pondered the future

state of the organization.
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What are the other implications about the future of our business? And so maybe
that does go back to me not seeing like the, the vision from leadership and maybe
that’s still kind of in flux or still being defined. But yeah, so there was a lot of that
there, where we went from having like this really, clear defined, in maybe it was
narrower than it is now path forward for our business. At least we had that and we
had like an understanding of where we’re going. . . . A lot of that kind of just went
away. | did, I did think that there would be opportunities for maybe me to kind of
like still, 1 didn’t think they would affect my prospects at the time, but maybe it
did. I don’t know. Um, yeah, there was a lot of confusion as far as like what it
meant for the future of the business. Maybe not necessarily like job security, but
certainly the direction of the company.

Participant E commented that “there were a lot of questions about” the president
leaving. He didn’t know exactly why the former president left the organization but had

some impressions about it.

| got the feeling that he probably just got burned out. He, I know he worked really
hard, . . . probably also maybe pigeonholed the organization into doing some
things that it wasn’t, that it wouldn’t have otherwise been able to do. Um, I don’t
know enough about the time. This is just kind of my impression of things. Uh, but
his impact on the organization.

Participant H described the former president as being unlike any other president

she had ever worked for; to her surprise, he was also very personable.

[He] was such a presence. | mean he would eat [with you], come walking around
the floors in the hallways where everybody was working. So, it wasn’t like he was
some distant, presidential figure that nobody ever saw, or you only heard his
name. You know, he was involved.

| mean, | was surprised when | first came. . . . At some point | just had to get
something, and I sent an email and | did a follow-up and I said, “I apologize for
following up so quickly.” And he went, “Hey, here’s my number, text me if |
never get back to you.” | was like, “Whoa, really?” Because you know, the
president and the other company 1’d worked for, we never saw him for anything.

I mean, one of the things that’s great about that is that, you know, I could always
go up and knock on the COO, or former president, or VP’s door. There, there was
always that sense that they’re very accessible to you.
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While Participant H indicated that she enjoyed the involvement of the former
president, she also acknowledged that being so involved could have had drawbacks: “On
the other hand, it was a definitely a single point failure because so much had to be run
through often trying to get things done was, was difficult.”

Participant H indicated that she had a good working relationship with the former
president and enjoyed working with him. She recounted instances where she may not

have known something and felt comfortable going to the former president for help.

| really liked working with him because I learned so much from him. | mean, |
can’t tell you the time. So, I’m like sat in a meeting and he looked, you know, and
I’d say something and he’d be like, why did you even say that? . . . | always felt
with the former president that you didn’t . . . pretend you knew stuff. He was so
generous with his time. If I didn’t know anything, he’d explain it to me. So it was
always a case of just be honest; if you don’t understand it, tell him, or, you know,
don’t pretend you understand it.

Participant H also shared that she often joked with the former president and the
two had a running joke. In her short tenure with the organization, the former president
had asked her to take on new responsibilities, which expanded her management purview.

However, the opportunity wasn’t quite what she expected.

Well, first of all, I really liked having a contract. | used to have this other one and
| loved, I love traveling. So, | loved going out there. And when he first told me
about wanting me to take on this new contract, he’d said, “Hey, you know, that’s
based in New York; it’d be way better to travel to New York than out to Oregon.”
| was like, “Yeah [laughs], I can get you your turns out.” The group that | deal
with is based in Virginia. | was like, and | would always joke to him about that, |
said, “You sold me a bill of goods. You told me | was going to be a New York. |
was going to get a New York baby. And I get to go to a Reston.” And so when I,
every so often when 1’d see him, I say, “Any new contracts coming up?” ... He
said, “Where would you like?” | said, “Alaska, Alaska.” I said, “I would love to
have a contract in Alaska and travel around Alaska.”

Despite the opportunity not being what Participant H had expected, when she
shared her experience there was no perceived sense of ill feelings. Participant H laughed
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as she shared her experience. In contrast, when she shared how she experienced the
departure of the former president, she had a more serious tone. Participant H indicated
that she experienced feelings that could been perceived as uncertainty, anxiety, and
bewilderment because of the former president’s departure. She described her experience
learning about the departure of the former president as “so sudden and none of us really,
and none of us knew why. | mean, it just had a huge ripple effect.” For Participant H, the
departure of the former president was an indication that something was about to happen.
She recalled the day she learned of the former president’s resignation. Her vice president

asked her to come to her office.

When | popped in, there were probably half a dozen of us as the program
directors. And she said, “I have to tell you, our president has resigned today.” So
that was the first thing that something was afoot. . . . I’ve only been with OldEd
3%, 4 years, and most of them had been with, with a lot longer, but there was the
sense of . . . OldEd assessment was the former president. | mean, he was involved
in everything. And | think that was the very first like, like, “Oh my God, what’s
going to happen?” And then a couple of weeks later, we had the . . . town hall
where the announcement was made, but honestly, that announcement was less
surprising than the former president’s announcement.

From Participant H’s perspective, by the following March, the departure of the
former president could be felt throughout the organization. She recalled that it was
“hard”: “I have heard from a number of people that they feel less motivated as a
company, but honestly I’m not sure that that’s just not pandemic related.”

Like Participant H, Participant | shared that she perceived the former president as
a rarity, a man of strategy and strategic technical leadership. Participant | expressed that
she not only valued the former president’s attributes, but she also respected him for
having them and looked for them in a leader. In fact, Participant I said that “the reason |

came to OIdEd . . . was to work with the former president primarily.” When asked why,
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Participant | replied, “I think OIdEd did the most innovative work in the country.” She

described his unique skill set and ability to push strategy.

Well, first of all, he’s a, he’s a psychometrician/econometrician, who is the
president of an educational assessment organization. That alone is rare. Most
presidents of these organizations are like business people. And so, it’s hard for me
to respect them in the same way as | can respect a psychometrician because it’s
like a psychometrician, they know the field; a businessperson knows business and
that has value. I’m looking for strategic leadership. I’m looking for technical
strategic leadership. So, it’s like having a Mark Zuckerberg versus a—I don’t
know, maybe Mark Zuckerberg isn’t the right . . . answer—uversus say, like, you
know, just a random CEO at some organization who came out of an MBA
program. Like that technical leadership is really valuable.

The reason the former president is important to me or someone like him is he
pushes strategy, right? He’s the one that said, let’s do something great in X, Y,
and Z. And | want this team to do it so he could pull resources to allow us to do
great things.

Participant | added that she also found the former president to be smart and

engaged—so much so that he would make decisions that were typical of a senior director.

He was really smart and he kind of thought through things. And | could manage
projects for him that were technically sound, but he kind of made some of the
decisions that typically a senior director would make, like, “Oh, we’re going to do
use this tool or make this decision.” He would kind of make those decisions. So it
allowed me to do kind of more, more leadership-type work, but it really was
leadership that was aligned with what a senior director should be doing in the first
place.

Participant | also expressed that the former president had one less than favorable
attribute: “As great as he was, he was a micromanager, so he would kind of roll over, you
know, he would run over people and not maybe let folks kind of show their true
competence.”

The departure of the former president caused Participant | to experience feelings
that could be perceived as anger, disappointment, and uncertainty. She had hoped to work

with the former president for more than just 2 years. “I was pissed about it, because the
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reason | came to OIldEd well was to work with the former president primarily. So then
[he] was out, right? So the one person | came to work with left the organization.”

From Participant I’s perspective, his departure left a void within the organization.
Participant | indicated that the strategic technical leadership once offered by the former
president no longer existed. “He’s the one that said, ‘Let’s do something great in X, Y,
and Z.” And | want this team to do it, so he could pull resources to allow us to do great
things. That doesn’t exist anymore.” In addition, since his departure, Participant | didn’t
know the organization’s strategic objectives. “I don’t know that we have strategy at the
organization anymore. He provided that. . . . Staff ask me things like, “Well, what should
| be working on now?”

Because of that gap, when asked by her subordinates about the strategic
objectives, Participant | told them to work on what they have already been assigned:
“Focus on the work that we do, as long as our senior leadership is supportive of it.” She
planned to do that until it “came to the point where | stopped learning or stopped being
able to do interesting things. | will leave because what’s the point of not doing interesting
things?”

Like Participant I, Participant K described the former president as having
favorable as well as less than ideal attributes. According to Participant K, the former
president was a man of vision but could be perceived as emotionally flippant. She said,
“He was a visionary. He was an absolutely terrible and toxic president, but he was a very
good visionary.” He added: “He was someone . . . . who flipped roles very often in terms

of his own emotions.”
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Participant K shared that he had a longstanding relationship with the former
president, despite not being a direct subordinate. He’d worked directly with the former
president since the inception of the business unit and had always had immediate access to
him. Participant K indicated that he worked closely with the former president, despite not
being a direct subordinate of his. According to Participant K, the former president,
always sort of had him his direct line, “even though through org chart definitions,
Participant K reported to someone else, the former president was always kind of a blurred
line”.

Participant K recalled when he was approached by a competitor with an offer of
employment, he informed the former president. In response, the former president made
efforts to retain him as an employee and informed him of the upcoming acquisition, well

before it was general knowledge for the rest of the organization.

The other company had me on their site and they said they were making me offer,
and they said to me, “We also know that you’re about to be acquired.” . . . | said,
“I don’t know anything about that.” Of course, | went back to OIdEd and very
quickly after I had a conversation with the former president . . . he offered me
some incentives to stay and then I very quickly learned about the acquisition. So, |
learned about our acquisition from another company. He told me that we were
about to be acquired.

When the former president left the organization, Participant K shared that he
knew why he had left and attributed it specifically to the acquisition of NewEd:
“Specifically, because of the sale to NewEd. Had the transition gone to another company,
he [the former president] would have stayed, at least according to him.”

From Participant K’s perspective, the departure of the former president left a void
within the organization and created a feeling of loss at work. Participant K described a

stark different between the former president and new president as well as the overall
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leadership of NewEd: the new president was “very good in being a democratic president,
but a very limited vision. . . . That change in the style of organizational leadership [is] the
most obvious across the company.”

With the departure of the former president, Participant K felt as though he had
been demoted, which affected his ability to advocate for his team and be part of important
organizational conversations. This feeling of demotion was a significant factor in his

decision to leave NewEd.

Everything feels like we’re, you were demoted to employees. And so, feeling as
though we were brought into an organization that brought us in as part of a larger
context to fit a puzzle, we’re just, we’re just here to add to the paper value of the
company.

I can no longer advocate for them [team members]. . . . We’ve been demoted in
the sense that | no longer have access to the people out there that would listen.
You know, a champion is a much bigger organization that doesn’t know me and
doesn’t ask me what, you know, what | need to do to keep these people here.
Whereas within OIdEd, the CFO and CEO and others would have conversations
[with him] this specifically about staff, projects, and operations benefits, so on.

| understand that they probably emotionally feel the same way | do, but they’re
company people now, and they have to toe the line. . . . I am somewhat
empathetic to the new president as an example who . . . is more like a middle
manager now than an executive. . . . [He] no longer even reports to CEO; he has a
line to somebody else and that person reports to CEO.

Like Participant H, Participant L described the former president as having a
distinct presence. She described him as a cult personality and someone who had built his

business around himself by galvanizing his employees.

Maybe you’ve seen it or maybe you’ve heard it, but the former president had a
way about him that he would just come in and walk in a room and say, “Now you
do this. You know, your priority is this thing that didn’t exist before 1 just uttered
it.” Right. And then everybody’s scrambling to make this thing happen that didn’t
exist 5 minutes ago.
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You know, rallies around and an idealized heroic image of a leader . . . and that’s
how | saw the way former president organized OIdEd.

Participant L shared that she admired the former president: “I loved the former
president, but I wasn’t afraid of him. That’s huge.” Her good relationship with the former
president began with she worked with him in the industry, before she was employed with

OldEd.

He’d helped me with some stuff. He didn’t understand the magnitude or how,
what was going on because that wasn’t any of his business, obviously as a vendor.
But he had really helped me out in terms of trying to talk to the key stakeholders
and, and whatnot, uh, and explain things, explain the contract, things like that.
You know, he was the other voice. That, that was very helpful. So, we built a
rapport in that.

When Participant L got to a point in her career where she needed a change, she
called the former president to let him know. Subsequently, the former president invited

her to visit OIdEd.

“Hey, I just want you to know, I put in my notice, I’m leaving the department.
And so | just, you know, just wanted to thanks for all the help that you gave and
your staff’s been fantastic.” . . . He’s like, “Well, where are you going?” “And it’s
why, | gotta be honest. | don’t have a job right now. This is, | had to go and | had,
| had to leave.” And he was like, “Well, come out to DC.” | said, “Well, I’m not
moving. I’m not moving.” He’s like, “No, no, no, just like come out.” And I just
come out, just come out to DC, just come see the office and stuff. And I was like,
“I’m not, you can’t pay me enough to move to DC. Like, I’m looking for a job. |
want remote.” . . . | flew out like . . . a week or two later.

Upon her arrival, Participant L met the OIdEd senior leadership and everyone,
even the former president’s successor, indicated that she was going to be hired.
Participant L said “the former president is the reason | came to OIdEd.”

Before the former president’s departure from OIdEd, Participant L had the
opportunity to work with him for almost 3 years. She shared that his departure was scary,

since the vision and culture of OIdEd were so tied to him.
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When you have an organization built around a cult personality and you lose that
personality, that’s, that’s, that’s very scary in an organization, both for the kind of
direction of the organization, but also the culture, right? I mean, so much of the
culture was built up around the former president because it, you know, it wasn’t
distributive leadership. It was centralized, called a cult personality leadership.

Participant L also indicated that the departure of the former president was a
disorienting event for many, including herself. She recalled everyone wanting to know
what was going to happen. Participant L shared that even she began to think about her
future employability with OIdEd as well as initiate new job opportunities. In addition to
being scared, Participant L experienced feelings that could be perceived as uncertainty,

worry, and fear.

I had my little program and I could see that | could do more, but I didn’t know.
And then I didn’t know what was going to happen. And then everybody starts like
losing their minds, right? The people that have been there for a long time, and
then people start dropping left and right, . . . and that was really scary. And then
the acquisition was announced, and | was scared because | knew I couldn’t, um, |
would have to work remote. Where my life was at the time, | had just moved and
kind of started a new life and personally, and with my now husband and he had
just lost his job and | was the sole income. And | was scared. And so | brushed up
my resume and put out some informal feelers, you know, and was waiting.

Unlike Participant L, Participant M did not specifically indicate that she had a
personal or professional relationship with the former president of OldEd. However, she
shared that she had stayed at OIdEd for the past 9 years because of the relationships she
had within the organization and the leadership of OIdEd. She also expressed that the
reputation of OIdEd’s leader both inside and outside of the company, as well as his

direction for the company, was significant to why she stayed.

The work we do | enjoy, but . . . | feel like the relationships we have, like I like
the people | work with, and | like working through issues with them, and, you
know, solving problems and kind of succeeding together, as kind of corny as that
sounds. And I also feel like, in many ways, the, you know, folks that are on the
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upper end of the leadership structure are leaders in the industry, not just within the
company. So, I, you know, enjoy their, where they’re kind of taking things.

As such, Participant M described the departure of the former president as a

significant event and, in hindsight, a signaling event for more to come.

We probably should have seen what that meant, and I think it made sense once the
acquisition happened. But, you know, a lot of what we do is based off of his
vision, so | think that that was significant.

The departure of the former president caused Participant M to think about her
future employment with OIdEd, “If somebody leaves that is of that level, or that | enjoy
working with, you know, the question is, like, how, how many more need to go before
the scale has been tipped, and it’s no longer really a place | want to be?”

Shortly after the departure of the former president, a director from Participant M’s
department left OIdEd as well. Although Participant M acknowledged that the director
wasn’t someone she admired, seeing both the former president and the director leave the
organization caused her to worry about her blind spots with regards to future

employment.

There, you know, KM, she was a director there. | wouldn’t say that | followed her
leadership style, or . . . necessarily agree[d] to everything she did. But she also
had been in the industry for a while, and she went to a competitor, | believe. So,
seeing folks make that kind of a move was interesting. You know, it’s another
company, have a similar structure makes you think like, are they seeing
something I’'m not.

In summary, the former president of OIdEd was regarded as a visionary, strategic
leader, a man of distinct presence, and as someone known for both his technical and
industry expertise as well as building the OIdEd business unit. The former president was
also described as a personable person who had fostered relationships that supported the

growth, learning, and career development of several middle managers in this study. Even
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with all his admirable qualities, he was also perceived as having a few less than ideal
attributes. He was described as being a micromanager who was very involved in the
decision making of the business unit and was emotionally flippant. Nonetheless, his
departure was experienced as unexpected and as having a negative impact on the
organization. In most cases, no one knew why the former president had decided to leave.
However, two middle managers expressed that they were informed by the former
president that his departure was the direct result of the unfolding acquisition. His

departure caused feelings of uncertainty, fear, and shock among the middle managers.

Theme 3: The Lack of Information Was to My Detriment

The third theme that emerged through the data analysis process that is related to
the experiences of the middle managers of this study was the lack of information. Within
this theme, two elements, uncertainty, and ability to perform emerged as interwoven to
the discussion of there being a lack of information during the semi-structured interviews.
Seven of the 14 study participants expressed that as the acquisition unfolded, they
experienced a lack of information, which in turn aroused a variety of emotional and
behavioral responses. Additionally, in most cases, the participants of this study also
shared that the lack of timely and relevant information hindered them in their abilities to
perform effectively as middle managers as well as enact the role of a change agent.

During times of change, information and knowledge are paramount tools for both
the empirical-rational and normative-re-educative change strategies (Chin & Benne,
1969). Information enables decision-making and, in turn, promotes knowledge-based
action. From this perspective, if information is presented in an effective manner, then

knowledge can be produced and be optimally applied, enabling the group members,
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individuals, and organizations to support the change because it can be understood as
rational and as supporting their self-interest. Individuals’ ability to identify and align the
change to their self-interest depends on having adequate information. As such,
individuals may need to become aware of their need for change and, when necessary,
take action, to include re-educating oneself in order to meet one’s needs. Fundamentally,
for an individual to be re-educated one, “must participate in his own re-education if he is
to be re-educated at all” (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 31).

According to Chin & Benne (1969), the normative-re-educative strategy posits
that one must directly intervene to effect change, which can be accomplished using five
tactics. The first tactic is a dialogic relationship between the change agent and the
organization, in which the conceptualization of the need for change can be surfaced
collaboratively. The second tactic is having an a priori stance in which the change agent
has adequate technical information. The third is that the efforts of the change agents are
mutually desired, of a collaborative nature in support of defining and solving the client’s
issues. The fourth tactic is surfacing nonconscious elements of the problem to
consciousness to be reconstructed. The fifth tactic is the use of relevant behavioral
science resources to confront and deal with the problem effectively.

In this study, the lack of information or knowledge caused uncertainty, which
emerged as difficulty in accurately assessing current and future decision situations
(Beckman et al., 2004; Henisz & Delios, 2004; Milliken, 1987). Uncertainty surfaced as a
common experience among the middle managers. For the purposes of this study,
uncertainty is defined as “an individual’s perceived inability to predict something

accurately” and could be situated in the state of uncertainty or perceived environmental
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uncertainty, the effect of uncertainty, or the response to uncertainty (Milliken, 1987, p.
136). Specifically, the dearth of information hindered the middle managers’ ability to (1)
understand how their organization was changing (state of uncertainty); (2) understand the
implications of the organizational changes on the organization and their personal lives, to
include future employment (effect of uncertainty); and (3) understand the response
options that could be enacted and the potential benefits (response uncertainty). The
uncertainty experienced by the middle managers of this study emerged as they attempted
to understand, make sense of, and respond to conditions in their changing environment.
Participant A shared that during the preacquisition phase (August—-December
2019), there was a period when information was not being communicated. Due to the
lack of information, Participant A shared that he felt scared and unhappy, and it was a
“really tough” time. He also shared that he experienced feelings that could be perceived
as uncertainty, isolation, anxiety, and hopelessness. Additionally, Participant A shared
that the lack of information also caused him to struggle and hindered his ability to
perform expectations of his role. For Participant A, the perceived state, feelings of
uncertainty, as well as effect uncertainty surfaced as he attempted to understand the
unfolding organizational changes and the effects those changes would have on his future.

As stated by Participant A:

We weren’t getting really any communication. So | kind of felt like I was on an
island where like my vice president wasn’t telling us anything. I don’t think it’s
because he didn’t know what to say, and he probably wasn’t being told what to
say from his boss, but that I think we were really left on an island there.

Like you just didn’t know anything, and you felt so, so, so unsettled and
especially like I’ve only worked at OIdEd in my entire life. So, it was just like, it
just seemed like anything could happen, and that’s not necessarily a good thing
when | kind of value stability. And so, it was just really, really scary. And then we
didn’t hear anything else about it for a long time and information still been very
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slowly coming in. . . . I think maybe going back to not really a point of like
communication and valuing internal organizations; we aren’t great at that. And so,
we didn’t know anything for months. We finally had that town hall with the new
CEO in November. | was like 3 months later; we kind of sat in this holding
pattern.

For Participant A, response uncertainty surfaced as he felt was choiceless in the
changes happening around him and was unhappy with the lack of information he was
receiving. Participant A did not perceive any course of action he could take but rather

shared that he just waited.

Like it’s unhappy is how | feel. Sorry. | feel like | keep going, but this was not my
choice. . . . Most of this last year . . . | feel like a change recipient more so than
usual. Like I just felt like we were just waiting for any information, because
again, none of us chose to work for NewEd.

Throughout Participant A’s interview, he emphasized that the dearth of
information affected his ability to perform expectations of his role. During times of
change, middle managers play a key role in facilitating the reframing and give sense for
change mandates to their subordinates (Liischer & Lewis, 2008). Participant A
understood the role he was expected to enact, “like | need to reassure everyone that this is
great and nothing’s gonna change—and then knowing everything’s gonna change. And

that sucks.” He continued:

Just more communication would have helped, like how to manage, and | know
everyone was busy, but it would be nice. . . . | felt like we as middle managers,
you’re just kind of left, you’re on the front lines, dealing with staff and no one’s
telling you how to do it. I think it would be helpful if we’d gotten a little more
support. . . . If you’re a middle manager, you didn’t know what you should be
saying about anything.

Participant B also shared that as the acquisition unfolded, limited information was

provided, and often the information provided was ambiguous. Throughout Participant B’s

interview, he expressed that sharing information was a large part of his role as a middle
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manager. However, it was what he least enjoyed about his role because there were poor
information-sharing practices and when information was shared it constantly changed—
both of which had implications on his ability to effectively perform aspects of his role as
a middle manager. From his perspective, having good information was “more than half
the battle”: “I mean, if I know I’m being given good information and I can give that to
my staff when I’m given a green light to, you know, that helps a lot.”

For Participant B, much of what he came to know about the acquisition was
because of what others had told him; there wasn’t a regular cadence for employees to

receive information.

People came to me mostly for information. . . . I knew stuff because, you know,
people were telling me things and, you know, my manager was telling me things
and, you know, and sometimes people just wanted to talk about it, you know—
what do you think is gonna happen? There were mass emails, there were some
town hall discussions and open forum set up, but those were few and far between.

Participant B conveyed a need for information and described a growing sense of

uncertainty. As the acquisition unfolded, Participant B stated,

People have lots and lots of questions. . . . The organization tried to as best they
can, you know. They created like a question board where people could put things
and, you know, that board filled up pretty fast.

For himself, Participant B shared that he found his manager’s “candidness” with
the cover of confidentiality to be reassuring and helpful to him. In turn, Participant B
modeled the same information-sharing practices with his subordinates to better manage
the dearth of information. Participant B conveyed that he knew he needed to “funnel
information to people.” He believed that most of the information his subordinates had

received came from him.
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My manager uses my same style of candidness. | mean, she, she will say: This is
what | know; this is what | don’t know. And, you know, there’s a lot of times in
meetings with managers that are on her staff, we call them team leads, you know,
there’s just four of us. So almost every meeting, 1’d say it comes up, she’ll say:
You know, this isn’t supposed to leave this group. . . .She wants to be honest with
us to help us do our jobs as best we can, but it may be it’s not the right time for
that information to become public to everybody, or, um, you know, maybe she’s,
she wants to discuss it with us first, . . . get our thoughts before we go and talk to
it about the general group.

While limited, when information was shared, Participant B expressed that it was
perpetuating contradictory messages, either because it was being communicated and then
changed or because accessibility was an issue. For his team, specifically, none of his

subordinates participated in information sessions.

There can be a lot of conflicting messages for people who aren’t getting, you
know, all these top-level emails or, you know, that aren’t getting all the
information, that aren’t sitting in on all the meetings that are, you’re really
describing this stuff. You know, I don’t think anyone on my staff had sat in on
any of the HR meetings or any of the, you know, other meetings that would have
prepared them for this information.

From Participant B’s perspective, the information sessions might have helped. He
perceived that the information, as conflicting as it was, might have caused his
subordinates to experience the feeling of shock. As such, Participant B expressed that he
tried to “be open and transparent” with his subordinates about the information he did

have and to keep a positive tone in conversation.

A lot of stuff . . . come[s] as a shock, so how to, how to talk to them and be
prepared for their kind of questions and be open and transparent with them
without, you know, letting any sort of negativity or any sort of . . . hostility . . .
seep into that, those conversations.

As a middle manager, Participant B shared that conflicting information had

implications on his ability to perform his role effectively. At times, Participant B
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expressed feelings of being stuck and then on a constant swivel. For example, he shared

when he would receive information from his senior leadership, he felt stuck.

It can kind of get you wedged in the middle where, you know, I’m getting, we’re
building the airplane as we’re flying and, you know, I’m getting information and
then it gets contradicted. And so, then I have to go back and tell the new
information that sets a whole stream of new email chains. So, | guess just being
pinned and pushed around with bad information or constantly changing
information.

Like Participant B, Participant C shared that as the acquisition unfolded, there was
a period, the “first few months,” when little was known and information was not being
provided. During this time, Participant C shared that he experienced feelings of
uncertainty, stress, concern, and anxiety. In hindsight, he was scared having “had to go

through the fire of 2020.” Participant C emphasized that the “first few months were

honestly really concerning.”

If there’s something that they’re concerned about, or if there’s something that
they are unsure about, the more that | can deliver information, that’s going to
reassure them, or even if it’s not going to reassure them, if it’s the truth, you
know, it’s better than the unknowing and the floating in that uncertainty. And |
think I, now that I’ve been in that and kind of had to go through the fire of 2020, |
think it’s made me stop and think when I’m talking to an employee about
something like, Hey, have you been, you know, you’ve been in this position and
you know, how scary certain things can feel or whatever.

For Participant C, the perceived state and feeling of uncertainty surfaced as he
attempted to understand the unfolding organizational changes and the effects those
changes would have on his future employment. Participant C described the first few

months as a time of “upheaval.”

It was a huge upheaval of everything that | had understood about this job, without
really knowing what the replacement was going to be or what the new normal was
going to be or what we were going to be, keeping what we were going to be
keeping or losing.
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Participant C shared that the absence of information also caused concern,
speculation, and gossip among the employees. From his perspective, there were a lot of

unknowns, and the lack of information was pervasive.

First few months were honestly really concerning before we really knew the truth
of like, you know, there was a time when we knew we were being acquired. . . .
The rumor mill just goes nuts as soon as something that big is announced.

| didn’t know yet if we were even keeping the department. For all | knew, or for
all any of us knew, NewEd had a similar department, and we were going to be

absorbed into that. And we would have new managers and we would be doing
layoffs and we didn’t know any of that yet.

Furthermore, within Participant C’s department, he believed the announcement of
and pending acquisition created a “huge vacuum to be filled.” The leaders of the
department, who had been there since the department was established, left shortly after

the announcement of the acquisition. Participant C recalled they

had been with the company for well over a decade. Like, there was no department
without this leader; the leader helped build the department. And so, we had never
gone through a management change at that level. And so to lose pretty much
everyone that we had, you know, kind of steering our department’s ship all at
once on top of this acquisition was very nerve-wracking.

From Participant C’s perspective, the lack of information also hindered the ability
to understand the response options that could be enacted as middle managers and feel
confident about what the benefits of those actions might be (response uncertainty). As a
middle manager, Participant C knew an expectation of his role was to share information

with subordinates and peers. However, this expectation caused him stress.

There’s a deal of stress involved there with kind of knowing or feeling like | am
the bridge between agents and managers. I kind of feel like I, in a way, obviously
I don’t, I don’t answer to my employees, but | do in a way, I’m like my job is to
serve them.
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Participant C also shared that as a middle manager, he didn’t receive any
additional information or advance notice of the organizational changes that were
unfolding. “I was just, you know, getting information as everyone else was getting it.”
Consequently, Participant C shared that the situation prompted him to reflect on times
when he’d been in the same position that his subordinates were in and how he’d felt

during those times.

| have been in the shoes of people that are really having things changed for them
that they have no way of controlling and don’t fully understand what it’s going to
look like in 3 months or 6 months, and | understand. | think having gone through
this transition, | understand, you know, when you’re taking on a new role or
working for, you know, suddenly you’re being bought out and working for this
new company, um, information [is] not always going to come the way you want it
to, or in, you know, in the timeline you want it to.

As such, his reflection pushed him to share and engage his subordinates whenever an
opportunity presented itself.

Participant D also shared that as the acquisition unfolded, there was a period
following the announcement when she felt more information was needed by all
employees, including herself. The announcement of the acquisition caused her to

experience feelings of shock and uncertainty. Participant D recalled that moment:

Suddenly this news came that our business unit was being sold. And | mean, it
was quite, quite shocking, quite shocking. To me personally, anyway, it was like,
wow, what’s going on?

Participant D expressed that more information initially might have reduced or
eliminated the concerns of the employees. She emphasized her point, expressing that

without good information, people are left to make assumptions.

If anything, probably more communication from the top in the early periods might
work to assuage people’s concern. | think probably the biggest thing is that there’s
no such thing, generally speaking, as overcommunicating. . . . In the absence of
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good, thorough communication, people make all kinds of assumptions that may or
may not be accurate.

For Participant D, the perceived state and feeling of uncertainty surfaced as she
and her colleagues attempted to understand the unfolding organizational changes and
their effects. The absence of information caused speculation and gossip among the
employees. She recalled “people were texting back and forth and talking about, oh my
goodness, what’s coming next, what’s coming next? And then it felt like there was a void

in terms of the communication, | think for a period of time in the early to mid fall”.

I’ve heard people say, well, they’re going to hold on to us for a few years and
then they’re going to turn around and sell us, or blah, blah, blah. You know, for
whatever reason, people read things and make that determination.

Participant D felt that there was an expectation for all employees, including
herself, to believe that everything was going to remain the same and the acquisition was

going to be a seamless experience.

| guess, expected to just trust that, you know, on January 1st, everything was
going to switch over and there was going to be no difference, and everything was
going to move along smoothly. . .. To sum it up, | would say, | felt personally
like there wasn’t enough communication around what was going to happen as an
employee once the acquisition took place.

Throughout Participant D’s interview, she indicated that the uncertainty was
pervasive and there were a lot of unknowns. From her perspective, the announcement of
the acquisition and subsequent absence of information with regards to benefits in

particular caused employees to shift from feeling of comfort to possibly being anxious.

| guess there was a sense of well-being at OIdEd perhaps. | don’t know. | don’t
think it was complacency. . . . | think people were well situated and comfortable.
And when somebody, you know, disturbs your chair in that circumstance, there’s
a lot up in the air and there’s a lot you don’t know, there’s a lot you don’t
understand.
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A lot was up in the air,

Participant D added that there was no difference in the information middle
managers and non-managerial employees were receiving. Participant D stated, “it wasn’t
like 1 had more information than they had, you know; I received the same emails that
they did. We didn’t, we weren’t privy to any additional information as middle managers.”

Admittedly, Participant D shared that she was concerned about employee
retention for her team and their ability to perform their work as a team. In the absence of
information, Participant D indicated that she didn’t have much to share or discuss with

her subordinates.

This team in particular has been very stable, which really helps in terms of our
ability, our capacity to do the work that we do as well as we do. So | was
concerned that, you know, what was going to, how were people going to react?
How was . . . my team going to react to this change and what was going to happen
to the folks? . . .

Participant E shared that information was not provided until the official first day
of the acquisition; prior to that time, neither him nor his colleagues were clear about how
the organization was going to change because of the upcoming acquisition. From
Participant E’s perspective, the void in information hindered his ability to not only
understand the implications in advance but to also proactively take action to assist others

through the changes.

We didn’t have any information at that time. It wasn’t until after January 1 and
when they started to have more clear, we had a clear understanding of what the
actual changes were going to be and some of the things that we would have to do
to kind of just help people feel better about them.

Participant E also shared that the lack of information addressing the unfolding

changes, coupled with voids in management, made it difficult for him to perform the
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expectations of his role as a middle manager, especially dealing with those below him in
the organizational hierarchy. During this time, Participant E said he experienced feelings

of confusion and described it as being a “very hectic time.”

It was really bad because just as a middle manager, you’re having to deal with the
confusion coming from above and below, um, mostly from below. . . . Some
groups . . . don’t have like a centralized manager in the same way that | work with
our staff. So, we kind of do the same thing for those groups. And | do as far as,
like, if there are questions about things that are HR related or they’ll just come to
us and, like, we will talk it out with them.

For Participant E, the perceived state and feelings of uncertainty as well as effect
uncertainty surfaced because of the voids in information following the announcement of
the acquisition. Personally, Participant E indicated that the void in information hindered
his ability to understand the implications of the unfolding changes on the organization as
well as their effect on his own career trajectory, especially considering that “we had like
an understanding of where we’re going and then with the announcement of the transition,
a lot of that kind of just went away.”

Participant E pondered what his career advancement would look like and if he

would have the comparable opportunities. For instance, Participant E stated,

| did think that there would be opportunities for maybe me. I didn’t think they
would affect my prospects to get a managerial role at the time, but maybe it did. |
don’t know. There was a lot of confusion as far as like what it meant for the future
of the business.

Participant M also shared that as the acquisition unfolded, there was a period
when information was not being communicated and then periods when information was
disseminated but lacked clarity. As a result, Participation M shared that he experienced

feelings of discomfort, anger, fear, and concern and indicated that he may have
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experienced feelings that could be perceived as uncertainty. Participant M described this

time as “hectic,” “difficult,” and “rough.”

| would say a little bit of concern and fear, okay. And a bit of anger for not having
the information.

| mean, it was hectic, in the sense that I’m trying to gain the information that |
can, I’m trying to focus on that, be respectful of that process, while also calming
the nerves of anxious staff, and trying to decipher the information we’re receiving
with other managers to make sure we’re all on the same page.

| would honestly say that it was rather rough. . . . | feel like there were a lot of
questions that were unanswered. Starting with when we all found out to obviously
the acquisition, and then even beyond a little bit, I think there was some
information that wasn’t clear.

For Participant M, the perceived state and feelings of uncertainty as well as effect
uncertainty began to emerge with the announcement of the acquisition. From his
perspective, the lack of information left him and his colleagues with a lot of unanswered
questions, which in turn hindered his ability to personally act as well as make the best

decisions for his own self-interest.

None of us had the information that we really wanted, either personally, because

of self-decisions, or people asking us questions. Personally, you know, it’s, | was
at a place in my career where | needed to make a decision as to whether or not it

was worthwhile staying or moving on to a different company. It kind of provided
that check-in point.

As such, he couldn’t forecast what the unfolding organizational changes meant for

his own personal life as well as his future employment.

It is a frustrating experience to go through knowing that . . . | had applied to one
company years before and work there, and then all sudden we’re going to be
working for somebody else, not knowing anything about them, not really having a
ton of information. You know, that’s, that’s unsettling.

Like others, Participant M pondered whether to continue his employment with

NewEd or not. This looming decision created a tension for Participant M as he waded
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through his decision to stay or leave while performing the expectation of middle
manager, ushering his subordinates through the unfolding change. Participant M

described this experience as “challenging.”

| signed mine [offer letter and confidentiality agreement] late because | didn’t
know if I was sticking around, you know. During that time, yeah, it was definitely
challenging in the sense that I didn’t have as much of that information as | wanted
to have that | would feel comfortable having to help guide people through it. So, it
was definitely a difficult period of time. And also, as | said before, like, I didn’t
know what | was doing.

And folks on my team were asking great questions and had similar concerns as to
what I had, and I didn’t, | wasn’t able to really provide them either additional
information or really like the level of comfort that | would have wanted to.

You know, I knew I just had to work through my side of things on my own. But |
also needed to make sure that, you know, for the transition process for the
company, | needed to make sure people were doing what they need to do. But |
also needed to make sure that they were comfortable filling things out and
working through that themselves. So, | was personally simultaneously figuring
out what | was doing by, you know, again, reaching out to my vice president, |
had a number of conversations, | had a conversation with the new president, and
like doing those things on my own, which also, in all honesty, did help. If
somebody was questioning on their side, | could share relevant information. But
yeah, that’s, that’s kind of how I dealt with that.

In addition to the uncertainty with his own postacquisition employment and the
tension, Participant M shared that the lack of information posed challenges to his ability
to perform expectations of his role as a middle manager. Specifically, Participant M
stated that the dearth of information and finding out information at the same time as his
subordinates put him “in a bit of an awkward position” that could have negative

implications on his relationships with his subordinates.

| find out information at the same time as my staff. And | know that sometimes
there’s nothing that can be done about that. But it sometimes puts me in a bit of an
awkward position. When my staff thinks that I know more, or should know more
about, you know, policy or procedure, something along those lines, but I’m really
finding out at the same time.
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Participant M expressed that he knew there were expectations of him as a middle

manager that he needed to meet. For example, he

needed to help distill information that was coming down and communicate it the
best | could. Doing that involved, again, when we get to communications about
what was going on, part of the reason | would have the conversation that | was
having is to make sure that | could help explain them to the other folks on my
team to understand the best they could.

In an attempt to meet the expectations of he believed others had of him as a
middle manager and be prepared to answer the questions he anticipated his subordinates
having, Participant M shared that he put forth effort to learn more by reaching out to his

peers and others he had relationships with.

So that was tough. Things like benefits changing and stuff like that—you’re not
necessarily having a full grasp on that, and information provided on how that was
all going to look. So it was rough at the beginning.

Participant M indicated that he believed that “conversations with folks that I trust, ” was

an optimal approach. Unfortunately, Participant M’s efforts were fruitless.

| reached out to some people that I, you know, have good relationships, they’re a
little further up the line, to get their takes on everything. But you know, no one
knew anything is the reality. It was daunting.

Participant N shared that as the acquisition unfolded, there was a lack of
information being provided and when information was provided, it lacked clarity.
Participant N also expressed that the lack of information posed challenges to her ability to
perform expectations of her role as a middle manager. Consequently, Participant N
shared that she experienced feelings of stress, “definitely some uncertainty,” and she

described this period as being a “definitely tough” time.
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There was just so much unknown, just so much lack of lack of clarity and terms.
And |, and | think I don’t necessarily fault anybody on this, you know; | think
there was stuff that was still being ironed out. And I think that was hard for our
team to be patient to wait for. But it was definitely tough. And I kind of touched
on this before: It is as tough as a middle manager to not be a part of knowing
what, what some of the discussions were that was going on because we couldn’t
make our teams feel better about it.

Participant N conveyed that she had also learned of the acquisition via an email
announcement, which prompted the perceived state and feelings of uncertainty as well as
effect uncertainty. Candidly, Participant N shared, “None of us knew about it before then,
you know. The team lead at that time and he was like, | don’t know, you know, I don’t
know what this is.”

Participant N shared that the acquisition announcement email prompted a lot of
questions for everyone. In the absence of informations, he recounted how everyone began
to talk amongst themselves, pose questions, and speculate about what was going to

happening.

Everybody started chatting on Teams, like trying to see what was going on or
what direction it was gonna go and all that kind of stuff. But I think, you know,
with the transition of the former president not that long before, that I think there
was already some like, what, “Where are we going?” “What’s the plan?” kind of
stuff. Just a lot of questions.

Participant N did specify some information was provided. However, she
expressed that she didn’t believe people fully understood what the information was

conveying until the acquisition took place.

We got some communications, right. They sent out some PDFs and some side-by-
sides. And you, I think, HR did some, some town halls or things where people
could ask some questions and pieces like that. | think even with that, | think
people didn’t really understand until it actually happened.
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Additionally, Participant N expressed that she didn’t fault any one person for the
lack of information, but she did believe this time was experienced as tough for herself
and her subordinates. From her perspective, the challenge her subordinates faced was
waiting for the information. For herself, the lack of information prevented her from being

able to offer any sense of certainty or insight about what was or going to happening.

It is as tough as a middle manager, to not be a part of knowing what, what some
of the discussions were that was going on. Because we couldn’t make our teams
feel better about it. We couldn’t say . . . this is being discussed, it’s okay. Or, you
know, like they’re thinking about these things, these conversations are going on,
because it was kept so tight.

Participant N elaborated, sharing that it was particularly hard for managers
because the lack of information inhibited her ability to thoroughly digest the information
being shared prior to her subordinates being in receipt of it as well as ensure that she was

messaging the information aligned with the intentions of her senior leadership.

We haven’t found some of that information out until the same time that our team
does. And so we haven’t had that opportunity to really convey that message and
maybe the way that the senior leadership wanted it to convey because, you know,
they’re gonna come to us and they’re gonna ask questions, and it’s hard to be like,
| don’t know, you know. You can’t . . . really kind of talk them through and
highlight, you know, what, what the pros are, and help, you know, them
understand their insecurities with it.

Participant N also shared that from her perspective, some of the information they
received was contradictory, which further complicated things for her as a middle
manager. The information as presented positioned middle managers as points of contact
for matters, despite them not being provided with any relevant information. In some
cases, middle managers were positioned to get their subordinates to buy in to information
when the middle manager may not have bought into the information. Participant N
shared:
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There’s been some, some stuff that felt somewhat contradictory in the past related
to like performance management, where it felt like, you know, we had to, you
know, be the ones that they would talk to you and we would talk to our team, but
yet we didn’t know a lot of the information. And so you felt like you were trying
to sell them on something that you were really sold on yourself? Being honest,
you know, even as simple as like the pay, right? We didn’t have the information.

In summary, seven of the 14 study participants expressed that as the acquisition
unfolded, the lack of information was pervasive. As shared by the middle managers there
was no regular cadence of information sharing, and when information was shared it was
often perceived as ambiguous and contradictory. For all the middle managers, the poor
information practices fostered a sense of uncertainty as well as a range of negative
emotions. The middle managers of this study shared that they experienced feelings of
fear, anxiety, worry, isolation, anxiety, and hopelessness. In the absence of information,
the middle managers recalled speculation and gossip occurring within the organization. In
most cases, the middle managers recollected how the lack of information hindered their
ability to perform the perceived expectations of their roles and was a barrier to them

being able to understand as well as make sense of the unfolding acquisition.

Theme 4: Different Groups but in the Same Boat

The fourth theme revealed through the in vivo and descriptive codes that was
significant to the experiences of the middle managers of this study was Different Groups
but in the Same Boat. This theme refers to the English idiom, “in the same boat, which
means to be in the same difficult situation as someone else” (Cambridge University Press,
n.d.). During the first semi-structured interviews, three study participants explicitly used
that idiom, and a fourth participant used the phrase “in the same bucket” while conveying

their experience of the 2020 acquisition. Within this theme, relationships surfaced as an
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underlying element. This theme developed as significant to the experiences of six of the
14 study participants and illuminated their recognition of themselves being in the same
difficult situation as their peers, subordinates, and, in some cases, even their manager and
senior leadership.

The recognition of being “in the same boat” enabled the sharing of perceptions
through interaction, self-reflection, and modeling and created opportunities for
relationship building as well as collective sensemaking. In many cases, it also encouraged
transparency as well as honest communications between the middle managers and their
subordinates. Conceptually, this theme illustrates how middle managers, despite being
individuals, are guided by their active interaction between themselves and others within
their environment, and it is through this interaction that intelligence emerges (Chin &
Benne, 1969). Therefore, intelligence is social and “socially funded . . . by a normative
culture” (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 31). The underpinning here is that all people are
inherently active and engaged in ongoing action to meet their needs of satisfaction and
impulse. Therefore, people actively engage with their environment and move towards
goals that befit their personal and interpersonal needs. For change to occur, those
involved in the change must become conscious and willing to transform their normative
orientation from old patterns and develop commitments to new patterns (Chin & Benne,
1969). Transformations in normative orientation include one’s “attitude, values, skills,
and significant relationships, not just changes in knowledge, information, or intellectual
rationale for action and practice” (Chin & Benne, 1969, p. 23).

Throughout his interview, Participant A shared that he had realized that he was

“in the same boat” as his subordinates and peers. With his subordinates, Participant A
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believed that the acquisition was a challenging experience not only for himself but also
for his subordinates because neither had experienced an acquisition before. Participant A
stated, “We all had a hard time with this, and I call it kind of like I was in the same boat,
maybe a little more mature, but like I never dealt with this.” Although Participant A
acknowledged that he and his subordinates were in the same boat, he felt as though there
was a limitation due to him being a middle manager on how much he could empathize
with them despite sharing their sentiments; this presented challenges and surfaced
personal tensions for Participant A. From his perspective, employees had a lot of
questions regarding the acquisition and what was happening with the organization and,
admittedly, he shared those same concerns and questions. However, as a middle manager,
Participant A knew the expectation was that he would play the “company tune” with his

subordinates rather than commiserate with them:

A lot of staff had lots of questions about what was happening. They, | shared a lot
of their questions, but when I’m talking to them, I can’t rile them up or [be] . . .
like: Yeah, you’re right, we should know about this; you’re right, our benefits are
different. . . . You have to reassure as opposed to kind of like agree. . . . | feel like
unsure about whether, what our job security is. | feel very unsure, you know, my
team, all of our work that we’re supposed to do in spring 2020 was canceled.

And so, and if we don’t have testing and spring 2021, like maybe those to my
department, . . . like I make the most money on my team. They could get rid of
me, but | don’t want to share that with my employees. . . . We don’t know exactly
what’s going to happen, back to reassure them at all steps. So that’s kind of like
me towing or sell a company tune. And | don’t think I’ve ever used that term
before. That’s kind of one example where, you know, | want to agree or disagree
with what’s happening, and it sometimes can be decision or process or who’s put
where or promotions.

... When I’m formally in a team, | need to kind of be like head cheerleader and
I’m head cheerleading stuff that | don’t necessarily believe in. We’re one on one,
| can maybe have a more informal conversation. | can be like, that does stink.
Yeah. But | don’t, I can’t do that. And I’m always going to be honest with myself,
but I’m in a staffing meeting, I’m going to probably put a more positive spin on it
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and I’m spending more time doing that, right. They have lots of questions | do not
have the answers to.

As a middle manager, Participant A described going through the 2020 acquisition
as tough. The experience challenged Participant A on a personal level and challenged his
integrity. He struggled with how to persuade his subordinates to see the acquisition as a

“good thing” and act like a “NewEd cheerleader”:

It was hard to how do | sell them on this? This is a good thing. And that was
tough. 1 don’t know. Like that was a tough experience it affects you. Well, | just
don’t want to ever lie to people at all. . . . I want to give them good advice. | want
to be honest and be myself. And I felt like you kind of had to put this like let
cheerleader costume on: Go NewEd. And | didn’t feel that way necessarily. So |
like, I maybe gave them conflicted answers. . . . | did not do a good job NewEd
cheerleading. | know I didn’t.

With his peers and immediate supervisor, Participant A didn’t have to act like a
“NewEd cheerleader” and he indicated that he freely commiserated with them as they
shared similar feelings about the acquisition. Participant A recalled being with his peers,

where everyone expressed their displeasure.

There’s no like pro NewEd, anti-NewEd conversation; that’s all anti, like this
sucks. I have not heard anyone be like, I’m really happy with this move. So,
you’re just kind of commiserating with your peers and commiserating a little bit
with my reports, but still trying to keep it light and positive.

Additionally, Participant A described how when he commiserated with his
immediate supervisor, which normally occurred in a less formal setting such as a one-on-
one meeting, they discussed their displeasure with the acquisition as well as reasons for

remaining employed with NewEd. He stated,

[Manager] in a team meeting formally was a little different than him informal
with me to just know, like this sucks. . . . In trying to have this conversation with
a colleague boss, we’re like, should | stay? Is this a place that values me? | don’t
know. And it was a really hard transition that we’re all | think still, I know | am
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myself, but also a lot of people | know are still kind of reeling from, and it’s been,
we’ve known about this for like 11% months.

Participant E also said that she saw herself, her manager, senior leadership, peers,
and subordinates as all “kind of in same boat.” She emphasizing that now perhaps her
relationship with senior leadership had changed because they are now like her, with her
manager, peers, and subordinates having change happen to them; as such, they too may
be looking for guidance. Participant E recalled her senior leadership as “looking for
cues”™: “Whereas before it’d be like, ‘Okay, we’re going to do this,” is now like a wait and
see. ... It’s like, we’re not going to do this anymore.”

Likewise, Participant J expressed that as the acquisition unfolded, she shared the
same feeling, concerns, and experiences as her peers and subordinates. With her
subordinates, specifically, Participant J not only shared their same concerns, but also
agreed with everything they were saying. However, she could also understand the senior

leadership’s rationale for the decisions they had made regarding the acquisition.

| shared my employee’s concerns; every single thing they said | agreed with. And
yet | also could see, I could understand why the business, you know, senior
leadership made the decision they made. It made sense. | got it from that
perspective.

Participant J felt as though she was able to understand the perspectives of both her
employees and senior leadership, which in turn presented a challenge for her. As a middle
manager, she indicated that she could empathize with them but faced limitations due to
her role. She believed that offering reassurance to her subordinates and being intentional
about her actions was what she needed to do to assist her subordinates in getting through
this tough time. Like her subordinates, Participant J indeed experienced this time as

“tough.”
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| did feel kind of torn between different perspectives that seemed defensible and
valid. And so | tried to sort of settle into, I guess, just a bit of a reassuring
presence. . . . | tried to strike the right tone . . . but I felt like the most thing was to
sort of listen, empathize to a certain extent, not say anything, but | can’t back up
or follow through on, not make any promises that | can’t deliver on, but to just try
to kind of help my employees get through a tough time—»but without
overextending myself in some way, or, you know, | don’t know, saying something
that I, that | couldn’t back up or that I couldn’t justify, or | couldn’t follow
through on stuff. Yeah. I don’t know. I just, I felt sort of put in a tough position.

With and among her peers, Participant J expressed that there was a sense of
solidarity, which enabled her to express herself more freely and commiserate without the
limitations. From Participant J’s perspective, the situation had strengthened her

relationships with her peers because they were getting through the acquisition together.

| think there was kind of a sense of like, we all got through it, you know, a little
bit of a solidarity. Exactly. It’s not like we were sort of like sitting around, you
know, venting all the time, and we were busy as hell doing work and we all had
kids running around screaming at our houses. But, well, I actually, | do think there
was a bit of a kind of a solidarity that I think I could express a little bit more with
my peers with just . . . the nature of the organizational changes that we had to
have in the sort of backdrop of the kind of personal and home activity. I think,
like 1 knew that that was happening with my peers and I could be slightly more
transparent. And I think there was a little bit more of, uh, a little bit relationship
strengthening there that could happen.

Participant J did not indicate that she commiserated with her leadership or felt as
though she was in the same boat as them. Rather, with her leadership, she performed as

expected, which in turn may have also strengthened existing relationships with them.

I think my relationship with my superiors, | guess if anything was perhaps
reinforced. I think | engaged with them kind of clearly, honestly transparently, but
in good faith. I mean, you know, I think I did what was being asked and I tried to
acknowledge and sort of validate that | understood what was going on and what
needed to happen, and | gave meaningful feedback when it was needed. And |
think the relationship there was at least, you know, reinforced if not strengthened.

Participant K shared that he believed that his subordinates, his peers, and senior

leadership were all in the same position with this acquisition. He also believed they all
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shared the same emotional sentiments, with feelings of frustration and disappointment,
and that senior leadership probably experienced feelings of regret. With his subordinates

and peers, being in the same boat created new friendships and strengthened relationships.

First with my first with my direct reports, I think they are somewhat frustrated. |
think the frustration is somewhat at me, maybe 10%, but 90% they know that it’s
the organization. I think it’s built something of a bond in the sense that misery
loves company but we really, we continue to work together because we’re
professionals and we do our work and job. So, you don’t always get life served up
to you with a silver spoon. So, we all, we all get that.

I’m in that same position as you, and somehow, they thought that | had better
insight or that | could advocate for them in some way, but I couldn’t and | was a
recipient of that change, just as much as they were, and | never pressed the issue
in any way with anyone.

Misery loves company and my peers were all equally, if not more disappointed
than I.

The people | report to and the executives, . . . | think primarily because we, at
least me personally, | understand that they probably emotionally feel the same
way | do, but they’re company people now, and they have to toe the line.

| sort of work in the same spirit with president and with vice president today that |
did last year. And | know in many respects while | wish there were some things
they could do, | know that in many respects, it’s not their fault. And that they’re,
they’re driving a car that they wish they would’ve built a little bit differently. . . . |
think they’re also recognizing that there are other companies that could have
acquired us that might have been better for the organization than NewEd, but that
didn’t happen. So, they have to work with the new overlords and make that
relationship happen.

Throughout Participant K’s interview, he shared that he viewed himself as “very
empathetic” and he was aware of the contributions as well as sacrifices his subordinates

have made to OIdEd.

I know, using the example that we’re talking about, how hard the employees that
worked with me work, and | know that they chose to be here and that they’d given
the lives to this organization. And I also know that they go above and beyond
what normal people would do in a job. They’re not clocking out at 5:00 and
leaving. | have many conversations either through email or on the phone that
8:00, 9:00, sometimes 10:00 at night when people are trying to deliver things. So,
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I know with their value and they know what they do, and when they come to me
and they say things it just kind of hits me in the gut.

However, his empathy towards his subordinates, who shared the same
positionality, caused him to struggle both professionally and personally as a middle

manager.

They come to me and I don’t have answers. And the answers that I’ve been given
from senior leadership are what remind them . . . but while in your head, it makes
sense to you. It doesn’t convey the right emotional tone that people want to hear.
... My professional view is probably in this case very conflated with my personal
view. |, too, struggled with a professional answer and find myself just being
somewhat empathetic to them, both on a personal level and professional level.

On one hand, my rational sense says, | get it. | know why they’re doing that. And
| know what their objectives are. And from a person who plans financially quite a
bit and thinks about my own personal finances and the finances of our
organizations, | get that. I can rationalize that. But the emotional side of me says,
yeah, but they’re doing it wrong.

Participant K did not indicate that he commiserated with his subordinates.
However, he did share that he had made himself available to his subordinates to listen to
them. He also maintained an open-door philosophy and communicated with “brutal

honesty” as well as escalated matters when appropriate.

Open the door and tell them that with brutal honesty, 1 will listen to anything you
have to share. If there’s anything | can escalate, | will, but I want you to know, |
can’t do anything about them. I’ll advocate for you. I’ve done that and I’ve
probably had a hundred hours of conversations about this particular topic and so
on over the last 3 months. And my willingness just to be an ear for people has
been one way that I’ve tried to resolve that.

Participant K shared that he commiserated openly with peers, which created

opportunities for friendship without impacting their professional relationships.

More of in a friendship way, because misery loves company and my peers were
all equally, if not more disappointed than I. And so among people who are my
peers, you know, there’s a group that commiserates and shares information and
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fans it. | think it’s formed a relationship between people, but not in any
professional way. | think we continue to work professionally in the same way that
we always have.

Oh, I think in the end it was just, you know, sort of the icing on the cake that
convinced me that the acquisition was going south. And I have been convinced
over the first year and a half and commiserated with my colleagues of the year
that was happening. And it was just a larger acknowledgement from NewEd that
we’re going to do just the bare minimum to try and send a message of gratitude,
but nothing more.

Similarly, Participant L shared that she felt that she experienced this acquisition
as being in the same “bucket” as her subordinates and peers, which enabled her to
commiserate and find commonalities with them. Participant L emphasized transparency
when communicating with her subordinates. As for her peers, Participant L believed that
being in the same “bucket” created opportunities to strengthen their relationships.
However, she indicated that she and her peers seemed to be taking different approaches

to dealing with changes in the workplace.

As far as a relationship with my staff, | got to commiserate with them and | wasn’t
the bad guy, right. Because | was being impacted and | was hearing a news and |
can’t tell you how many times I said, Hey guys, | got the, I get the information
when you do. So I, don’t have any secrets. | don’t, you know, so | got to be kind of
like with them in the bucket. . . . That was a comfortable place for me.

My peer was very worried about it and | was too, because like she would ask
questions and then she’d come tell me, and 1’d be like, cool. So, HR don’t get any
questions from me too. Right. So there was some, some commonality there. And |
think one time | asked a question for me and two of my peers. | was like, how’s
this gonna work? You know, like, Oh, this is how. | was like, Oh, okay, cool. |
didn’t know. The systems were like that flexible that, you know, your residence,
state of residence like gets factored in. And then after that, we all went okay and
we all agreed not to talk about it [we laugh] because, because then it’s like, then
other people are just like, well, how come they get it? It’s like, it’s state laws, like
live in a different state, like come on. It’s not, and then no reason for them to
come complaining to you guys, right, when it’s a state law thing. So we just don’t
talk about it.

As far as my peers, if anything, it gave an opportunity to build more rapport with
some of my remote peers, because we had the same concerns and some were far
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more proactive in making sure their worries and concerns were heard than | was
because | just accepted that, you know, there’s, there’s things you can control and
there’s things that you cannot, and | viewed this as something I could not control.
So, I turned my focus on my personal life to prepare myself in case | had to find a
new job. That was how I reacted to this whole thing. It wasn’t trying to find more
control in the workplace. | had peers that were not, or didn’t do that.

As for her senior leadership, Participant L did not indicate that she commiserated
with her leadership or feel as though she was in the same “bucket” as them. Rather,
Participant L indicated that she followed senior leaders’ lead, performed as expected, and

understood their position with regard to the acquisition conversations.

In this one, . . . | was totally sitting in the backseat, letting other people drive the
van. And people get a little too rowdy in the back, that bitching and complaining.
| say, what do you complain about, you know?

| recognize while my vice president was . . . a part of those conversations and
whatnot, there’s some things that just come with being acquired that we’re not
going to overhaul their entire package.

Participant M also shared that he saw himself, his subordinates, peers, and
manager as being “all in the same boat.” Furthermore, Participant M expressed that he

had the same sentiments as his subordinates.

Folks on my team were asking great questions and had similar concerns as to
what I had. And I didn’t, I wasn’t able to really provide them either additional
information or, really, like the level of comfort that | would have wanted to.

As far as with direct reports, again, it kind of goes back to . . . this being the same

as they were in that regard. You know, we were all getting the information at the

same time; we were all, it was a top-down decision that we weren’t gonna have

any influence on to kind of it strengthen that sense that, you know, we’re all in the

same boat here.

However, for Participant M, being “all in the same boat” as his subordinates made
him feel uncomfortable and posed challenges to him as a middle manager. As such,

Participant M expressed that he communicated with honesty and transparency when in

213



conversation with his subordinates. Ultimately, he believed that being in the “same boat”

strengthened his relationships with subordinates.

It’s a challenging spot to be, you know, knowing that you don’t have that
information. And honestly, | was completely honest with folks that wasn’t going
to hide that. Which, you know, for better or worse, they at least knew that we
were all in the same boat. But you know, it’s uncomfortable to be in that spot.

Likewise, Participant M expressed that being “all in the same boat” with his peers
and manager also strengthened their relationship, and there were shared feelings of
betrayal. Going through the acquisition together created a shared experience for him, his

peers, and manager.

| think we all were going through the same thing. None of us had the information
that we really wanted, either personally, because of self-decisions, or people
asking us questions. So, we’re all trying to navigate that and figure it out together.

| think with my managers and peers, it was, again, strengthening. | think a lot of
us were in the same boat. | can’t speak for everybody. But I think that it felt like
those of us that have been around for a while were feeling a little betrayed by the
process. . . . These are more emotions versus realities. . . . You know the
background, that’s, but it did feel like, you know, we had done a lot for our
organization, and they sold us to the highest bidder. And that felt a little weird, so
| think that, because we all had that kind of same shared feeling, you know, it’s
definitely it builds the relationship, you know, when you have a similar take on
something and you can work things through and talk it out and kind of have that
shared experience.

In summary, six of the 14 study participants indicated that they had experienced
the 2020 acquisition as being “in the same boat” as their peers, subordinates, and in some
cases, even as their manager and senior leadership. It could be perceived that the middle
managers of this study used the idiom “in the same boat” to convey their perception of
having a shared or similar experience of the 2020 acquisition, which they described as
being a tough, challenging, and emotional time. The shared emotions included fear,

worry, betrayal, concern, disapproval, sadness, and uncertainty. They also recognized
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that, as recipients of change along with their peers, subordinates, and in some cases even
their manager and senior leadership, they were facing the same conditions of not knowing
and shared the same concerns as well as uniformly awaiting the inevitable organizational
outcomes.

In all cases, being in the same boat surfaced personal tensions for the middle
managers in their concerns and feelings about the acquisition. In their concerns and
feelings about the acquisition, they found themselves unable to fully engage and
commiserate with their subordinates, like they could with their peers. The middle
managers, like their subordinates., looked to others to make sense of the unfolding
acquisition. Through commiserating with their peers, the middle managers were able to
engage in collective sensemaking and refine their approaches to helping their
subordinates make sense of the acquisition. In most cases, this prompted the middle
managers to communicate with greater transparency about their own experience of the

acquisition.

Theme 5: The Unspoken Expectation: The Many Roles of a Middle Manager

The fifth theme that the in vivo and descriptive codes revealed that was central to
the experiences of the middle managers of this study was the Unspoken Expectation of
the Many Roles of a Middle Manager. Katz and Kahn (1978) defined role expectations as
“evaluative standards applied to the behavior of any person who occupies a given
organizational position” (p. 195). Katz and Kahn (1978) posited that “the idea of role as a
set of expected activities associated with the occupancy of a given position assumes
substantial agreement among the relevant people as to what those activities are” (p. 200).

In short, role expectations are by no means restricted to a defined job description but
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rather are determined by the social relationships and interactions with the members of the

organization in which one exists (Katz & Kahn, 1978). Because of this interdependency,

fluctuations, ambiguity, and competing role expectations as well as role conflict can

develop.

In this study, all 14 participants described playing multiple roles as a middle

manager at NewEd, and all participants conveyed that they not only oscillated between

roles but played multiple roles simultaneously. Table 4.2 provides a listing of the roles

each participant described playing as a middle manager.

Table 4.2

Participants’ Descriptions of Their Roles as Middle Managers

Participant A Participant Participant Participant D Participant Participant Participant G
B C E F
Allocator  Change Boots on the Change
Change Agent  of Work Agent Ground Advocate  Recipient  Change Agent
Change Change Change Document Change
Recipient Agent Recipient  Change Agent  Ally creator Recipient
Communicator Cha_ng_e Cultivator Cha_nge _ _
Recipient  of People  Recipient Analyst Editor Communicator
Deadline
Manager Enforcer Developer Communicator Boss Facilitator  Leader
Enabler of Change
Success Humanizer Employee Interfacer Agent Mentor Supporter
Facilitator . . Cha_n ge
Nurturer Filter Intermediary Recipient
Kleenex Box qute First Middle _
Spinner Responder Manager Friend
Networker Senior . .
Worker Manager  Traffic cop Guide
Sole
Nl ool i
Bad News  Organizer Facilitator
People Wise Potential
Manager Counsel Identifier Planner
. Quality
Therapist Assurer Teacher
Upskiller Trainer Trainer
Triager
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Participant  Participant  Participant J Participant  Participant Participant Participant
H I K L M N
Change Change Change Bearing Change
Agent Recipient Analyst Agent Ball Agent Advocate
Change Employee Change Change Change Change
Recipient Advocate Change Agent  Recipient Recipient  Recipient  Agent
Technical
Chocolate  Quality Change Crisis Change
Fairy Assurer Recipient Executive Coach Manager  Recipient
Technology Jack of All Priority
Den Mother Advocate Communicator Trades Mentor Manager  Collaborator
Mr. White
(Reservoir
Dogs,
Decision Quentin Quality
Leader Maker Janitor Tarantino) Assurance Team Lead
NewEdu  Time Technology
Worker Facilitator Suit & Tie  Defender  Manager  Integrator
Toes in
Technical Different
Leader Leader Therapist Places
Score Settler Translator
Tie Breaker

Based upon the experiences shared by the middle managers of this study, the roles

they described playing could be perceived as being socially constructed and defined by

the micro social interactions between them and their subordinates as well as the macro-

organization in which they existed. More specifically, in many cases, the roles the middle

managers described playing, their associated activities and demonstrated behaviors, as

well as their emotional responses were based on their perceptions of themselves as a

middle manager and the role expectations, they perceived their subordinates and senior

leaders had for them as middle managers at NewEd. As depicted in Table 4.2, the middle

managers of this study described playing a vast variety of roles, despite existing within
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the same macro-organization. There were five commonly described roles: change
recipient, change agent, communicator, advocate, and leader.

Of the common roles, seven of the 14 middle managers either explicitly expressed
or implied that playing a change agent was an expectation of their role as a middle
manager. None of the participants expressed that there were formalities associated with
the setting of this expectation. For example, Participant N shared that playing the role of
a change agent was a general expectation of middle managers at NewEd and being a

change agent could be challenging at times.

| think that that can be challenging. And, you know, | think it ties back into what
we’re saying before and that that’s a tough part of middle management where you
have the responsibility, but you don’t have the full control over, you know, those
outcomes. | think it’s part of part of the responsibility that we take on.

Like Participant N, Participants G, M, and K also expressed that they perceived an
expectation to play a change agent. Participant G and M perceived this role as an
expectation because of the lack of action taken by their senior leadership. For Participants
G, M, and K, role conflict arose. Katz and Kahn (1978) defined role conflict as “the
simultaneous occurrence of two or more role expectations such that compliance with one
would make compliance with the other more difficult” (p. 204). In this study, the middle
managers faced role conflict because the expectations they perceived from their senior
leaders were in opposition to the expectations they had for themselves as middle
managers enacting the role of a change agent. For instance, Participant G shared that he
believed he was expected to play the role of change agent during the year following the

acquisition.

Wow once again, like once you like brought the definition of a change agent, it
kind of makes a lot of sense as to like, that’s part of like what my role is here.
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Um, yeah. I just kind of felt it was expected. . . . | feel like that when, you know,
someone’s telling you that to do something, or this is the way it is, or . . . these are
the changes you’re going to have to make, then this is like something that it’s, it’s
important to constantly be communicating, to constantly be relaying this
information.

Participant G recalled that during the earlier part of the year, it was really
apparent to him that he was expected to serve as a change agent because there was a hole
in the department’s leadership. Two of the senior managers of the department had left the
organization prior to the first official day of the acquisition. Consequently, the remaining
and most senior leader would communicate with him and the other middle managers but
then remove himself from being the focal point of changes. From Participant G’s
perspective, he would receive the direction of his senior leader, like “this is what we’re
going to do and go ahead and communicate this out to everybody.” As the middle
manager, you’re the “middleman” that has “to act on these decisions from the top” and he
was responsible for implementing changes on the behalf of upper management such as

new programs, changes in policy, and changes in approaches.

He [upper manager] decided to kind of remove himself from employees
basically—well, | want to say remove himself from the employees, basically kind
of remove himself from being like the focal point of these changes. It was more
like . . . this is what we’re going to do and go ahead and communicate this out to
everybody. So it’s like, yeah, definitely been a change agent in that regard,
especially since he made that decision to, you know, to get away from all of the
other individuals that were like, you know, why are we doing this . . . to kind of
like be that middle man, be that middle manager, to implement those changes on
his behalf, that sort of thing.

Similarly, Participant M shared that as the acquisition unfolded there were times
when it was clear things needed to happen and that his senior leadership was not going to
take any action besides giving directives. As such, Participant M perceived he needed to

play the role of a change agent as a middle manager. For Participant M, the change agent
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role surfaced personal tensions between his present and future as well as his personal
beliefs and given directives. Participant M had to confront whether he would stay with
NewEd or leave. Simultaneously, he was getting his subordinates to sign their NewEd
offer letters and confidentiality agreements, which indicated they would stay with

NewEd.

It was a very clear directive, like this had to happen. And, you know, the new
president is not going to go around and make sure everybody signs it. My VP is
not going to say that; it clearly fell on us to make sure that folks were looking at
it, reviewing it, if they had questions, they’re able to ask them, and that they were
comfortable with signing things. That that was definitely on us to keep that
process rolling. That clearly was coming down on us to make sure people were
checking off the boxes; they needed the checkoff.

I think, you know, it was good to make sure people felt like we weren’t just
forcing them to do that. They had a choice; they had an opportunity to ask the
questions they needed to. It was sometimes challenging, because | honestly, |
signed mine late because I didn’t know if | was sticking around, you know. |
needed to have people make sure they were doing stuff that | knew that | was
waiting on and confirming personally, which was an interesting conflict. But, you
know, that’s just, | feel like that’s part of what you have to do, right? You have to
have the bigger vision of what are the responsibilities versus of, you know,
making sure people are moving forward and then also, what am I doing?

Participant K also shared that he perceived that he was expected to play the role
of a change agent, which surfaced a tension between the perceived expectations his senior
leadership had for him and his personal as well as professional approach to managing his
subordinates. As a change agent, Participant K described his experience as “very, very

challenging.”

On a personal basis, I’m very empathetic. . . . Using the example that we’re
talking about, how hard the employees that worked with me work, and | know
that they chose to be here and that they’d given the lives to this organization. And
| also know that they go above and beyond what normal people would do in a job.
They’re not clocking out at 5:00 and leaving. . . . So, | know with their value and
they know what they do, and when they come to me and they say things that
listen, there’s 2% raise, it’s just kind of hits me in the gut. And I feel like when
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the company’s buying things like, you know, another company for $700 million,
we know they have money.

Why didn’t they give it to us? And they come to me and | don’t have answers.
And the answers that I’ve been given from senior leadership are what remind
them that we had to give away $47 million last year in contracts because of, you
know, the COVID impact. And we didn’t generate any new revenue this year. So,
you know, | share those things. And, but while in your head, it makes sense to
you, it doesn’t convey the right emotional tone that people want to hear. . .. My
professional view is probably in this case very conflated with my personal view. |
too struggled with a professional answer and find myself just being somewhat
empathetic to them, both on a personal level and professional level.

For Participant K, serving as a change agent became a contributing factor in his
decision to leave NewEd. It caused him to realize that NewEd was an organization that he
no longer wanted to be a part of. Having to serve as a change agent gave him the sense
that NewEd was too much of a top-down organization. He left the organization within the
first 5 months of the acquisition. According to Participant K, he felt “100%” like a

change agent.

| knew | was being put into the middle of the conversation and couldn’t do
anything about. Yeah. So, | was pretty aware that | was, | was being put in
between a rock and hard place.

| recall one specific conversation where the answer to me was you need to go and
tell these people that are just lucky. They have a job. And | couldn’t do that. |
couldn’t just go to someone and say, stop complaining, be gracious that you have
a job. It’s not in my nature. | wanted to advocate for them a little bit more, and |
wasn’t able to do that.

| think it ultimately led to me realizing that the organization is one that | don’t
want to be a part of. | think it gave the entire sense of we are a top-down
organization and we make decisions and you’re going to live with that. And it was
probably the most top-down type of stylized decision that I’ve seen happen in 30
years. When | was in the school system, you have contract negotiations that you
engage in with the union. So, | was a middle manager. | was a school principal in
a school system for 5 years and in that role and negotiate with our union, their
contracts and their benefits, and so on. At OIdEd I had the opportunity to have
conversations with my leadership about my pay and my promotions and so on.
This was one of the first times | experienced in 30 years where the decision was
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made and it was given to me and | had no choice but to live with it. So, it was a
very top-down structure.

Unlike the other participants, Participants L, H, and I chose not to play the role of
a change agent despite the perceived expectation, and their individual reasons for not
performing the role varied. For example, Participant L expressed that at the time she felt
as though she couldn’t take on any additional responsibility. She also felt unprepared to
step into the role of a change agent. Participant L shared that as the acquisition unfolded,
she had already been burdened with having to make many decisions, and she was dealing
with a lot of change in her personal life. As such, she was happy to find another middle

manager to whom she could relinquish these responsibilities.

I make so many decisions and have to figure out solutions for problems that other
people bring to me because they think they’re unsolvable. I’m so happy there are
other people working on this part, seriously, and | told my colleague about it. He
was a part of like the transition team and stuff. And I told him, thank you, thank
you for being a part of it . . . and being a voice of reason. . .. I’m just so glad it’s
you, man. . .. | had my own mess to deal with. . . . I had no capacity to be taking
on a more active in, in the transition and it’s frankly, no professional experience
to draw upon. . . . That would have been a real limitation that’s, for me.

Similarly, Participant I chose not to play the role of a change agent, and her
reason was both personal and professional. First, she had come to NewEd to work with
the former president, and second, when she was being hired, she had shared with both the
former president and new president that her previous employer had just been through a

“terrible acquisition.”

| had just left an organization that was acquired, and it was a terrible acquisition.
So, | have just a bad taste in my mouth about acquisitions. And I had
communicated that to [Name] and [Name] earlier. They didn’t of course telling
me that anything was happening or that they knew there was an acquisition, but
they knew that | was not happy with it because | just think acquisitions are
generally poorly done. . . . You have to adopt the framework of the larger
organization that acquired you and you are just a cog in their view of life and you
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don’t have any power. So basically this just means that whatever happens with
this, it’s probably not going to turn out well and, you know, and | will be
unhappy. So, | mean, so | just figured it, this is the end of my job. It’s just a
matter of time is how | viewed it.

Therefore, when the acquisition was announced, Participant | shared that her
reaction being “pissed about it.” She immediately went to her vice president to express

her concerns.

| complained to my vice president immediately. Of course. So this is, I’m really
unhappy, really unhappy about this. And I should, will probably be planning to
leave. | had a, what is it called a retention bonus that | would stay for? | mean,
that | did stay for, but I didn’t, I didn’t stay for it. It just, | happened to receive it.
But basically, I told him: Do not involve me in any way, shape, or form of the
acquisition. I don’t want to know anything about it. Like, just leave me out of it. |
don’t want to interact with anyone if | don’t have to, like, | have zero interest in
anything about NewEd. So he’s been good at protecting me. | don’t even read the
emails from them, so | just don’t care. In terms of the thing, that’s the most
irritating to me, there’s no positives to me.

As the acquisition unfolded, Participant | remained detached and uninterested in
anything related to the acquisition. To illustrate her lack of interest, she discussed how
she viewed emails from the larger organization: “Like, we just got a new VP of blah,
blah, blah. I’m like, why would I care about your VP of blah, blah, blah? Like who, I’ll
never meet this person. | don’t care about this person. Why are you telling me this?”

Participant H also did not play the role of a change agent. However, unlike
Participant I, she did not outwardly express to her senior leadership that she didn’t want
to be involved. Instead, she took a more passive approach and expressed that she had not
played the role of a change agent because of the lack of information received: “We
haven’t got any information to be able to action on.” Yet, later in the interview,
Participant H shared that she paid little attention to the acquisition and felt that it was a

“shame” that her previous experience and skill sets weren’t leveraged or considered
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beneficial to the role she played in the organization in the context of the acquisition. She
said that she “tried to give it [the acquisition] as little attention as possible because what
you . . . focus on expands.”

Furthermore, Participant H shared that she had an extensive range of coping
strategies for dealing with life. She would figuratively and literally disconnect from

distressing situations.

| think it’s my natural inclination, but I’m also pretty good at being able to shut
the door on it. I mean, | physically do shut this door to make my office is closed,
but it never really is because you’ve got my phone on my iPad. So, and there were
questions that come up later, but, and | go outside and I garden and I go for walks.
So, you know, there are things that | specifically will do that for me signals the
end of me, you know; it’s like time to turn off. I may still be available to answer
questions, but I’m kind of switching off for the day.

The middle managers of this study played a wide spectrum of roles, and their
roles were determined by the expectations they had for themselves, as well as the social
relationships and interactions they had with their subordinates and senior leaders. Despite
the vast variation in the roles performed, there were five commonly described roles:
change recipient, change agent, communicator, advocate, and leader. As the participants
explained, playing the role of a change agent was not an easy task. For many, acting as a
change agent surfaced paradoxes, and for one middle manager, playing the role of change

agent caused him to submit his resignation.

Summary of Themes

These themes offer insight into how the middle managers experienced being
positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization

that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition.
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The themes Nonprofits Are Preferred and The Former President Mattered revealed how
these middle managers experienced being a change recipient, “those who are being told
to change but who have had no influence on the decision” (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, p.
543). These middle managers faced the challenge of the fundamental change in the
organization they had chosen to work for becoming a for-profit organization without an
explicit mission, as well as the void created when the leader they believed in left the
organization. These changes had a profound effect on the middle managers and were not
things they could influence. The themes Lack of Information Was to My Detriment,
Different Groups But in the Same Boat Experience, and the Unspoken Expectation
revealed how these middle managers experienced playing the competing roles of a
change agent and change recipient. These contradictory and competing roles illuminated

paradox as an intrinsic feature of organizational change.

Seeing the Paradoxes in the Themes

In addition to offering insight into how the middle managers experienced being
positioned as both a change agent and change recipient, the presented five themes also
illuminated how inherently paradoxical organizational life can be. As a research study
with an emphasis on paradox, it was imperative “to tap into the amazement while also
breaking through some of the fog” that oftentimes leaves paradoxes hidden beneath their
underlying tensions (Smith & Lewis, 2022, p. 31). This section provides an orienting
view for the audience of this study, to see “the widely varying ways that paradoxes affect
our world and lives” (Smith & Lewis, 2022, p. 32).

As an orienting framework, the researcher used the four categories of paradox—

organizing, belonging, performing, and learning—as priori metathemes along with the
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technique of metacoding to look for latency and evidence of paradoxes in data. This
required the researcher to continuously move back and forth between the data and the
literature looking for contradictory, interdependent, and simultaneously existing elements
that persisted over a period of time. Metacoding entails “examining the relationships
among a priori themes to discover potentially new themes and overarching metathemes”
(Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 99). For the purposes of this study, metathemes are defined as
“broad overarching themes that cover a number of smaller themes” (Bernard et al., 2017,
p. 43).

In the following section, the researcher presents each of the five themes as one of
the four categories of paradox—organizing, belonging, performing, and learning. In
doing so, the researcher briefly discusses each category of paradox and then
contextualizes each theme in relation to the “emergence, choice, interpretation, and
appropriation of particular paradoxes in their empirical setting” (Jarzabkowski et al.,
2017, p. 523). Table 5.1 presents the five themes as one of four categories of paradoxes

and the encompassing contradictory organizational elements.
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Table 5.1

Five themes as Categories of Paradoxes

Four

Categories of

Theme Paradoxes Contradictory Organizational Elements
Theme 1, Organizing
Nonprofits Are
Preferred OldEd NewEd
Mature Org. (1946) Infancy Org (2003)
Non-Profit For-Profit
Stability Change
Part of Organization Whole Organization
Theme 1, Belonging
Nonprofits Are
Preferred Choosing OIdEd Not Choosing NewEd
Social Benefit Financial Benefit
Theme 2, The
Former President No Connection to
Mattered Connection to OIdEd NewEd
Former President's Individual ~ Business Unit's
Identity Collective Identity
Theme 4,
Different Groups
but in the Same
Boat Middle Manager Group Employee Group
Individuality Group Membership
Theme 3, The Learning
Lack of
Information Was
to My Detriment Present Employment Future Employment
Knowledgeable/Comfort of Ignorance/Uncertainty
Knowing from Not Knowing
Old Employer New Employer
Part Practices Future Practices
Theme 5, The Performing
Unspoken

Expectation

Change Agent

Personal Life
Flawed Standards of
Performance

Reportable Time and Work
Perceived Measures of
Success

Enforcer

Sole Bearer of Bad News
Plate Spinner

Deadline Manager
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Change Recipient
Professional Life
Appropriate Standards
of Performance
Unreportable Time and
Work

Actual Measures of
Success

Nurturer

Wise Counsel

Senior Worker

People Manager



NewEd Cheerleader Therapist
Mr. White (Reservoir
dogs, Quentin

Bearing Ball Tarantino)

Suit & Tie Janitor

Employee Advocate Technology Advocate
Den Mother Worker

Boss Ally

Paradoxes of Organizing

Every organization is composed of and is embedded in multiple systems, some of
higher-order complexity. As such, organizations are simultaneously both a “macro
system to the parts within it and a micro system within a macro system” (Quinn &
Cameron, 1988, p. 88). The paradoxes of organizing are innate to the “organizing process
and its varied actors’ enactment of distinctions that create and accentuate tensions”
(Luscher et al., 2006, p. 493). According to Lewis (2000), the paradoxes of organizing
emerge from the inherent contradictions between the different parts of the organization,
as a whole and its parts (Lewis, 2000), which gives rise to competing designs and
processes to achieve a desired organizational outcome (Smith & Lewis, 2011). For
example, there are contradictory yet simultaneous “forces that encourage commitment,
trust, and creativity while maintaining efficiency, discipline, and order” (Lewis, 2000,

p. 765).

Paradoxes of organizing have been found to be undergirded by systematic
contradictions of the organizing process and are embedded in mixed messages as well as
recursive cycles that exist independent of the actors involved, such as the

“communication patterns entrenched deep within organizational processes, practices and
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structures” (Luscher et al., 2006, p. 233). As such, the paradoxes of organizing occur at

the macro organizational level (Luscher & Lewis, 2008; Smith & Lewis, 2011).

Paradoxes of Organizing—Theme 1, Nonprofits Are Preferred

Paradoxes of organizing were illuminated in the first theme and developed as
central elements of the experiences of the middle managers of this study, which was the
organizational designation typology, nonprofit versus for-profit, and the mission of the
organization as well as how money was used. According to Quinn and Cameron (1988),
actions of organizing at a minimum include making decisions on “what business are we
in?; What is our product?; What is our market?; and How will we be organized?” (p. 88).
Individually and collectively, these decisions distinguish what the organization is and
what it is not. As these foundational questions are answered, boundaries, distinctions, and
dichotomies are defined (Ford & Backoff, 1988, as cited in Smith & Lewis, 2011), all of
which not only shape the systems of the organization, but also give rise to paradoxical
tensions and the paradoxes of organizing.

This study involved two distinct organizations, OldEd and NewEd. OIdEd was a
U.S. nonprofit behavioral and social sciences research, evaluation, and educational
assessment organization that was founded in 1946 and based in Washington, DC. NewEd
was a U.S. for-profit learning organization based in Dallas, Texas, and founded in 2003.
These two organizations represent two different types of business typologies and are
considered contrasting entities with different structures, tax implications, governance
models, and purposes (Heaslip, 2022), as well as two companies in different stages in

their lifecycle, infancy versus maturation.
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Heaslip (2022) defined a nonprofit organization as one that qualifies for tax-
exempt status because its mission and purpose are to further a social cause and provide a
public benefit. Additionally, nonprofit organizations generally have three fundamental
characteristics. First, the business must serve the public good in some way; second,
profits cannot be distributed for anything other than furthering the advancement of the
organization; and third, nonprofit organizations make their financial and operating
information accessible to the public, enabling both their internal and external audiences
to see how monies are being used (Heaslip, 2022). In contrast, Heaslip (2022) defined a
for-profit organization as one that operates with the primary goal of making money by
providing services and products to their customers at a cost. Unlike nonprofit
organizations, for-profit organizations can use the profits for the sole benefit of the
business owner, allowing them to earn an income or pay shareholders and investors from
the profits (Heaslip, 2022). In terms of governance, nonprofit organizations are generally
governed by volunteers or a board of directors (Lake, 2020). Typically, the board of
directors is responsible for overseeing operations and ensuring that the nonprofit
maintains practices that are designed to further its mission. In this study, OldEd was
governed by a board of directors. On the other hand, for-profit organizations are
governed by the business owner. In this study, NewEd was governed by a private equity
firm.

In this study, the paradoxes of organizing emerged as two contrasting business
typologies negotiated an acquisition, organizing how OIdEd’s largest business unit was
going to be divested and organized into NewEd, becoming NewEd’s newest and largest

business unit. The combining of two contrasting business typologies illustrated how an
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organization is inherently paradoxical from its inception. Through the actions and process
of organizing, tensions surfaced and were accentuated between the old and new
structures. According to Lewis (2000), paradoxes of organizing are “especially prevalent
in periods of change and stem from the conflicts between old and new” (p. 233). In this
study, the conflicts between the old and new appeared as foundational organizing
distinctions. These included (1) how OIdEd was once organized, to how it was going to
be organized; (2) what kind of business OIdEd once was, to what NewEd was becoming;
(3) what the mission of OIdEd was, to what the mission of NewEd was or will be; and (4)
how the monies were once used, to how the monies will be used in the future.

The actions and process of organizing also surfaced tensions between change and
stability. As found by Lewis (2000) and Luscher et al. (2006), when new structures
emerge, actors struggle with the simultaneous occurrence of stability and change. In this
case, the macro system of OIdEd was changing but the micro systems of the business unit
remained stable. For the most part, each of the middle managers conveyed that their day-
to-day work remained the same despite the organizational changes. For instance, the
business unit became a part of a new organization, but the services provided and products
produced, as well as the customer base of the business unit, remained the same.
Additionally, with one exception, all other reporting structures within the business unit
remained stable as well. As a result of the acquisition, only the new president had been
reassigned into a new reporting structure. On the first day of the acquisition, the new
president began reporting to the CEO of NewEd.

The actions and process of organizing also raised paradoxes of organizing by

creating distinctions between each of the business units. As a part of the new
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organization, the business unit joined a family of four other business units, which
collectively comprised NewEd. Each business unit had a distinct brand and, as such,
paradoxes of organizing emerged from the inherent contradictions between the different
parts of the organization, as a whole and its parts (Lewis, 2000). Nevertheless, within the
new organization, the business unit remained the largest of the five business units, as it
was with OIdEd. As such, the middle managers of this study experienced their business
unit simultaneously becoming both a “macro system to the parts within it and a micro

system within a macro system” (Quinn & Cameron, 1988, p. 88).

Paradoxes of Belonging

According to Lewis (2000), the paradox of belonging “signifies complex
relationships between self and other, highlighting the problematic nature of individuality,
group boundaries and globalization” (p. 766). Belonging refers to the relational
phenomenon in which people feel valued by being part of a group or organization
(Hagerty et al., 1992). Belonging is recognized as a complex, interdependent, dynamic,
and contradictory phenomenon (McClure & Brown, 2008). Belonging to an organization
involves issues of membership, boundaries, individuality, individual and group identity,
involvement, and detachment, as well as observation and experience (Smith & Berg,
1997). These issues individually have a paradoxical essence (Smith & Berg, 1997) and,
when nested, constitute the paradoxes of belonging.

Fundamentally, belonging to an organization begins with the questions of
“belonging to what? How do we know what the organization is?”” (Smith & Berg, 1997,
p. 90). These foundational questions can only be answered through the actions and

processes of organizing, through which boundaries, distinctions, and dichotomies are
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defined (Ford & Backoff, 1988, as cited in Smith & Lewis, 2011), all of which not only
shape the systems of the organization, but also give rise to paradoxical tensions.
Therefore, it is implied that for one to belong to an organization, the organization must
first exist. In order to exist, there must be a connection amongst members and a
connection to the defined organization; only then can one consider belonging and being a

member of the organization (Smith & Berg, 1997).

Paradoxes of Belonging—Theme 1, Nonprofits Are Preferred

The first theme, Nonprofits Are Preferred could also be aligned to the paradoxes
of belonging. In this study, the organization the middle managers knew and became
members of, through the process of employment fundamentally changed as a result of the
acquisition. The business unit that was once a part of OldEd and existed as a nonprofit
organization with a defined mission became a part of a for-profit organization without an
explicit mission. This change affected each of the study’s participants. In fact, 11 of the
14 study participants shared that working for a nonprofit organization, with a mission
aimed to do good for societal benefit as well as improve society at large, was not only
psychologically meaningful but also intrinsically rewarding. When sharing their
experiences, many of the middle managers of this study recounted how working for
OIdEd was their conscious choice and that they believed in the mission of the
organization as well as expressed a sense of connection to working together on a shared
mission to do good. The middle managers of this study also emphasized that they were
doing “good work,” and many preferred working for a nonprofit organization. For the
middle managers of this study, working for a nonprofit organization gave them the

opportunity to use their education and skills to positively impact the larger society.
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However, as the acquisition unfolded, the middle managers were faced with the
challenge of being a member of a fundamentally different organization. During the
preacquisition (August—December 2019), all employees, including the middle managers,
were asked to sign new offers of employment as well as confidentiality agreements. Both
documents were tangible artifacts of how their employment as well as the organization
they had once joined was changing, which may have accentuated changes to the
psychological contracts they had envisioned with OldEd. For some of the middle
managers, this posed a real challenge because they perceived that they were responsible
for ensuring that their subordinates complied with signing both documents prior to the
first official day of the acquisition. Meanwhile, several of the middle managers included
in this study were still wrestling with their own decision of whether or not they were
going to sign those documents themselves.

Paradoxes of belonging were also raised for most of the middle managers due to
the perceived difference and understanding of how nonprofits versus for-profit
organizations handle their profits, which was a constitutive element of their experience.
Specifically, the participants recounted positive feelings about how the nonprofit
organization used profits to reinvest into the organization. On the other hand, the
participants recounted negative feelings when sharing how for-profit organizations used
their profits. According to the participants of this study, the for-profit’s objective was to
maximize its profits and use them for the sole interest and benefit of the organizational
shareholders.

Consequently, the perceived difference and understanding of how nonprofit

versus for-profit organizations handled their profits caused the middle managers to
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consciously reflect on how the acquisition was changing the organization as well as what
that meant for their personal meaning of work, values, and beliefs. The middle managers
of this study shared how the emphasis that was once on doing “good work” was now
placed on making as much money as possible for the private equity firm. As a result,
some of the middle managers expressed that they were now pondering whether NewEd
was an organization that they wanted to belong to. Other middle managers expressed that

NewEd would have never been an organization that they would have chosen to work for.

Paradoxes of Belonging—Theme 2, The Former President Mattered

The second theme, the Former President—uwith its three subtleties of the
Perceptions of the Former President, Relationships with the Former President, and the
Effect of the Former President’s Departure—could also be aligned to the paradoxes of
belonging. In this study, the acquired business unit’s first president resigned without
notice in May 2019, three months prior to the official announcement of the acquisition.
Subsequently, the business unit’s chief operating officer, who had held that position from
2013 to 2019 and prior to that was the executive director from 2007 to 2013, assumed the
position of president. For many middle managers of this study, the change in leadership
caused the paradoxes of belonging to emerge from tensions fostered by shifting social
constellations between “self and other, as actors seek to identify themselves in relation to
the organization and its varied and fluctuating groups™ (Luscher et al., 2006, p. 493).

Paradoxes of belonging are linked to the double boundness of relationships. The
desire to maintain relationships can inhibit confrontation, “as the interactions that may
enable effective and empowering relations may also tear relations apart” (Llscher et al.,

2006, p. 493). During semi-structured interviews, eight of the 14 study participants
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detailed their perception of the former president, the relationships that either they or
others in the organization had with the former president, and how they were affected by
his departure. For these middle managers, the departure of the former president prompted
a shift in their workplace social constellations and disrupted the connection they had with
the organization. For many of the middle managers, the relationship they had with the
former president was the impetus from which their connection to the organization had
grown and strengthened over time. Therefore, when he suddenly departed from the
organization, those middle managers conveyed that they were struggling with the fact
that the foundation of their connection was no longer present. Consequently, middle
managers were struggling with the decision to stay or leave with the organization.

The paradoxes of belonging also surfaced in the perceptions the middle managers
had of their former president. Several of the middle managers conveyed that the former
president represented an individual and the collective identity of the business unit. The
business unit since its inception had been led and grown based upon his vision. For a few
managers, the departure of the former president represented both real limitations and
possibilities. However, for most of the middle managers the departure of the former
president caused them to struggle because the organizational identity of the business unit
was framed by the individual identity of the former president. As such, the middle
managers experienced challenges in their attempt to understand the organizational
identity of the business unit when the former president was the frame for understanding
the business unit’s history as well as future. The paradoxical struggle became trying to
live with the tensions that were emanating from the embeddedness of the former

president’s individual identity and the organizational identity.
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Paradoxes of Belonging—Theme 4, Different Groups but in the Same Boat

The fourth theme, Different Groups but in the Same Boat, could also be aligned to
the paradoxes of belonging. This theme refers to the English idiom, “in the same boat,
which means to be in the same difficult situation as someone else” (Cambridge
University Press, n.d.). During the semi-structured interviews, three of the study
participants explicitly used the idiom “in the same boat” and a fourth participant used the
rendition “in the same bucket” while conveying their experience to the researcher. This
theme developed as significant to the experiences of six of the 14 study participants and
illuminated their recognition of themselves being in the same difficult situation as their
subordinates and, in some cases, even their manager and senior leadership, despite
existing as members of oppositional referent groups and levels of power within the
organization.

In this study, the paradoxes of belonging emerged from tensions that “revolve
around the tenuous and seemingly absurd nature of membership” (Lewis, 2000, p. 769).

As stated by Lewis (2000),

Paradoxical tensions arise because actors struggle for both self-expression and
collective affiliation. Seeking to comprehend their roles in the group,
organization, and/or community, members attempt to artificially distinguish
themselves (e.g. differentiating personal competences, occupational practices, or
ethnic values). (p. 769)

The middle managers belonged to two distinct referent organizational groups, the
employee and management groups. Both groups existed within the same macro
organization and were experiencing the same unfolding acquisition. The paradoxes of
belonging became prevalent because the two groups represented the hierarchical

boundary and double-bounded nature of the social relationships within an organization as
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well as oppositional organizational positionalities, functions, spheres of influence,
decision-making ability, and levels of power. As such, the middle managers of this study
struggled in their interactions with their subordinates as well as in reconciling the
expectations, benefits, and norms of being members of the management group.

For the middle managers, there were unspoken norms that provided guidelines
that specified appropriate and inappropriate ways of behaving and interacting within and
outside of their referent group. These norms appeared to be implicitly understood by the
middle managers and were substrata beneath the behavior in and of the middle managers.
These norms also provided a framing for the differences between the groups. However,
as the acquisition unfolded, the lack of involvement in the decision-making processes
related to the acquisition, coupled with the lack of information, caused the middle
managers to struggle with simultaneously being members of both groups. Many of the
middle managers expressed how there were limitations and norms for how they should be
engaging and communicating with their subordinates. Consequently, the middle
managers reflected on their individualism, as an employee and within the management
group, in their attempts to serve the needs of both groups. As explained by Smith and
Berg (1987), these tensions appear as “choices and compromises to be made by the

individual, and occasionally, by the group.”

Paradoxes of Learning

According to Lewis (2000), paradoxes of learning emerged as tensions related to
the processes of sensemaking, innovation, and transformation as the result of “using,
critiquing, and often destroying past understandings and practices to construct new and

more complicated frames of reference” (p. 765). In essence, paradoxes of learning denote
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one’s ability to learn and create new knowledge within or building upon one’s existing
frames of reference, understanding, routines and structures while simultaneously
understanding how to act and respond to change (Lewis, 2000). As argued by Lewis
(2000), the innate tension between the “old and new frames” of knowledge is a key
underlying condition of paradoxes of learning. As such, it poses real challenges for
individuals because frames of the past offer comfort as they are known, while the new
frames are unfamiliar and the future is unknown, which presents uncertainty (Lewis,

2000).

Paradoxes of Learning—Theme 3, The Lack of Information Was to My Detriment

The third theme, the Lack of Information Was to My Detriment and the two
elements, Uncertainty and Ability to Perform, could be aligned to the paradoxes of
learning. In this study, seven of the 14 study participants expressed that as the acquisition
unfolded, they experienced a lack of information, which in turn aroused a variety of
emotional and behavioral responses. Additionally, in most cases, the participants also
shared that they felt hindered in their ability to perform effectively as middle managers
without having timely and relevant information at their disposal.

In this study, the lack of information made the paradoxes of learning salient
beginning with the announcement of acquisition, which the middle managers received via
email. From that moment, the middle managers were faced with being an employee of
one organization while simultaneously becoming an employee of a different organization.
Unbeknownst to the middle managers, they were being conveyed, which surfaced
tensions between their present and their future frames of reference. This situation caused

the middle managers to struggle with making sense of their present and future
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employment because they were using their existing frames of reference to evaluate,
critique, and create new frames of reference. In the absence of information, the middle
managers used their present and past experiences, looking backwards on their
employment with OIdEd as well as reflecting on what OIdEd represented to them while
simultaneously engaging in sensemaking processes with others or looking for new
information in order to create new frames of reference.

Paradoxes of learning appeared to be intensified in the middle managers (1)
whose existing references were limited to OIdEd because they had no other employment
experience to draw from or (2) who had previous experience with an acquisition that was
less than ideal. Additionally, for the majority of the middle managers, this conveyance
was their first time experiencing an acquisition. As such, an innate tension arose between
knowing/the comfort of knowing and knowledge acquisition/uncertainty from not
knowing. In this study, the middle managers shared that they went months without
information, and only after the first official day of the acquisition did information begin
to be shared. By then the middle managers had already been conveyed to a new
employer. In the days leading up to the first official day of the acquisition, all employees
including the middle managers were asked to sign new offer letters and confidentiality
agreements. However, neither document detailed future terms or conditions of
employment. Therefore, the lack of information inhibited the abilities of the middle
manager to effectively create new frames and caused them to experience uncertainty.

The first year of the acquisition was the first phase of integration, the preservation

period, which is characterized by a

high need for autonomy and a low need for interdependence among the
combining firms. The primary task of management was to keep the source of the
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acquired benefits intact because the deterioration in the acquired company’s ways
of managing, practices, or even motivation would endanger success. . . . The
acquired operations are managed at arm’s length. (Haspeslagh & Jemison, 1991,
p. 148)

This period was described by the new president and senior manager of HR as “business
as usual.” As such, despite being a new organization, the middle managers were

operating using past practices while preparing for future practices.

Paradoxes of Performing

According to Lischer et al. (2006), paradoxes of performing are related to
individuals’ self-understanding and the roles they perform. Specifically, individuals
create their sense of self “through an understanding of their roles and performance
expectations” (Lischer et al., 2006, p. 495). Paradoxes of performing exist and emerge at
the micro individual level based on tensions between roles (Lischer et al., 2006),
plurality of stakeholders with competing strategies and goals (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and
interactions over their roles (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Additionally, this paradox has
been found to be particularly prevalent during times of change, because change can spur
fluctuations in roles and create conflicting demands (Luscher & Lewis, 2008). As found
by Luscher and Lewis (2008), the roles of managers “morphed, blurred, and multiplied,”
resulting in conflicting managerial demands during a time of organizational restructuring

(p. 230).

Paradoxes of Performing—Theme 5, The Unspoken Expectation
The fifth theme, The Unspoken Expectation, could be aligned with the paradoxes
of performing. In this study, the middle managers of NewEd were found to play a vast

spectrum of roles that they not only oscillated between but, in some cases, played

242



simultaneously. Collectively, the middle managers of NewEd differentiated 77 distinct
roles, despite existing within the same macro organization. Table 4.2 lists the many roles
played by the middle managers of NewEd. Among the 77 distinct roles, there were
numerous paradoxical roles.

The many roles played by the middle managers of this study made the paradoxes
of performing salient. Among the middle managers, there was a shared perception that
playing multiple roles was a general expectation for them, even if the roles were

paradoxical in nature. As mentioned by Participant A,

You have to put on lots of different hats. . . . So it’s something that I think you’re
asked to pivot a lot and do lots of different roles. . . . It’s just the expectation and
it can be tiring, and there’s some days you have it and some days you don’t. . . .
And you’re like, | just got to do it. But that’s the expectation. And sometimes |
think it’s fair, sometimes I think it’s unfair, but it’s not going to change; you
know, that’s our corporate culture.

This expectation illuminated the paradoxes of performing in three specific ways.
First, performing the many roles, irrefutably, required the middle managers of this study
to consider, prioritize, and act upon the perceived competing expectations and demands
of their various roles. As indicated in previous research, playing a multitude of roles,
regardless of whether or not a middle manager is simultaneously playing or moving in
between roles, involves facing a unique challenge of having to demonstrate and engage
various sets of skills and behaviors (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011) and may even be
accompanied by confusing signals from different stakeholders (Bryant & Stensaker,
2011; Floyd & Lane, 2000).

In this study, the middle managers experienced paradoxes of performing when
they performed their paradoxical roles. For example, Participant B described playing 10

distinct roles, of which eight were paradoxical, such as being a change agent and change
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recipient, enforcer and nurturer, sole bearer of bad news and wise counsel, and a plate
spinner and senior worker. For the most part, Participant B described playing his roles
separately. However, there were times when he recalled playing the roles of enforcer and
nurturer, allocator of work and nurturer, or plater spinner and humanizer
simultaneously. As revealed by Participant B, playing the competing roles of an enforcer

and nurturer posed challenges.

They’re pretty, pretty separate from each other. | mean, the only place that . . . this
would be an intersection would be allocations and either enforcer or nurturer,
because the allocations is the place where you, you know, you’re giving them the
work. So if you’ve nurtured them, you give them that work of, okay, this is what
we’ve been talking about. This is what I’ve been training you on. So here’s your
opportunity to show me that you understand what I’ve been teaching you. Or with
the enforcer of like, you know, | know you, you’re having trouble getting, you
know, 40 hours of work completed. You’re not able to stay within our metrics.
Instead of taking an hour to write an item, it’s taking you 2 hours. But I’m not,
I’m not going to change your schedule. You know, you can tell me that it takes
longer. It’s taken you 2 hours because you can give me excuses for how hard it is
to come up with a topic, or, you know, | can’t find this passage in the right
amount of time. | just hit, no, | don’t know where to look. All the books I’m
reading, then nothing’s working, you know, you can give me your, your reasons,
but, you know, I’m, I’m not changing your schedule. | mean that the metrics have
been decided by senior leadership and they feel that it’s appropriate. | feel it’s
appropriate. So, you just need to figure out how to make it work.

For Participant B, playing the many roles caused tensions to emerge between his
personal approach to managing his subordinates and the approach he was regularly
recognized for by his manager. Participant B expressed that as a middle manager, he
“wants to help people the whole way through . . . but . .. I don’t coddle people” and that
he most enjoys “nurturing people in this profession and helping them.” Despite these
personal preferences, he played the role of an enforcer and received regular praise from

his manager for playing that role.
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I’ll be the enforcer. . .. That’s one thing my manager has complimented me on
regularly. I mean, I’m not one for, to punitively call them sob stories. | mean,
there are people who will take full advantage of their managers. | know they’re
managers in our department who will be extremely sympathetic to somebody
who, you know, tells them, well, you know, 1I’m so busy and, you know, | have
this thing going on and . . . my son is, you know, regularly ill and, you know,
knee surgeries. . . . During the pandemic, . . . obviously at first, you know, we
were very sympathetic to, you know, childcare and that kind of stuff, but . . .
we’re a year into, more than a year into it now.

Participant B also found playing the contradictory roles of a plate spinner and
nurturer caused tensions to develop. As a middle manager, Participant B knew that his
subordinates may be performing work that was outside of their department’s computer
system, resulting in their efforts and time being unaccounted for. Additionally, he knew
some of his subordinates were facing the challenge of trying to balance the competing
demands of their work and personal lives during a global pandemic. As best stated by
Miron-Spektor and Smith (2020), the pandemic blurred the boundaries between work and
life, so that a seamless balance of the two was impossible: “We have to do both—work
plus managing our lives, our spouses, kids, pets and home—all at once” (p. 1).
Nevertheless, Participant B continued to manage his subordinates to the knowingly
flawed standards of performance and directed his subordinates to contact the human

resources department for assistance with personal matters.

| feel like there’s, the metric is a little bit off, or if, you know, I really feel like
you know, people, if they’re getting work outside of what is actually in the
computer system, sometimes the things that we can’t really record, we’ve gotten a
lot better at that, but there are some things that don’t live in our scheduling
system. And, you know, | know that they have this other work on their plate. So
sometimes that can cause some tension. . . . You kind of have to figure out how to
juggle it and make it all happen. And obviously there’s also personal stories of
people who, you know, they’re going through something . . . divorce or . . . sick
relatives or something like that. And, you know, I tell them there’s a process
through HR that they can go through. You know, we have . . . different . ..
accommodations that can be gone through, but, you know, until they’re willing to
do that, you know, I’m not going to change their schedule because of some
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personal issue, if they’re not willing to go through HR and get that
accommodation like they’re supposed to.

Like Participant B, Participant A described playing 12 distinct roles, half of which
were paradoxical in nature. For instance, Participant A played the roles of a change agent
and change recipient, deadline manager and people manager, and NewEd cheerleader
and therapist. Participant A shared that he perceived the expectations and demands of his
roles to be in conflict. According to him, he struggled with performing the people
manager role, which required soft skill activities, and the deadline manager, which
emphasized client-related activities. Tensions between the two roles and required sets of
activities emerged as conflicting demands.

As a middle manager, Participant A shared that he was expected to document his
day-to-day activities and how much time he spent on each activity in the company’s time
tracking system using specific charge codes. However, he shared that the company’s time
tracking system did not have specific charge codes for all the activities that he performed.
For example, the company’s time tracking system did not have specific charge codes for
playing the role of people manager, engaging in soft skill activities such as one-on-ones
with his subordinates, weekly team meetings, or DEI work, and therefore, much of his
day-to-day time went unaccounted for because those activities comprised a considerable
part of his job. On the other hand, being a deadline manager, engaging in client-related
activities, could be tracked in the company’s time tracking system. Consequently,
Participant A questioned why NewEd had gotten rid of the specific charge codes
previously used for the people manager soft skill activities and believed it was perhaps
because the organization did not perceive those activities as important as the deadline

manager role with the client-related activities.
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We got rid of the charge code for staff management, which is something that |
used every single day. . . . | don’t know whose idea that was. | don’t think it was,
you know, intentional or like cut this. But I think that does show something. Like,
| felt like 1 have a weekly team meeting and then my individual monthly
meetings, like, what am | supposed to bill that to, overhead?

My job to make sure that, you know, we meet every deadline for all 26 clients.
Like that is my, that’s ultimately the most important job or what’s valued most at
our company for sure. And then try to get there with the least amount of bumps
and have everyone working and being heard and being included as much as
possible. Like the soft skill stuff is not valued, and that kind of sucks because
that’s a lot of my job.

Finally, the paradoxes of performing emerged as tensions related to the middle
managers’ sense of self and self-understanding in relation to the roles they performed.
Through social interactions both with others and the macro organization, the middle
managers of this study received cues and internalized standards that influenced their
perception about the worth of their role and themselves. As stated by Wrzesniewski,
Dutton, and Debebe (2003), influences such as these “strike at the core of the self and its
worth in the organization” (p. 113).

In this study, the conflicting demands and inherent contradictory standards of
performance coupled with the company’s time tracking system signaled to middle
managers that certain roles and activities may be more worthwhile and valuable than
others. Nonetheless, from their perspective there were expectations that required them to
perform countless roles and engage in activities that went unrecognized. The incoherence
of the situation affected the middle managers of this study on a personal level. For
example, Participant A expressed how the situation caused him to question how he
perceived himself, especially with regards to his employability. From his perspective, the
conflicting demands of his role made him feel underpaid and unrecognized for the people

manager work he performed and the associated soft skill activities. Participant A stated:
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Does that mean I’m not as employable? Like, | feel like I need to send an email to
my manager being like I’m charging the overhead and all this DEI work.

My job is managing people, but I can only bill that to clients, then that’s kind of a
different role than maybe you don’t value this management role and maybe it
doesn’t need to exist here because it’s not important.

And | want you to know it’s not just me not working, because if we don’t have a
charge code for some of those soft skills, then it shows that they’re not valued.
And so that’s one that I, | felt a little discouraged, | guess. Like, I think | kind of
expressed that a little bit to you, but if my job is managing people, but I can only
bill that to clients, then that’s kind of a different role than maybe you don’t value
this management role and maybe it doesn’t need to exist here because it’s not
important.

The paradoxes of performing were also highlighted by the conflicting
expectations and standards of performance. According to Lischer et al. (2006), having a
thorough understanding of one’s standards of performance is essential for effective
managerial action and sensemaking. Within organizations, standards of performance
outline the expectations of both employees and managers, providing a framework of how
the organization expects them to accomplish their work, perform their roles, and act in
the workplace. Therefore, during times of change, it is important for middle managers to
be able to answer this question: “What are the standards of performance in the emerging
organization?” (LUscher et al., 2006, p. 494).

In this study, several middle managers grappled with managing the standards of
performance and expressed concern. For example, when Participant B described how he
played the role of an enforcer, the paradoxes of performing became salient because of the
inherent contradictions built into the performance standards, which he had to use to
manage his subordinates. As explained by Participant B, the performance metrics used to
measure the performance and productivity of his subordinates had recently changed. The

change reduced the amount of time an employee had to complete a passage finding task,
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and this standard was set for all employees regardless of experience. From Participant B’s
perspective, the one-size-fits-all performance standard was not achievable for all
employees. A more experienced professional like himself could meet the expectation, but
Participant B knew it would be a difficult standard for his subordinates to meet, yet he
still was expected to manage them to those standards.

During Participant B’s interview, the researcher had to reassure him of
confidentiality before he would continue. Having to manage his subordinates to the one-
size-fits-all performance standards caused tensions to emerge because he did not

personally disagree with the practice and knew the performance standards were flawed.

The tension can arise if there are places where I, you know, disagree with
something. . . . This is confidential, but there’s something, try and get the passage
metric increased because, you know, it can be hard to find a passage in the right
amount of time. | mean, I’m a good passage finder. So | feel like it’s an
appropriate amount of time, but there are people who— you know, it’s not just one
or two people, it’s, you know, can be several to a majority of the people—have
trouble with passages. And there are certain kind of passages that are much harder
to find, yet the metric is the same for all sorts. So that, that can be tough. . . .

| could budget somebody to find, you know, six passages in 1 week, which would
be, you know, really difficult, I mean, and then prepare them and put them into
the computer system and go through all the steps, actually get that passage. If you
have a test to be approved by a senior person as well, um, before it can be entered
into the computer. So, . . . there’s a lot to it. . . . That metric is pretty tough. But
it’s, sometimes . . . if you give some people . . . an inch, they’ll take a mile. 1
mean, they’ll say it’ll take me 3 days to find a passage. You know, it’s just like,
no, that’s not acceptable. You can’t take 3 days to find something that’s only
supposed to take you 6 hours to find.

Conflicting performance standards were not exclusive to the subordinates of the
middle managers of this study; the middle managers also perceived themselves as being
subjected to conflicting performance standards. Through a conversation with his
manager, Participant A surfaced what he perceived to be inherent contradictions built into
the performance standards for himself. Participant A explained to his manager his
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perceptions of the activities and behaviors he believed were necessary for effective
performance in his role, to which Participant A described his manager’s response as “he
kind of had no idea.” Participant A elaborated, explaining how his standards of
performance and perceptions of success could be perceived as misaligned to how the

organization evaluates, rewards, and promotes the middle managers.

Yeah, they should pay me more, though it’s challenging. I like to work, but |
don’t feel recognized for any of the soft skills whatsoever. Really, a little more
lately, like actually my boss, like | kind of had a real discussion with him about
diversity, equity, inclusion. Just be like, these are my experiences, and this is why
it’s hard. And this is a lot of the work that I’ve had to do. And he’s, and he kind of
had no idea. And I’m like, this is, we had a really frank conversation. Like these
are the demands, we have this job. But if you make that easier for people that
meet those deadlines, sometimes treating of the human beings sometimes to figure
out where they’re coming from, expressing this empathy to get the best work for
them. | was like, that’s the stuff | work at it, but that | don’t think we care about
that here.

| think as a middle manager to be successful, you have to have those middle,
those soft skills. But | don’t think you get rewarded for spending time on them.
Like, I don’t think as a middle manager, if my staff reviewed me, which they
don’t, or if there’s any staff feedback of how I’m doing, that would be taken
account of my promotions or raises. And that kind of sucks because that’s a lot of
my job.

Seeing the Paradoxes in the Themes Summary

In summary, paradoxical tensions and paradoxes are pervasive in organizational
life. In this section, the researcher provided an orienting view for the audience of this
study to move “onward through the fog” that oftentimes keeps paradoxes latent (Smith &
Lewis, 2022, p. 19). From the onset of this study, there has been an emphasis on paradox.
This emphasis is critical because paradoxes not only inundate our organizational lives
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) but are a prevalent condition for most organizations

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013) and are intrinsic to organizational change (Nasim & Sushil,
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2011). Therefore, it was particularly important to discuss the four categories of
paradox—organizing, belonging, performing, and learning and contextualize each theme

as paradoxes within the context of this empirical inquiry.

Summary of the Chapter

This chapter presented the study’s themes that emerged through the data analysis
process. This chapter began with a descriptive account of the study’s participants to
include their demographic and organizational characteristics, accompanied by individual
profiles situated in the context of this study. Next, the researcher provided a thick and
detailed description of the context of the study. As a case study, this was of paramount
importance for understanding the experiences of the middle managers as well as
contextualizing the findings within the research setting. The five themes were then
presented, and the presentation was twofold. Each of the five themes were presented as
they emerged through the coding process and then discussed from a paradoxical
viewpoint as a paradox. The twofold presentation offered a richer and more holistic
understanding of the contextual factors as well as how the middle managers experience
being positioned as both a recipient of change and agent of change within a company

after being acquired by a larger organization.
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CHAPTER 5:

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative, descriptive, single site case study (Yin, 2018) was
to examine the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and
change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger
organization. Through this study, the researcher sought to offer insight into how middle
managers experience and describe their roles during times of change, with a specific
emphasis on paradox. This emphasis is important because paradoxes not only inundate
our organizational lives (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) but are a prevalent condition for
most organizations (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013) and are intrinsic to organizational change
(Nasim & Sushil, 2011). This study was guided by one research question: How do middle
managers experience being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient
within a for-profit organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during
the year following the acquisition?

This chapter presents the findings and recommendations of this study. This
chapter is divided into four sections. The first section translates the themes presented in
chapter 4 into findings contextualized in the existing scholarship on organizational
change, paradox, and middle management. Based on the presented findings, the
researcher offers three theoretical contributions and four practical recommendations. The

last section summarizes the chapter.
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Findings

This study drew five findings from the themes presented in chapter 4. Each
finding is explained in connection with the applicable literature and the conceptual

framework of this study.

Finding 1: An Enduring Purpose Beyond Oneself

As described by Katz and Khan (1966, 1978), organizations are a social system
with levels (micro, meso, and macro) and interactive groups of people working together
under a defined structure for the purpose of achieving goals through channeled activities
and cycles of events. Purpose is defined as the set of fundamental reasons for an
organization’s existence (Collins & Porras, 2004). An organization’s purpose is conveyed
in its mission. Hence, defining the organizational purpose is an integral outcome of the
process of organizing and, therefore, is not only fundamental to how those within the
organization organize but also why they join and, subsequently, understand their
experience within the organization.

In this study, the researcher found that the participants wanted an enduring
purpose at work that extended beyond themselves and their own self-interest. Purpose
was profoundly important to the middle managers and how they experienced the
acquisition. In this case study, the acquisition of OldEd by NewEd caused the middle
managers to reflect on purpose. In most cases, the starting point for their reflection was
the organizational designation (for-profit versus nonprofit), which was interconnected
with the mission (explicit versus implicit) and business outcomes (societal versus
financial). As conveyed in Theme 1: Nonprofits Are Preferred, the middle managers

wanted to work for an organization that had a good fundamental reason for existing. As a
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nonprofit, the mission and purpose were to further a social cause and provide a public
benefit (Heaslip, 2022). As such, OIdEd afforded the middle managers opportunities to
do purposeful work that was centered on improving society at large.

The “good mission” of OIdEd provided a purpose that not only intrinsically
motivated the middle managers to join OIdEd but also motivated them to continue
performing during their tenure. As conveyed in the interviews, several of the middle
managers stated that they were not motivated by extrinsic rewards like compensation or
monetary gains. Instead, it was the “good mission” that provided them with intangible
intrinsic and psychological rewards such as feelings of pride, satisfaction,
accomplishment, fulfillment, morality, and social status as well as opportunities to learn
from their “smart” colleagues.

In this study, the organizational designation (for-profit versus nonprofit) also had
a profound effect on the sense of purpose and meaning the middle managers ascribed to
the work they performed. OIdEd’s “good mission” served as the backdrop to and frame in
which the middle managers found purpose and made meaning of their work. At OIdEd,
the middle managers used the “good mission” as a means for both understanding how
their work made a difference in the lives of others and for translating their contributions
to the larger society. The “good mission” of OIdEd helped the middle managers

understand the importance of their work and why their work mattered.

Finding 2: Acquisitions Cause an Intensified State of Uncertainty

As stated by Nikandrou et al. (2000), “Acquisitions equal change, which means
uncertainty” (p. 336). However, acquisitions are not simple change events. Acquisitions

have been typified as a complex planned (Bansal & King, 2020), profound (Bansal,
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2016), traumatic (Nikandrou et al., 2000), and extreme form of organizational change
(Bellou, 2006). Therefore, acquisitions do not merely mean uncertainty, but rather an
intensified experience of uncertainty for those experiencing the change.

Over the years, the word uncertainty has been defined and described in a variety
of ways. The common definition of uncertainty is “the state of being uncertain” (Merriam
Webster, as cited in Anderson et al., 2019). Knight (1921) referred to uncertainty as “the
state of an organism that lacks information about whether, where, when, how, or why an
event has occurred or will occur” (Knight, as cited in Bar-Anan et al., 2009, p. 123).

Similarly, Burns and Stalker (1961) described uncertainty as:

the ignorance of the person who is confronted with a choice about the future in
general, and in particular about the outcomes which may follow any of his
possible lines of action. Since he must choose, if he is to remain operative, he acts
in accordance with his belief about the future and the specific possibilities. These
possibilities will always be differentiated in his mind according to the degrees of
belief with which they are credited. (p. 112)

Uncertainty has also been described as “an individual’s perceived inability to predict
something accurately” (Milliken, 1987, p. 136) or difficulty in being able to accurately
assess current and future decision situations (Beckman et al., 2004; Henisz & Delios,
2004; Milliken, 1987).

Despite the nuances in the definitions and descriptions, there is a consistent
emphasis that the essence of uncertainty is fundamentally “a mental state, a subjective,
cognitive experience of human beings rather than a feature of the objective, material
world. The specific focus of this experience, furthermore, is ignorance—i.e., the lack of
knowledge” (Anderson et al., 2019, p. 2). This perspective does not equate uncertainty to
mere ignorance, but instead suggests that “uncertainty is the conscious awareness, or

subjective experience of ignorance” (Anderson et al., 2019, p. 2).
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Uncertainty is a fundamental aspect of human life (Anderson et al., 2019) and an
innate characteristic of organizations because organizations can only guarantee some
degree of certainty, as they are an open and adaptive system (Katz & Kahn, 1966, 1978).
Therefore, uncertainty is forever present. However, research has found that during times
of change, uncertainty is especially prevalent, and the most reported psychological state
experienced by employees (Bordia et al., 2004). Uncertainty has also been reported to be
one of the most challenging aspects of the organizational change experience (DiFonzo &
Bordia, 1998).

Bar-Anan et al. (2009) found that the experience of uncertainty can be intensified
during an emotional event, making an unpleasant event even more unpleasant, resulting
in an intensified incidental affect. Acquisitions are known for having a profound impact
on the emotional state of those experiencing the change. Acquisitions have been
described as an emotional roller-coaster (Moeller, 2009). Sherer (1994, as cited in Bellou,
2006) stated that employees seemingly experience acquisitions as a loss of a loved one,
often treating the acquisition as a personal crisis. Undoubtedly, acquisitions are very
emotional events and typically associated with causing a negative affect.

Within organizations and even more so in the context of an acquisition, it is the
paradoxical nature and conditions of change that surface uncertainty by causing “shocks”
to the cognitive and emotional processes of how one makes sense as well as how one
makes realities sensible (Weick, 1995). Acquisitions are only planned by those at the
negotiating table, which generally excludes those outside of executive leadership, leaving
the middle managers and employees of the organization to experience a shock and

subsequent uncertainty. As explained by Weick (1995), “The shock attendant to
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uncertainty is one of ignorance. It comes from the imprecision in estimates of future
consequences conditional on present actions” (p. 95).

In this study, two notable change events occurred at the macro level of the
organization, which caused “shocks” to the cognitive and emotional sensemaking
processes of the middle managers. The first event was the departure of the former
president, which occurred in late May of 2019. As reported in Chapter 4, many of the
study’s participants recalled experiencing his departure as an unexpected, abrupt, and
sudden event. This event was the first source of shock, surfacing uncertainty and causing
a variety of emotional responses. In this case, none of the participants reported receiving
formal organizational communications or information explaining why the former
president was leaving the organization. This lack of information explicitly highlighted the
ignorance of the middle managers of this study.

The second event to cause a shock to the cognitive and emotional sensemaking
processes of the middle managers of this study was the official announcement of the
acquisition, which occurred 3 months after the departure of the former president and took
place in August of 2019. Although acquisitions are planned change events, in this case,
only the executives of OldEd and NewEd had prior knowledge of the pending divestiture
and acquisition of OldEd by NewEd. However, one middle manager, Participant K,
shared that he knew the possibility of a future acquisition was being explored, he was the
only one who shared that he had such knowledge and did not indicate he had knowledge
of this specific acquisition.

In this study, the announcement of the acquisition came via email, and it took all

middle managers by surprise. This event caused the middle managers to confront their
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own ignorance yet again and compounded the uncertainty they were already experiencing
from the former president’s departure. In many ways, the secondary event caused the
middle managers to relive their first experience of shock and subsequent negative
emotions as they tried to “interpret and create an order for occurrences” (Lischer &
Lewis, 2008, p. 221). The repeated shocks adversely impacted the middle managers by
causing new and prolonged injury to their mental and emotional well-being. As found by
Anderson et al. (2019), the more frequently individuals find themselves to be uncertain
and not sure of what’s happening, the more the affect will be intensified, resulting in the
negative affect becoming even more negative.

The uncertainty created by these events prompted the middle managers to engage
in sensemaking processes and activities. In both events, the change was perceived as
having a negative impact on the organization. According to Anderson et al. (2019), when
uncertainty is perceived as being negatively induced, then the “uncertainty will likely
lead to a negative affective feeling” (p. 10). The explicit absence of information prevents
an individual from being able to make precise estimates of future consequences
conditional on the current reality or to act to reduce uncertainty that might follow any
plausible action (Weick, 1995). Generally, this is not a desirable state. Most find
uncertainty to be aversive and are willing to pay to reduce it (Anderson et al., 2009).
Even more so, in real-life situations that have significant consequences—such as this
case, where an acquisition changes the macro-organization in which individuals exist,
calling into question most aspects of their current and future employment—people find
uncertainty to be intolerable and unpleasant (Anderson et al., 2009). According to Weick

(1995), the longer individuals take to make sense of an interruption in their life, the
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higher the arousal and the stronger the emotion. Therefore, acquisitions are more prone
than any other planned organizational change event to cause an intensified state of

uncertainty for those experiencing the change.

Finding 3: Sensemaking Strengthened Connections but Reinforced Inertia

Sensemaking is an existential characteristic of human and organizational life
(Weick, 1995). Sensemaking has also been argued by many scholars to be well-suited for
understanding the complexities and paradoxical conditions of organizational life (Child,
2020). The concept of sensemaking is “literally defined as to make sense” (Weick, 1995,
p. 4). Sensemaking has seven distinct properties: 1) grounded in identity construction, 2)
retrospection, 3) enactment of sensible environments, 4) social, 5) ongoing, 6) focused on
and by extracted cues, and 7) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995).
Sensemaking involves the “placement of things into frameworks, comprehending,
redressing surprise, constructing meaning, interacting in pursuit of mutual understanding,
and patterning” (Weick, 1995, p. 6).

Sensemaking is constant. Individuals are always in the flow of thought and social
interaction between the present and the past. Within organizations, sensemaking can be
occasioned in response to everyday novel moments, but more often it is prompted by the
shock attendant to recognizing one’s own ignorance during uncertain and ambiguous
times (Weick, 1995). When organizations change, conditions become ripe for the
experience of contradiction, incongruity, incoherence, and paradox, as well as ambiguity
and uncertainty (LUscher & Lewis, 2008); these experiences tend to be especially
prevalent when the change is unexpected by those experiencing the change, the change

recipients.
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Amidst change, sensemaking is exceptionally vital but is not without challenge
(Luscher & Lewis, 2008). In a study conducted by Lischer and Lewis (2008),
sensemaking was found to be difficult for middle managers and nearly paralyzed them
during an organizational restructure. In change contexts, individuals need to make
explicit efforts at sensemaking because their current state of reality is perceived to be
different from their expected state, or worse, they perceive no intelligible way of
understanding their reality (Weick et al., 2005), as was the case in this study.

In this study, the acquisition of OIdEd by NewEd triggered and created situations
that prompted the middle managers to enact sensemaking processes. Beginning with the
official announcement of the acquisition, the cognitive, emotional, and social processes
of the middle managers were triggered. The announcement of the acquisition brought a
situation into existence that the middle managers had not expected and that did not fit
into how they envisioned the organization or their future employment with OIdEd.
Consequently, the middle managers had no choice but to confront the unexpected event
and become immersed in their new reality. This confrontation surfaced an abundance of
questions, which seemed to be undergirded by one central question: What’s going to
happen with OIdEd? Since the middle managers could not answer this question
comprehensibly, due to the lack of information provided before the announcement and
thereafter, they were challenged by their own ignorance as well as the ignorance of their
subordinates and senior leaders.

Knowledge is the antidote to ignorance. As such, Weick (1995) posited that
ignorance can be eliminated with information, “namely, the information that is

constructed in face-to-face interaction that provides multiple cues” (p. 99). As such,
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sensemaking is always a social process and, therefore, individuals must engage others,
the organization, and the world in which they exist. This engagement includes ongoing
dialogue with self and others in addition to extracting and interpreting cues from existing
“frameworks such as institutional constraints, organizational premises, plans,
expectations, acceptable justifications, and traditions inherited from predecessors” to use
as the basis for a plausible explanation (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005, p. 410).
Unfortunately, this effort can be problematic because the sensemaking processes become
structured by the organization, materializing meaning that can both inform and constrain
those attempting to make sense (Weick et al., 2005). As argued by Weick et al. (2005),
“the operative image of organization is one in which organization emerges through
sensemaking, not one in which organization precedes sensemaking or one in which
sensemaking is produced by organization” (p. 410).

In this study, the middle managers engaged their peers, subordinates, and in some
cases their senior leaders in discourse about the unfolding acquisition to deal with their
ignorance and the associated uncertainty. In those conversations, thoughts, feelings,
experiences, and perspectives were exchanged. The conversations became the middle
managers’ central and continuous space for dialogue. For the middle managers, the
purpose of these conversations was to make sense of an ambiguous situation for
themselves and to enable them to help their subordinates make sense. However, among
peers, the middle managers used the conversations as opportunities to explore the
commonality of understanding and to commiserate. The commiseration fostered a sense
of solidarity among the middle managers. The dialogue the middle managers had with

both their subordinates and senior leaders made a shared experience salient because they
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were communicating with more candor and transparency. The candor revealed that
everyone was looking for cues and waiting for information to cascade down to them from
their senior leadership. The conversations also created opportunities to build and
strengthen relationships the middle managers had with their peers as well as with their
subordinates and, in some cases, senior leaders.

Despite strengthening relationships, the social processes of sensemaking
reinforced the inertia among the middle managers. In this case, the conversations and
enactment of collective sensemaking did not inform action or provide impetus for greater
agency. When individuals or groups are faced with an unfolding situation that is difficult
to make sense of, they are faced with a vexing dilemma (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014).
They can seek out information to inform their action or in the absence of information
default to inaction, which produces confusion to only prompt them again, to ask what is
going on. Furthermore, when the individuals that make up the collective sensemaking
process are at the same informational disadvantage, sensegiving is not plausible. As such,
the discourse among those selected to participate in the collective sensemaking processes
were unable to produce “narratives that explain what is going on against the background
of the change or facilitate the development of appropriate discourses that guide them in
forming their expectations” (Will & Pies, 2018, p. 292). Consequently, their
understanding of the difficult situation remains unchanged, and action stalled. According
to Weick et al. (2005), dialogue and action reciprocate one another, in a cyclical fashion,
with dialogue occurring “both early and late, as does action, and either one can be

designated as the ‘starting point to the destination’” (p. 412).
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Finding 4: The Limitations of Language

According to Jarzabkowski et al. (2017), at least in Western thought, to be
recognized is first “to be orally and textually retained . . . and it is in the statements,
claims and observations of language that paradoxes live” (p. 89). Language is the
principal instrument used by humans to convey what we see and know as well as share
our ideas, knowledge, and experiences with others (Dewey, 1944). Through language, we
also enact sensemaking, making sense of and giving meaning to our experiences. It’s the
combining of words into sentences of conversation and texts that produces, imposes, or
constrains one’s experience (Weick, 1995). Therefore, only through language can we
convey what we experience and recognize.

The data collected from the first interviews with every middle manager showed
evidence of contradictions, tensions, dilemmas, and paradoxes. However, the data also
showed evidence that the contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas were recognizable to the
middle managers, but the paradoxes were not. According to Lewis (2000), as individuals
“attempt to make sense of an increasingly intricate, ambiguous, and ever-changing world,
they frequently simplify reality into polarized either/or distinctions that conceal the
complex interrelationships” (p. 761). This was the case in this study. The middle
managers used language that polarized elements of their experience, drew distinctions,
and emphasized conceptual boundaries of what something was or was not. For example,
the middle managers distinguished for-profit/nonprofit organizations, former
president/current president, OlIdEd/NewEd, societal/financial gains, and mission/money.

The middle managers also recounted and described the constitutive elements of

their experience as dilemmas. A dilemma “denotes a tension such that each competing
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alternative poses clear advantages and disadvantages” (McGath, as cited in Smith &
Lewis, 2011, p. 386). Hence, dilemmas are meant to be solved. However, as the dilemma
is left unresolved with the passage of time, indications appear that either choice would
offer only a temporary resolve, proving the dilemma to be a paradox (Smith & Lewis,
2011). In this study, over the course of the year following the announcement of the
acquisition, the middle managers asked themselves questions such as “Do I stay or do I
leave?”” and “Is this still an organization that | want to be involved in or not?”
Additionally, as they recounted their experiences, their descriptions included words like
choice, choose, and either/or, and formal logic was depicted in their self-reflections.
Unlike paradoxes, contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas are easy to recognize
and explain, although conceptually the distinction between them is nuanced.
Contradictions are elements, statements, actions, or ideas that are in opposition to each
other (Cambridge University Press, n.d.). Tensions indicate contradictory elements
(Lewis, 2000) and “include all types of situations where alternative expectations and
demands are in opposition. . . . Tensions offer an overarching term to describe both
presenting dilemmas and their underlying paradoxes” (Smith & Lewis, 2022, p. 4).
Dilemmas denote tensions accompanied by competing alternatives (Smith & Lewis,
2011). Dilemmas present as “choices between alternatives, each option offering a logical
solution on its own. . . . The pros of one option define the cons of the other, and vice
versa” (Smith & Lewis, 2022, pp. 4-5). Tensions can be recognized because they are
undergirded by formal logic, which emphasizes polarization. Tensions can be explained
because language supports and “feeds the tendency to polarize” (Lewis, 2000, p. 762).

For example, using formal logic, an individual can explain what something is and what
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something is not; what belongs and what does not. Similarly, dilemmas can be explained
because the competing choices are also polarized when evaluating the respective
advantages and disadvantages of each.

Paradoxes, on the other hand, aren’t as easy. Paradoxes lurk beneath
contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas (Smith & Lewis, 2022). Paradoxes do not just
appear (Keller et al., 2017), and there is a growing body of literature that proposes several
ways in which paradoxes become apparent. Lewis’ (2000) provides guidance for
exploring paradoxes, she stated that paradoxes “become apparent through self-or social
reflection or interaction that reveals the seemingly absurd and irrational coexistence of
opposites” (p. 761). Similarly, other scholars have said that paradoxes are made salient
through interpretation (Clegg et al., 2002; Smith & Lewis, 2011), individual cognition
(Tushman & Smith, 2005), or contextual conditions of change or processes of an
intervention that foster social construction, increasing an actor’s awareness of paradoxes
(Luscher & Lewis, 2008).

Data collected from the first interview showed evidence of paradoxes that
appeared to be unrecognizable by the middle managers. As the middle managers
conveyed their experience, their words they communicated polarities and dilemmas
instead of articulating juxtaposition of contradictory or opposing elements or seeing the
simultaneity of the contradictory and interwoven elements of their experience. Yet, the
data showed the interrelatedness of opposing elements embedded in their experiences that
not only existed simultaneously but also persisted for the year following the

announcement of the acquisition—hence paradoxes.
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The obscurity of paradoxes by the middle managers came as no surprise. The
inherent nature of paradoxes in human and organizational life does not automatically
trigger salience or recognition by individuals, even amidst times of change. In fact, the
inability of the middle managers to recognize or even have language that portrayed the
paradoxes as salient is in line with findings and propositions made by other researchers.
Clegg et al. (2002) posited that the curvilinear nature between most structural elements of
management and organizations may make the paradoxes harder to see; this may not be
because these relationships are absent but because they are simply more difficult to
recognize. Lischer and Lewis (2008) demonstrated that managers may need to be pushed
to explore their dilemmas and find a workable certainty; in doing so, the paradoxical
nature of the dilemmas and paradoxes will surface. Similarly, Smith and Lewis (2011)
stated that paradoxes often remain latent until they are surfaced via contextual conditions
of change or until processes of an intervention foster social construction, increasing an
actor’s awareness of paradoxes.

Previous research has also detailed that it may be the cultural, professional, and
educational backgrounds and previous social experiences of the individuals that render
paradoxes unrecognizable. Individuals from Western cultural backgrounds tend not to
have paradox mindsets or use paradoxical frames (Keller et al., 2017). Keller et al. (2017)
argued that cultural and organizational conditions shape whether individuals can
recognize paradoxes and adopt a paradoxical frame. Like the coevolving nature of
paradoxes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013), culture, language, and cognition also coevolve.
Individuals’ cultural background shapes both their language and cognition. According to

Kroeber (1987), culture starts when language is available, and from there enrichment in
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either can lead to the development of the other. Therefore, culture, language, and the use
of formal logic may have constrained what the middle managers of NewEd were able to
see and convey about their experience. While language and use of formal logic support
the recognition of polarities, such as there being two sides to a coin, neither has the
capacity to convey the interconnectedness and simultaneity that exist between the
conflicting sides of the coin (Lewis, 2000).

Another possibility is that the middle managers of NewEd may not have been
socialized in educational or organizational settings where the concept of paradox was
taught or where paradoxical cognition was appreciated. In a review of the paradox
literature, there are arguments and propositions that paradox should be taught as a
“threshold concept” in institutions of higher education and embedded as the subject of
pedagogy (Knight & Paroutis, 2017). Yet, according to Nelson (2018) in her review of
over 2,000 academic programs offered through the International Leadership Association,
including certificate, undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral programs, no institutions
offer courses or programs that focus on navigating paradox.

Data collected from the second interview made it explicitly clear that the middle
managers of NewEd were unfamiliar with the concept of paradox, as defined for the
purpose of this study. The second interview consisted of three parts. The first part of the
interview explored the paradoxical awareness of the middle managers. The first four
questions specifically asked the middle managers about their familiarity with the word
paradox and how it is used in their organizational life. Unanimously, the middle
managers shared that they had not used the word in their organizational life. Additionally,

they shared that they were relatively unfamiliar with the word paradox. This finding
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prompted the researcher to ponder: How could one recognize what one is unfamiliar
with? And how can someone become aware of or familiar with a new concept and then
begin conceptualizing how that concept can be applied in their organizational life? The

answers to both questions are discussed as part of the practical implications of this study.

Finding 5: Latent Versus Salient Roles

As previous research has found, middle managers do not play one homogenous
role. In this study, the middle managers of NewEd were found to play a vast spectrum of
roles, which they not only oscillated between but also played simultaneously. As depicted
in Table 4.2, collectively, the middle managers of NewEd described playing 77 distinct
roles, while existing within the same macro-organization. Among the 77 roles, there were
five commonly experienced roles. Those roles included being a change recipient, change
agent, communicator, advocate, and leader.

Of the 77 roles, 75 emerged as salient roles that were easily identified by the
middle managers of this study when asked to describe the roles they play. In contrast, two
of the 77 roles emerged as latent roles that were initially unrecognizable by the middle
managers. The two roles were change agent and change recipient, both of which surfaced
after social awareness and reflection. For the middle managers of this study, these two
roles manifested as a direct outcome of the unfolding acquisition. The roles emerged as
paradoxical; they could not be detangled, as they were interdependent and embedded
within a web of mutual interaction. In this study, 11 of the 14 middle managers
acknowledged playing the role of a change agent, and three rejected playing the role of a
change agent. All 14 middle managers acknowledged playing the role of a change

recipient.
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Contributions

In line with Merriam (1998), the aim of research is to produce knowledge about
the world that is both impactful and insightful. From the onset of this study, the
researcher had hoped to make contributions to organizational change, paradox, and
middle management scholarship as well as offer human resource development (HRD)
practitioners and organizational leaders suggestions for improving their change
management practices in support of middle managers. This study offers three theoretical

contributions and four practical implications.

Theoretical Implications

This study makes three contributions to the organizational change and paradox
literature. First, this study addresses the under explored area of how paradoxes are
experienced during organizational change caused by an acquisition. To date, there have
been very few empirical studies that are undergirded by Lewis’ (2000) theory of paradox
or that apply a paradoxical lens to a research context of an acquisition. In fact, an online
search of peer-reviewed journals in George Washington University Library articles and
Consortium catalog search engines and databases using a key word criterion of paradox,
acquisition, merger, and M&A, published in English only without a time restriction,
returned zero results. This study is believed to be the second empirical study that placed
an emphasis on paradox from the onset and was designed with a research setting of an
acquisition. The first study, which this dissertation closely follows, is the work of
Thelisson et al. (2019); their study examined a postmerger integration using a paradoxical
lens and approach to determine how paradoxes contribute to successful integration.

Thelisson et al.’s (2019) research was designed as a longitudinal case study over a period
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of 2 years, involving a horizontal merger of a privately owned firm and a state-owned
firm that were operating in the same industry. In their case, the impetus for the merger
was the survival of both firms, with the aim of becoming the leader in that capital region
area and enabling the company to pursue the capital project (Thelisson et al., 2019).
Theoretically, Thelisson et al. (2019) contributed to the paradox literature by providing
insights about how the tension between interdependence and autonomy is triggered and
evolves throughout the postmerger integration process, leading to symbiotic integration.
Second, this study informs the paradox literature by providing insights on how
individuals can learn to recognize paradoxes, develop paradoxical frames (Lewis, 2000;
Smith & Tushman, 2005), and begin to cultivate a paradoxical mindset (Miron-Spektor et
al., 2018). Concretely, this study shows how scaffolding can be used to transcend the
limits of an individual’s language repertoire and cognitive processes. The researcher
prompted the middle managers’ recognition of a paradox by first introducing the concept
and its definition. The introduction of the concept of paradox enabled the middle
managers of this study to engage the concept of paradox orally via discourse with the
researcher. Afterwards, the middle managers reviewed polarized elements of their
experience and discussed the interrelated relationship of those elements, enabling them to
cognitively hold paradoxical elements and offer practical advice on how paradoxes could
be accepted for positive, individual, and organizational outcomes during times of change.
Third, this study extends and informs questions about the micro foundations of
paradox. In 2018, Miron-Spektor et al. stated that there was an accumulating body of
literature exploring paradoxes; however, most of the empirical work investigating

paradox focused on the macro organizational level. Consequently, there was significant
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potential to contribute new knowledge about the micro foundations of paradoxes. Thus,
Miron-Spektor et al. (2018) postured three questions: “What conditions intensified the
experience of tensions? What was the impact of tensions on one’s workplace efforts, such
as job performance? How do individuals’ approaches affect their ability to cope with, or
even benefit from, these tensions?” (p. 27). Findings from this study offer insight in
response to the first question.

Specifically, this study offers to the paradox scholarship evidence that conditions
typical for most conglomerate, domain-extending acquisitions are more prone than other
planned organizational change processes to cause an intensified experience of tensions.
Paradoxical tensions are innate to conditions of an acquisition. Fundamentally, all
acquisitions require two distinct organizations to transform into one organization.
However, with conglomerate, domain-extending acquisitions in particular, the impetus
for acquiring the other organization is the recognized distinction in either the business
typology or operation in a different market, industry, or sector (Sureka, 2021).
Furthermore, conglomerate acquisitions are mostly done as the result of a divestiture
(Sureka, 2021). Divestitures give rise to tension about the individuality and identity of the
divested group. These two characteristics of conglomerate, domain-extending
acquisitions embed tensions of differentiation/integration, cohesion/division, individual
identity/group identity as well as present/future into the organizing processes of
becoming one organization. The tensions not only compound one another but they also
coevolve and escalating the experience of tensions.

The aforementioned tensions are then further exacerbated through three specific

acquisition phases—preacquisition, integration-symbiosis, and post-acquisition—which
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are routine for all acquisition typologies. The pre- and post-acquisition phases
conceptualize distinctions that will be encoded into the history and future of the
organization. The integration-symbiosis phase surfaces paradoxical tensions, as both
strategic interdependence and organizational autonomy are required between the two
once distinct organizations. Symbiosis permits both organizations to coexist as separate
organizations, allowing for boundaries to be organized between the two organizations and
create invisible lines that maintain distinctions between the two organizations. However,
over time, the established boundaries become disturbed due to the mutual dependence. As
such, there is simultaneous boundary preservation and boundary permeability.
Consequently, paradoxical tensions of strategic interdependence/organizational autonomy

and stability/change also arise, compounding the previously surfaced tensions.

Practical Implications

This study offers four practical implications to HRD practitioners and
organizational leaders across all industries that will improve organizational and

individual change readiness as well as the adoption of a planned change effort.

Become a Purpose-Driven Organization

As presented in this study, the participants’ experience indicated that purpose was
profoundly important, and it should be enduring as well as transcend beyond individuals
and their own self-interest. This outlook, while not new, can’t be undervalued. Most
HRD practitioners and organizational leaders realize the operating need to have an
organizational purpose and can articulate why their organization exists, but this study
highlights how insufficient this ideology is and how superficial these practices are. The

knowledge gained from this study implies that HRD practitioners and organizational
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leaders need to consider an alternative paradigm of purpose and a humanistic need of
purpose. If purpose were to be envisioned this way, HRD practitioners and organizational
leaders could create purpose-driven organizations.

This requires HRD practitioners and organizational leaders to take at least two
overarching actions. The first is to organize the existence of the organization around a
reason that makes a positive impact, is meaningful to all individuals, is something all
employees and not just middle managers can deeply connect with and will continuously
motivate individuals even as they are confronted with organizational challenges. The
second is that the new purpose must be manifested as both the driving force and
foundational component from which all people programs are created. This enables the
embedment, integration, and continuous fostering of the purpose throughout an

employee’s lifecycle with the organization.

Utilize the Paradox Mindset Inventory as a Change Readiness Tool

The second practical implication is the utilization of the Paradox Mindset
Inventory as a change readiness tool. As inferred in this study, organizational change is
inherently paradoxical, and conditions that are typical for most conglomerate, domain-
extending acquisitions are more prone than other planned organizational change
processes to cause an intensified experience of tensions. This knowledge presents the
opportunity for HRD practitioners and organizational leaders across all industries who
intend to pursue conglomerate, domain-extending acquisitions to adopt change readiness
approaches that address the unique contextual conditions of an acquisition as well as
prioritize both the cognition and emotional needs of their middle managers. One change

readiness measure that can be adopted is the Paradox Mindset Inventory to assess how
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middle managers will engage, experience, and think about the paradoxes, competing
demands, and tensions inherent in the change process. If employed before the initiation of
organizational change, the Paradox Mindset Inventory assessment report can be used to
inform change management support activities like the employee assistance and
engagement programs, communication strategy, and any training that may need to be

delivered.

Utilize Employee Assistance Programs as a Change Readiness Tool

Another change readiness and support measure that can be implemented is the
utilization of employee assistance programs (EAP) to support the emotional needs of
middle managers. According to the Society of Human Resource Management (2016),
EAPs are among the most valuable but often overlooked programs offered by
organizations (Zielinski, 2016). A core component of the services provided by EAPS is
counseling, which can assist employees in dealing with every day or extreme challenges
that can impact workplace productivity and performance, while improving their mental,
emotional, or overall well-being in the process. Although EAPs may already exist within
organizations, these programs are typically seen as an ancillary fringe benefit rather than
as a change readiness or management support tool. If EAPs can be reimagined, HRD
practitioners and organizational leaders can work with their EAP providers to offer
counseling and emotional and mental health support as well as educate employees about
how to best utilize these services as they undergo the change process. In a proactive
process, EAP providers can be provided with advance knowledge about the happenings
of the company, enabling them to have a better understanding of the conditions and

events that may be affecting the middle managers. Additionally, an EAP change
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readiness roadmap can be designed that aligns EAP services to critical events in the
change process that might trigger an emotional response from the middle managers. Early
integration of an EAP change readiness roadmap for employees could prove to be a
helpful measure for encouraging middle managers to address issues early on, directly, or
indirectly, before they become larger problems or before negative experiences are

compounded or intensified by the ongoing change process.

Offer a Change and Paradox Introductory Training Course

One of the most significant recommendations of this study emerged from the
concept of paradox being introduced to the middle managers and how this introduction
can serve as an impetus for cultivating a paradoxical mindset. As conveyed by the middle
managers, they were unfamiliar with the concept of paradox. However, after being
introduced to the concept, they were able to cognitively hold and engage in dialogue
about the opposing and contradictory elements embedded in their experiences as well as
offer advice about how to live with paradoxes in a way that positively serves themselves,
their senior leaders, their organization, and other middle managers. These experiences
suggest that becoming familiar with the unfamiliar and developing new cognitive abilities
in certain settings may warrant the assistance of another. As claimed by Vygotsky (1978),
the practice of talking with others gives frames for thinking on your own. Therefore, a
strong recommendation of this study is to offer a change paradox course that incorporates
scaffolding to support the middle managers in the construction of new knowledge and
encourages the adoption of new ways of thinking.

Although we know that paradoxes can be accepted and a paradoxical mindset can

be adopted (Smith & Lewis, 2011), this study suggests that a prerequisite to either is the
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basic knowledge or understanding of paradox. The construction of new knowledge can be
an instrumental tool for not only achieving the desired change goals but also improving
the sensemaking, sense giving, and emotional experiences of those who perform the role
of a change agent. Within each of these experiences, there is a component of knowledge.
During times of change, opportunities to learn must be prioritized, especially for those
who will serve as change agents. Offering an introductory course would 1) facilitate
language acquisition enabling the change agents to express their experience of paradoxes,
2) provide the foundational knowledge of paradoxes, 3) lay the foundation for cognitive
processes that can recognize and hold juxtapositions elements and 4) ignite the spark for

accepting paradoxes as well as the development of a paradoxical mindset.

Recommendations for Future Research

The findings of this study provided a foundation for recommending future
research. During the data analysis processes of this study, several questions emerged,;
three of which the researcher continuously pondered, how can one recognize something
that they are unfamiliar with? How can one come to accept a paradox, if they don’t know
what a paradox is in the first place? How does one move through the process of being
introduced to the concept of paradox to actively exercising a paradoxical mindset? Future
research could provide insights into these questions. Especially considering, that research
published since the commencement of this study has called attention to the inadequacies
of scholarship addressing “how paradoxes come to be constructed as such in the first
place” (Child, 2020, p. 1150).

According to Child (2020), as vast and promising as the paradox scholarship is,

the construction of paradox has been neglected and overlooked. This is an important
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exploratory opportunity. As cited in this study, the existing paradox literature
predominantly positions the researcher to be able to identify, explore and understand
paradoxes rather than the individual organizational actors. There is guidance and
frameworks for how to explore paradoxes (Lewis, 2000), categorical definitions of
paradoxes (Lewis, 2000; Lischer & Lewis, 2008), responses to paradoxes, the relationships
between paradoxes and how paradoxes coevolve (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013)., as well as
how paradoxes can be framed away (Child, 2020) and the increasing advocation of the
great potential of tapping into paradoxes. However, the literature on how an individual
begins to recognize a paradox on their own is limited (Child, 2020) and obscures the role
of the individual in understanding and then managing tensions (Tushman & Smith, 2005).
Moreover, future research could explore what this researcher calls the paradox learning
continuum. Specifically, how individuals initially come to learn and understand what a
paradox is, then be able to recognize what was once unrecognizable, a paradox, through
the transcendence of the development and exercising of a paradoxical mindset. For this
researcher, this is the future of the paradox scholarship, especially if middle managers

across all industries are to be “masters of paradox”.

Summary of the Chapter

This chapter provided a discussion of the main findings of this study, the
identified contributions to the literature, and suggested recommendations for practice as
well as future research. Five findings were presented, offering insights for the research
question that guided this study: How do middle managers experience being positioned as
both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been

acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition? First,
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purpose was revealed to be both paramount and desired by the middle managers.
Specifically, they wanted an enduring organizational purpose that positively impacted the
larger society that they could personally connect with and that could give meaning to
their work and, in some cases, their lives. Second, acquisitions are synonymous not only
with change but also with the intensification of uncertainty. As this study suggests,
acquisitions are more prone than any other planned organizational change event to cause
an intensified state of uncertainty for those experiencing the change. Third, sensemaking
is an existential feature of organizational life and a social process that ought to inform
action. However, as seen in the study, the social processes of sensemaking do not always
result in reciprocation of or impetus for action but instead can reinforce the inertia and
passivity of those engaged in the process. Despite the lack of impetus for action, social
processes of sensemaking amidst change fostered solidarity and strengthened the
relationships among those engaged in the process. Fourth, paradoxes live in language
even when they are obscured. Through language we conceptualize our experiences,
conveying what we know and recognize. However, language has limitations. Language
has a “Janus-faced” characteristic that enables distinctions to be drawn as well as
dilemmas and polarities to be illuminated (Jarzabkowski et al., 2017), while often leaving
paradoxes unseen until explicit efforts are made to make paradoxes recognizable. Lastly,
the middle managers of this study played a vast spectrum of roles, and in many cases the
roles were paradoxical in nature and differed in saliency.

In this chapter, three contributions to the organizational change and paradox
scholarship were also presented. As discussed, this study built on the one study that exists

exploring how paradoxes are experienced during organizational change caused by an
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acquisition. Second, this study provided insights into how the concept of paradox can be
scaffolded, paradoxical frames developed, and a paradoxical mindset energized. Third,
this study provided insights into what conditions intensify the experience of tensions.
This chapter concluded with a discussion of four suggested practices that HRD
practitioners and organizational leaders can implement to improve their change readiness
and management practices in support of middle managers. The first practical implication
proposed was that a sense of purpose be embedded, integrated, and continuously fostered
throughout an employee’s lifecycle with the organization. The second recommendation
suggested that EAPs be rethought and optimized in alignment with the planned change
effort. The third suggestion was to use the Paradox Mindset Inventory as a change
readiness and management support tool. The final suggestion was to offer a change and

paradox introductory training course.

Concluding Remarks

Today as well as in the future, organizational change and paradoxes will remain
as the only constants of organizational life. As such, to be successful and grow, or fail
and decline will persist as an incessant dilemma facing all organizations. In most
organizations, this dilemma will be accompanied by imperfect either/or discussions in the
executive suite. To acquire or be acquired? To acquire or divest? To merge or to
compete? To many, these discussions will seemingly appear not only as strategic but also
sufficient for evaluating scenarios, approaches and eventually, the decisions made
between choices because each offered an advantage on its own. Yet, this formulaic,

binary, and either/or thinking doesn’t always turn dilemmas into wins or address what
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lies beneath, and/both between the competing choices. As best stated by Smith & Lewis
(2022) either/or thinking is useful but is “limited at best and detrimental at worst” (p 8).
If organizations are to be successful and grow, new ways of thinking must be
ushered in, strategies for learning and embracing paradoxes encouraged as well as the
challenges facing middle managers attended to. Almost 30 years ago, Handy (1994) said
the ability to comprehend paradox was then, an emergent critical managerial skill.
Sixteen years later, Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) reiterated the same point,
successful organizations need managers who are “masters of paradox” capable of turning
the horns of dilemmas into victories, especially when faced with challenging, turbulent,
and unpredictable times. Now more than ever, as echoed in Deloitte’s 2020 Human
Capital Trend report to operate in a remarkedly different and unimaginable world than
decades prior the key to success is “paradox as the path forward”. I, hope this research
will be regarded as an impactful paver on the paradoxical path forward and stimulate
further endeavors at the intersection of middle managers — organizational change -
paradox. Middle managers are too critical to the success of organizations to not be

paradoxically prepared for the eye of the storm of change!
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APPENDIX A:

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

The Eye of the Storm: Middle Managers’ Experiences as Change Agents and Change
Recipients

Statement of the Problem

= Paradoxes awash our organizational lives (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018).

= Paradoxes exist representing “contradictory yet interrelated elements-elements that seem
logical in isolation but absurd and irrational when appearing simultaneously” (Lewis,
2000, p. 760; Schad et al., 2016).

= The problem is that the paradoxes often remain latent until the contextual conditions of
change or processes of an intervention fosters social construction increasing an actors’
awareness of paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011).

= By virtue of their structural position, the reality of most middle managers is that they
occupy a complicated position, in which they are expected to simultaneously play a
spectrum of roles, finding themselves as both “victims and carriers of change” and “stuck
in between various stakeholder groups, which can produce relentless and conflicting
demands” (Anicich & Hirsh, 2017, p. 3).

Purpose of the Study

= The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of middle managers positioned as
both a change agent and change recipient within a company that has been acquired by a
larger organization.

Research Question

= The grand research question is: How do middle managers experience being positioned as
both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that had been
acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition?

Methodology

= This will be a qualitative descriptive single site case study (Yin, 2018).
= Participants will be middle managers who:

o (1) were employed with the OIdEd prior to the 2020 acquisition

o (2) held a middle managerial position (an intermediate manager of a hierarchical
organization that is a subordinate to a higher manager and responsible for at least
one lower level of junior staff) with the OIdEd organization that was acquired;

o (3) currently holds a middle managerial position (an intermediate manager of a
hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a higher manager and
responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff) within the new NewEd
organization;

o (4) was with their former company, previously acquired organization at least one
year and employed with the larger acquiring organization for one-year post-
acquisition.
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= Data will be collected via a participant profile, documentation, and semi-structured
interviews.

Literature and Statement of Potential Significance

= Itis fundamentally important for HRD practitioners and organizational leaders across all
industries to understand the role middle managers play during organizational change
prompted by acquisitions.

= This study can provide a greater understanding of and offer practical recommendations to
inform how HRD practitioners and organizational leaders initiating change can support
middle managers during acquisitions as they navigate their various roles.

= This study also has the potential to make recommendations how to leverage middle
managers to bridge the dysfunction between macro and micro change readiness.

= This study will also offer practical guidance to middle managers on how to effectively
promote change readiness before and during acquisitions while simultaneously playing
various roles.
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APPENDIX B:

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTERS

1. Letter Seeking Identification of Candidates from Human Resources

Date

Dear Name,

My name is Danielle Tope and you know me as your Human Capital Partner. In addition to being
your Human Capital Partner, | am also a doctoral candidate at the George Washington University,
enrolled in the Human and Organizational Learning Doctoral program. A requirement of my
doctoral program is to conduct research for my dissertation, and | am passionate about
understanding the experiences of middle managers and their roles during planned change.

Given the recent divestiture and acquisition of your business division as well as prospects of other
acquisitions, I am hopeful that my research study may be of interest to you and your business.
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a
change agent and change recipient within a company that has been acquired by a larger
organization. Specifically, I will be exploring how do middle managers describe their experiences
being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that
has been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition. If you are
interested in reading my proposal, | would be happy to share it with you. The study is a
qualitative study, and I will be collecting data via a participant profile, documentation, and semi-
structured interviews.

I am asking for your help to identify middle managers who meet the profile below, and who
would be willing to participate in two semi-structured interviews within the next 3 months.

Middle Manager Profile:

(1) is a current middle manager in your organization. For the purposes of this study, a
middle manager is defined as an intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that
is a subordinate to a higher manager and responsible for at least one lower level of junior
staff;

(2) held a middle manager position in your organization prior to the 2020 acquisition for
at least one year;

(3) was employed with your organization prior to the 2020 acquisition for at least one
year;

(4) was employed with your current organization for at least one-year post-acquisition.
Below | have identified the basic involvement required:

1. 1 will work with your Senior HR Human Capital Partner to identify potential
participants based on the criteria | have provided.
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2. You (and your Senior HR Human Capital Partner) will contact the middle managers,
receive, and document permission for me to initiate contact with them, and facilitate an
introduction via email.

I know that you are very busy, and this is the extent of involvement | am requesting from you.
What | have described above is only a proposed means of identifying potential participants. | am
very amenable to other options and suggestions you may have.

An executive summary of the study will be available to you once the dissertation has been
completed. If you are willing to have your middle managers participate in this study to help me in
this study, | request that you e-mail me stating that intention. I must provide the university with
physical evidence of your willingness to support my effort.

Thank you for your time and consideration. | truly believe that a study of this nature is vitally
important to most contemporary organizations, human resources professional that develop and
support middle managers. | hope you will consider participating.

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact either me at +1 703-967-1190
(Eastern USA time zone) or my faculty advisor at GWU, Dr. Shaista Khiliji at +1 XXX-XXX-XXXX
(Eastern USA time zone). | eagerly await your response.

Sincerely,

Danielle Tope, Doctoral Candidate
George Washington University
dtope@gwu.edu

Dr. Shaista Khiliji, Human and Organizational Learning
George Washington University
skhilji@gwu.edu
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2. Letter to Potential Participant Identified by His or Her Employer
Date

dtope@gwu.edu

[Name, Address of potential participant City, State Zip email]
Dear [Name of Potential Participant],

My name is Danielle Tope and you may know me as your Human Capital Partner. In addition to
being your Human Capital Partner, | am also a doctoral candidate at the George Washington
University, enrolled in the Human and Organizational Learning Doctoral program. A requirement
of my doctoral program is to conduct research for my dissertation, and | am passionate about
understanding the experiences of middle managers and their roles during planned change.

I am writing you today to invite you to participate in a research study | am conducting for my
doctoral dissertation. As an organizational development and change professional with over 20
years of experience managing human resources, leading people and change, | am asking for your
assistance as a colleague so that | can include your voice in my research study.

The purpose of my research study is to examine the experiences of middle managers positioned
as both a change agent and change recipient within a company that has been acquired by a larger
organization. Specifically, I will be exploring how do middle managers describe their experiences
being positioned as both change agent and change recipient within a for-profit organization that
had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the acquisition. I hope my
research topic is one that may also be of interest to you.

You have been identified as a suggested middle manager, and you would be a valuable participant
in this research study. As the researcher, | am reaching out to you to determine if you are
interested and available to participate in the study. If you are interested in participating, simply
complete and return the enclosed Potential Participant Questionnaire form and mail it back to me
in the prepaid envelope. You can also scan and email the form to me at dtope@gwu.edu.

It is important to know that this letter is not to tell you to join the study. Participating is your
decision, and your participation is completely voluntary. There are no consequences to you if you
choose not to participate, and, if you do agree and then change your mind midstream, you may
withdraw at any time. That is your right as a participant. If you are interested in reading my
proposal, | would be happy to share it with you.

The study is qualitative in nature and | will be conducting two interviews (90 minutes) with
middle manager three weeks apart. Two interviews—that is the level of your involvement unless
you would like to review my write-ups as | go along with the study. I am more than happy to
share and receive your feedback.

You do not have to respond if you are not interested in this study. If you do not respond, no one
will contact you, but you may receive another letter in the mail which you can simply discard.

Thank you for your time and consideration. An executive summary of the study will be available
to you once the dissertation has been completed. | truly believe that a study of this nature is
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vitally important to most contemporary organizations, human resources professional that develop
and support middle managers. | hope you will consider participating.

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact either me at +1 703-967-1190
(Eastern USA time zone) or my faculty advisor at GWU, Dr. Shaista Khiliji at +1 XXX-XXX-XXXX
(Eastern USA time zone). | eagerly await your response.

Sincerely,

Danielle Tope, Doctoral Candidate
George Washington University
dtope@gwu.edu

Dr. Shaista Khiliji, Human and Organizational Learning
George Washington University
skhilji@gwu.edu

308


mailto:dtope@gwu.edu
mailto:skhilji@gwu.edu

APPENDIX C:

PARTICIPANT PROFILE QUESTIONNAIRE

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. To establish your eligibility to participate in
this study, please provide the following background information. This completed form and the
signed Participant Consent Form should be returned to Danielle Tope at dtope@gwu.edu.

YOUR BACKGROUND
1. Name (Last name, First name)—Please print

2. Demographic information: Age __ Gender
Highest level of education:
_____High school or secondary school diploma
___ Bachelor’s degree
__ Master’s degree
____ Professional graduate degree (MBA, JD, MD)
___ Doctoral degree
_____ Other (Please describe)

6. Total years of full-time professional experience: Years
7. Total years of full-time professional experience as a middle manager: Years
YOUR ROLE AS A MIDDLE MANAGER

8. What is your current job title:

9. Were you employed with your current organization prior to the January 2020 acquisition?
10. When did your employment begin with your current organization?

11. How would you describe your position in organizational leadership hierarchy?

12. What is the title of the person you report to?

13. How many lower level staff are you responsible for managing and what are their titles?
14. When did you become a middle manager with your current organization?

15. Were you a middle manager with your current organization prior to the January 2020
acquisition?

16. Since the January 2020 acquisition, have you held a middle manager position with your
current organization?
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APPENDIX D:

INFORMED CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY

Title of Study: The Eye of the Storm: Middle Managers’ Experiences as Change
Agents and Change Recipients
IRB #: NCR203113

Principal Investigator Name: Dr. Shaista Khiliji
Doctoral Candidate: Danielle Tope
Version Date: 2/8/21

1. INTRODUCTION. You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Dr.
Shaista Khilji and Danielle Tope, sponsored by The George Washington University, Graduate
School of Education and Human Development. Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary.
You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because of your role with your current
organization and your experience of the 2020 acquisition. Please read this form and ask us any
questions that will help you decide if you want to be in the study. Taking part is completely
voluntary and even if you decide you want to, you can quit at any time. Your employment status
will not, in any way, be affected should you choose not to take part or to withdraw at any time.
Even if you decide to take part and then change your mind, you can quit at any time. Further
information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting either myself by email at
dtope@gwu.edu, or by telephone number (703) 967-1190 or Dr. Shaista Khilji by email at
skhiliji@gwu.edu, or by telephone (202) 994-1146.

2. PURPOSE. The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of middle managers
positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within an organization that has been
acquired by a larger organization

3. PROCEDURES. If you choose to voluntarily take part in this study, you will participate in
two 90-minute semi-structured interviews. The interviews will be conducted virtually using
Microsoft Teams on a mutually agreed upon date and scheduled at a virtual location and time that
provides a quiet, comfortable place for you. The interviews will be scheduled 3 weeks apart.
After each interview, you will be provided with the interview transcript and given the opportunity
to review the transcript for completeness and accuracy.

The total amount of time you will spend in connection with this study is three hours and thirty
minutes. Three hours of that time will be spent in the interviews. A possible 15 minutes of time
may be spent by you reviewing the provided interview transcripts, should you choose to do so.
The final possible 15 minutes may be spent in follow-up by phone or e-mail to discuss findings
and questions with you. All follow-up contact will be made within two months of your first
interview.

4. POSSIBLE RISKS. Given the nature of the interview questions, it is not likely that you will
feel any stress or discomfort during the interview or be at no more risk of harm than you would
experience in everyday life. During the interviews, you are also free to skip any question asked or
stop the interview at any time as well as withdraw from this study at any time.
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There is an always a minimal risk of the breach of confidentiality. However, to minimize this
potential risk, the following steps will be taken by the research team to project this study’s
participants’ and welfare:

1) The list of possible participants provided by the President or HR Manager of NewEd will be
encrypted and password protected and stored in a secure location separate from other
research materials.

2) All possible participants will be given the opportunity to use a personal email address after
initial contact is made and the list of personal email addresses password protected and
stored in a secure location separate from other research materials.

3) All interviews will be conducted in a virtual location selected by the participant using
Microsoft Teams.

4) A pseudonym will be assigned to each participant at prior to starting the first interview. The
assigned pseudonym will also be used in the transcription of the interview and audio file.
The transcription and audio files will be encrypted, and password protected and stored in
a secure location separate from other research materials.

5) All computers, audio recorders and software used for this study will be password protected.

6) Member checks - Participants will be given the opportunity to review their interview transcript
for accuracy and use of pseudonym.

7) When the findings of this study are reported, the pseudonym will also be used.

8) The researcher and GWU will not release any information about the participants of the
research study, without their written consent, unless required by law.

9) At the end of this study, all research material with identifiable information will be securely
destroyed.

5. CONFIDENTIALITY. Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential,
however, this cannot be guaranteed. If results of this research study are reported in journals or at
scientific meetings, the people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. It is
possible that representatives of regulatory agencies and from the study’s sponsor may come to
GWU to review your information. In that situation, copies of the relevant parts of your records
will be released with all identifying information removed. Except for these entities, research
study records will be kept confidential unless you authorize their release or if the records are
required by law (i.e., court subpoena).

6. BENEFITS. Your participation in and the results of this study has the potential to add to our
theoretical and practical knowledge base in the areas management and organizational change. The
benefits to science and humankind that might result from this study is a greater understanding of,
and offering of practical recommendations to inform, how human resource development
practitioners and organizational leaders initiating change can best support middle managers
during acquisitions. This study also benefits society by offering theoretical contributions by
extending and answer questions about the micro-foundations of paradoxes.

7. COMPENSATION. You will not receive compensation for participating in this

study.

311



8. COSTS. There are no costs associated with taking part in this study.

9. QUESTIONS. If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have been harmed by
this research study, please contact Danielle Tope at dtope@gwu.edu or +1 (703) 967-1190. If you
have any questions about the informed consent process or any other rights as a research subject,
please contact the Office of Human Research— Institutional Review Board at The George
Washington University at ohrirbo@gwu.edu or +1 (202) 994-2715.

10. DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT. To ensure anonymity your signature is not required.
If you agree to take part in this study, your consent to participate in this research study is implied
if you proceed. Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL - INTERVIEW #1

Introduction

[Opening: Purpose is to welcome participant, explain the interview format, introduce the
research and establish the environment for the next hour].

Hello and Welcome! Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study and for
completing the Participant Profile Questionnaire in advance of our interview today. This
interview is part of a doctoral research study that focuses on how middle managers experienced
being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a company that has been
acquired by a larger organization. The goal is to understand how middle managers navigate their
roles and make meaning during times of change. Your experiences as a middle manager make
you a valued participant in this study. To be honest, I’m just glad to have a reason to talk with
you and get your thoughts on how you have experienced the 2020 acquisition.

I am working on completing my doctoral dissertation at George Washington University. My
research interests are management and organizational change. I thought focusing on how middle
managers experienced being positioned as both a change agent and change recipient within a
company that has been acquired by a larger organization would be an ideal subject to study, and |
might be able to provide some insights to our organization as well.

For the purposes of this study, a middle manager is an individual who is positioned as an
intermediate manager of a hierarchical organization that is a subordinate to a higher manager and
responsible for at least one lower level of junior staff.

[If asked, the source is Harding et al., 2014, “defines middle managers by the position that they
occupy in an organizational hierarchy, in which they face upwards to senior management and
downwards to junior staff (Harding et al. 2014). For example, middle management “is a position
in organizational hierarchies ‘between the operating core and the apex’ (quoted in Mintzberg
quoted in Harding et al.) whose occupants are ‘responsible for a particular business unit at [this]
intermediate level of the corporate hierarchy’ (Uyterhoeven quoted in Harding et al.) that
comprises ‘all those below the top level strategic management and above first-level supervision’
(Dopson and Stewart quoted in Harding et al.]

You were selected to participate in this interview because you were a middle manager with the
organization before, during and after the 2020 acquisition. | really appreciate you taking the time
to share with me today. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions we go over today
and no quotes will be attributed to individuals in any of my reports (all quotes will be anonymous
and stripped of any identifying information), so feel free to be as open and honest as you like.

Since we know each other professionally, the interview is obviously not anonymous. However, |
will be using a pseudonym for this interview so only you and | will be able to attribute any
comments back to you.

My role is to ask questions and listen. I’1l also be moving the conversation along to ensure that
we stay within our 90 minute time frame - | want to make sure | respect your valuable time and
don’t keep you past the hour and a half you agreed to. Let’s quickly go over how this interview
will proceed. The first interview has three parts. During the first and second part of the interview,
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I will ask straightforward questions about your role as a middle manager. During the third part of
the interview, I’ll ask you straightforward questions about how you experienced the 2020
acquisition. The second interview only has one part, in which | will ask you questions specifically
about how you experienced paradoxes that might have been embedded your role and the change
you experienced. Because | would like to be able to focus on listening and asking follow up
questions, I’d like to record our session so I can go back later to take more complete notes. Is that
okay?

I want you to know that | plan on conducting up to 10 interviews with other middle managers
similarly situated to you. | will also be collecting other documents and observations as secondary
data points. | will take the information and insights I gain from all of the various data points and
synthesize them. Ultimately, | hope to better understand how middle managers experience and
navigate their roles during times of change.

Not only will the data feed my dissertation, I also hope it will yield findings that can be used to
offer practical recommendations to inform how HRD practitioners and organizational leaders
initiating change can support middle managers during acquisitions as they navigate their various
roles. I’ll eventually share these findings with our senior leadership and might even share more
broadly to other organizations.

As a reminder, your responses will be reported anonymously and in aggregate - so we encourage
you to openly share your thoughts and opinions!

Do you have any questions about your participation before we get started? [Answer
questions as appropriate]

And finally, do you consent to being recorded?

Part One: General middle manager questions.

This is our first of two interviews, so today we’ll be using a broad-brush approach, we’ll
talk about your role and experiences as a middle manager and then how you experienced
the 2020 acquisition. In three weeks, during the second interview we will talk specifically
about how you experienced paradoxes that might have been embedded your role and the
change you experienced.

I’m here to explore your experiences within your perspective, so I’ll be asking about your
ideas, opinions, and feelings in this effort, so there are no right or wrong answers.

Any questions before we get started?
< Answer questions as appropriate>
Let us start by talking about you and your role in this organization.

1. Can you share me what it means to be a middle manager in this organization?

2. From your perspective, what do you believe are the primary functions of a middle
manager?

3. What do you most enjoy about being a middle manager?

What do you least enjoy about being a middle manager?

5. Asa middle manager, what do you believe your strengths to be?

B
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6. As a middle manager, what do you think your greatest challenge(s) are in this
organization?

7. Can you please share with me what you believe distinguishes your position from
senior leadership?

a. How do you perceive the functions of senior leadership to be different
from the functions of a middle manager?

8. Now, can you please with me what you believe distinguishes your position from
junior level staff?

a. How do you perceive the functions of junior level staff to be different
from the functions of a middle manager?

9. Asamiddle manager, housed between senior leaders and junior level staff in the
organizational hierarchy, have you ever experienced conflicting “perspectives,
feelings, messages, demands, identities, interest or practices” from those you
report to and those who report to you?

a. Can you tell me about that those experiences?
b. Can you please share details around what prompted the conflict?
c. When there are conflicts in perspectives, feelings, messages, demands,
identities, interest, or practices, what are those times like?
i. how did you handle those times?
ii. How are you affected by conflicting demands?
Part Two: Roles of the Middle Manager

10. As a middle manager, how would you describe the role or roles, you play in this
organization?
11. Now that you have described your roles, using one word descriptors can you
name the roles you play?
12. How do you feel about playing the roles, you do?
13. Considering the roles, you play in the organization, how do you make the shift
from one role to another role?
14. Thinking about the roles you pay, have there ever been times when you felt that
you had to or were expected to simultaneously play multiple roles?
a. Can you describe what that experience was like for you?
i. How did that experience make you feel?
15. Has there ever been a time when you felt that the roles you play were
contradictory to one another?
a. Can you tell me more what those roles were?
b. Can you share with me what made those roles contradictory to one
another?
16. Has there ever been a time when you felt that the roles you play caused you
tension?
Part Three — Change
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So far, we have covered a lot of ground, you have shared what it means to be a middle
manager in this organization, the functions of a middle manager and the roles you play as
a middle manager. For the remainder of the interview, | would like to contextualize our
discussion around the 2020 acquisition and your experience being or not, a change agent
and change recipient.

[If asked, the source is Balogun and Johnson (2004) define change recipients as those
“who are being told to change but who have had no influence on the decision” (p. 543).
Change agents are those, “who are required to act on the decisions made at the top of
organization,” an exemplar is the middle manager (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011, p. 357)].

1.

Can you share in as much detail as possible how you experienced the 2020
acquisition from the time when you first learned about the acquisition up until
present day?
How did the 2020 acquisition affect you as a middle manager in this
organization?
How did you understand or make sense of the change(s) that was happening
around you?
Reflecting on your experience, as a middle manager, did the role or roles, you
play in this organization change, in any way because of the 2020 acquisition?
a. What prompted the change in your role or roles?
b. How did you feel about the changes in your role or roles?
As the 2020 acquisition unfolded, was there ever a time when you felt that you
were expected to be Change Agent?
a. How did you come to the realization that you that you were serving in the
role of a Change Agent?
b. How did you know you were expected to be a Change Agent?
Can you describe in as much detail as possible how you experienced being a
Change Agent?
a. Asa Change Agent, what types of activities did you engage in?
b. How did being a Change Agent affect you?
i. Emotionally
ii. How did being a Change Agent affect the relationships you have in
the organization? (Ask about the relationships 1) with your
manager, 2) peers and 3) your direct reports)
c. How do you think playing or not playing a Change Agent affect the
unfolding of the 2020 acquisition?
As the 2020 acquisition unfolded, was there ever a time when you were expected
to be or realized that you were a Change Recipient?
a. How did you know you were expected to be or realize that you were a
Change Recipient?
Can you describe in as much detail as possible how you experienced being a
Change Recipient?
a. Were there specific events or activities that signaled you were a Change
Recipient?
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b. How did being a Change Recipient affect you?
i. Emotionally
ii. How did being a Change Recipient affect the relationships you
have in the organization? (Ask about the relationships 1) with your
manager, 2) peers and 3) your direct reports)
c. How do you think playing or not playing a Change Recipient affect the
unfolding of the 2020 acquisition?
9. Were there ever times when you remember being a Change Agent and Change
Recipient simultaneously?
a. What were those times like?
You’ve been so patient with me. So, let’s wrap it up with just four final questions.

10. Is there anything else about any aspect of being a middle manager, navigating
change, being a change agent or change recipient that you feel is important to this
research? Please tell me about it, and why you feel it is important.

11. Is there anything I didn’t ask you about your experience that I should have?

12. Did I leave any questions “on the table”?

13. Finally, do you have any questions for me?

< Answer questions as appropriate>

Again, Mr./Ms./Dr. X, | thank you for your time today. | really appreciate your insights.
If there are other reflections that come to mind after our discussion today, please feel free
to call or email me.

Just a reminder that I’ll be providing you with a transcript of these interviews after we’re
complete for your clarification and/or any additional information. And our next
interview is scheduled for XXX date, and we’ll be going into the details of your
experience during the transformation.

<Stop Recording>
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APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL - INTERVIEW #2

First, welcome back and a huge thank you for assisting me by participating in my study.
I know your time is valuable and I appreciate you sharing with me.

As a reminder to our previous discussions, the purpose of my research study is to
examine the experiences of middle managers positioned as both a change agent and
change recipient within a company that has been acquired by a larger organization.
Specifically, I will be exploring how do middle managers describe their experiences
being positioned as both change agent and change recipient within a for-profit
organization that had been acquired by a larger organization during the year following the
acquisition.

Simply put, my focus is you and what you have experienced as a middle manager.

Do you have any questions about the purpose of the research or what we’re going to
cover in our discussion?

<Answer questions as appropriate, then move on.>

In order to make this interview official, | need to cover a few important topics. All of this
information is documented clearly in the informed consent paperwork | provided to you
earlier.

I will be taping this 90-minute interview, as well as taking notes while we talk. Any time
you need me to stop the recorder, for any reason, please just say so, okay?

Your participation and everything we talk about during the interview is completely
confidential and during transcription, | will assign you a pseudonym. All my notes will
use that pseudonym. Any other interviews done as a part of this study will not reference
your participation or you, specifically.

After all our interviews, | will transcribe the interview recordings and you will have the
opportunity to view the transcript and make any corrections. The recordings and
transcripts will be encrypted and will remain in my possession. Additionally, after the
data is compiled, I will ensure your identity is obscured and will, again, give you the
opportunity to review interview data.

Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may elect to stop participation in the
study at any time, from now until 30 days after your final review of the data.

Do you have any questions about your participation, and do you consent to the recording?
< Answer questions as appropriate>

If you remember our last interview, we used a broad-brush approach, we talked about
your role and experiences as a middle manager and then how you experienced the 2020
acquisition. Today, we going to reflect on your experiences and talk about specifically
about how you experienced paradoxes that might have been embedded your role and the
changes you experienced. So, we’ll be using things we discussed in the first interview to
leverage your reflection.
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Like last time, I’'m here to explore your experiences within your perspective, so I’ll be
asking about your ideas, opinions, and feelings in this effort, so there are no right or
Wwrong answers.

Any questions before we get started?

< Answer questions as appropriate>

Part One: Paradox

Today’s interview is all about paradoxes. Paradoxes are innate feature of organizational
life and change. The problem is that the paradoxes often remain latent until the contextual
conditions of change or processes of an intervention fosters social construction increasing
an actors’ awareness of paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Frankly, paradoxes oftentimes
go unnoticed, until they are made present and you reflect on them.

As defined by Ford and Backoff’s (1988), to be paradoxical, some ‘thing’ is constructed
by individuals even when oppositional tendencies are recognizable or interwoven such as
“perspectives, feelings, messages, demands, identities, interest or practices” are brought
into recognizable proximity through reflection or interaction. (qtd in Lewis, 2000, p.
761).

1. Before participating in this study, how familiar and/or comfortable were you with

the word paradox?

2. Inyour organizational life, is paradox commonly used? If so, by whom? When

was the last time paradox was discussed at work? What was the context?

3. What do you think about the word paradox? or How do you define paradox?

4. Do you experience any paradoxes in your daily organizational life? If so, can you

share with me in as much detail as possible what those paradoxes are and why

you see them as paradoxes?

Part Two
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5. How do you see these elements of organizational life, in the list as being related?

6. How do you see these elements of organizational life, in the list as being

interdependent?

7. How do you see these elements of organizational life, as occurring simultaneous?

8. What do you believe underlies or causes these things elements of organizational

life to occur?

9. Before today, had you ever thought about these elements of organizational life as

being paradoxical?

Part Three

As a middle manager, you play many roles and you are faced with many demands as well
as complex issues. Here, | would like to consider an alternative view, of paradox and
embrace/accept the both-and of complex, changing and ambiguous situations for a
workable certainty.

10. How can you accept both things as your reality in order to succeed as a middle
manager in this organization?

11. What advice would you give yourself for learning to live with paradoxes in a way
that serves you positively?

12. What advice would you give yourself for learning to live with paradoxes in a way

that serves the organization positively?
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13. If you could help another middle manager learn to live with paradoxes in a way
that energizes positive experience with organizational change, what advice would
you give?

14. If you could help senior leadership, implement change in a way that accepts
paradox as a positive built-in part of organizational change, what advice would
you give?

Part Four — Concluding Interview

You’ve been so patient with me. So, let’s wrap it up with just five final questions.

15. Is there anything else regarding paradoxes that comes to mind for you?

16. Is there anything else about any aspect of being a middle manager, navigating
change, being a change agent, change recipient or paradox that you feel is
important to this research? Please tell me about it, and why you feel it is
important.

17. Is there anything I didn’t ask you about your experience that I should have?

18. Did I leave any questions “on the table”?

19. Finally, do you have any questions for me?

< Answer questions as appropriate>

Again, Mr./Ms./Dr. X, | thank you for your time today. | really appreciate your insights.
If there are other reflections that come to mind after our discussion today, please feel free

to call or email me.

Just a reminder that I’ll be providing you with a transcript of this interviews for your
review, and/or any additional information. Also, as the research continues, I may be back
in touch with you to clarify your inputs and/or to share some of the preliminary analysis.

<Stop Recording>
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APPENDIX G:

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW GUIDE

Date & Time

Participant Name & Role

Small Talk Prior to Starting:

How’s life
What they have been up to
Personal updates (family, travel, etc.)

Interview reminders:

Conversational & informal but with a purpose
Direct, easy questions

Short segues

One topic at-a-time

Language appropriate for audience

Use “Think back...”

Avoid “Why?”

Avoid providing examples and leading

Probe judiciously

Note serendipitous Q’s at the end if time
allows Neutral verbal and body language
responses to participant comments

Answer participant questions on study swiftly

Housekeeping:

Silence phones

Keep track of time

Paper & pen

Batteries

Recorder

Participant thank you note

Researcher Use Only. Am | hearing what |
need to hear?

How do middle managers describe their
experiences being positioned as both change
agent and change recipient within a for-
profit organization that had been acquired
by a larger organization during the year
following the acquisition?

Planned Change

Middle Manager

Middle Manager role/roles
Change Recipient

Change Agent

Paradox

Probes:

Please tell me more about that.

And how did you feel about that?

Can you give me examples of what you are
saying?

What do you mean when you say [xxx]?
And how so?

Could you give me an example of that?
Say what you mean by [term or phrase]
When you say, [term or phrase], what are
you actually doing?

It sounds like you are saying, .” . .
a fair summary?

So you are saying . . . .7 [any time you
paraphrase what you think your interviewee
said, you need to be sure and ask them if
your paraphrase accurately captures what
they meant]

.. Is that
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APPENDIX H:

ANALYTICAL MEMO PROTOCOL

Lincoln and Guba (1982), offers one of the few good published guidelines for what should
actually be in a reflexive journal. They define it as “analogous to the anthropologists field
journals and is the major means for an inquirer to perform a running check on the biases, which
he (sic) carried with him into the context.” There are four major things to record in the diary:

1.

2.

A log of evolving perceptions
A log of day-to-day procedures
A log of methodological decision points

A log of day-to-day personal introspections

Perceptions - what have | become aware of?
a. What new knowledge was brought forth?
b. My relationship to what was brought forth? Prior knowledge, if any?
c.  Who was the interviewee?
d. How well do you know the interviewee?
e. How might my previous interactions with the interviewee affected this interview?
f.  What was the interviewee’s general feeling / emotion / attitude?

g. How did the interviewee’s general feeling/emotion/attitude change during the
interview?

2. What important themes or ideas surfaced?

a. How did these differ from or align with what | expected?

b. How did this interview differ or align with previously conducted interviews?
c.  What long or short quotes resonated with me that should be used in the report?
d. Were there any unexpected findings?

e. Ease of providing examples / rich detail?
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3. Describe my research procedures.

a.

b.

Did my research procedures change? If so, how and why?

What could I do differently?

4. Are there methodology decisions, | need to make because of this interview?

a.

b.

e.

f.

the setting

technology

the participants (my sample)
recruitment,

data collection,

plans for analysis

5. Personal introspection: Introspection, as Gould (1995, p. 719) defines it, is ‘an ongoing
process of tracking, experiencing, and reflecting on one’s own thoughts, mental images,
feelings, sensations, and behaviours’

a.

What are my thoughts, feelings, fears, desires, and needs? (The process of reflection
helps to bring the unconscious into consciousness and thus open for inspection)

Why am | feeling so?
How can | describe it?
How may | cease/sustain this undesirable/desirable experience/feeling?

How did my general feeling/emotion/attitude change during the course of the
interview?
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APPENDIX I:

FORMAL MEMBER CHECK EMAIL INVITATION

Dear <Name of Study Participant>,

Thank you, again for time and willingness to participate in my research study. Attached
to this email, you will find the interview transcript of your first interview for your review.

Such a review is commonly referred to as a member check or respondent validation; and
its purpose is to strengthen the trustworthiness and credibility of my research study.
Simply put, it is your opportunity to verify that the data collected during your interview
“rings true” or needs corrections/additional insights.

If you have the time, | kindly ask that you review your transcript over the next week and
respond back to this email by <DATE> to either affirm that the provided transcript
reflects your views, feelings, and experiences, or that it do not reflect those of your
experiences.

If 1 do not hear back from you by <DATE>, | will consider the absence of such a
response as confirmation of that the data collected during your interview does “ring true.”
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact either me at +1 703-967-1190
(Eastern USA time zone) or my faculty advisor at GWU, Dr. Shaista Khiliji at +1 202-
994-1146 (Eastern USA time zone). | eagerly await your response.

Sincerely,
Danielle Tope, Doctoral Candidate

George Washington University
dtope@gwu.edu

Dr. Shaista Khiliji, Human and Organizational Learning
George Washington University
skhilji@gwu.edu
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